
Soldiers of the Sixteenth Battalion, 1918.

LOYALTY WITHIN RACISM

When President Woodrow 
Wilson asked Congress to 
declare war on Germany 

on April 2, 1917, he famously asserted, 
“the world must be made safe for 
democracy,” and claimed that the 
United States was “one of the champi-
ons of the rights of mankind.” To many 
African Americans, Wilson’s words 
revealed the hypocrisy at the heart of 
America. The US government wished 
to promote democracy abroad while 
denying equal rights to 12 million citi-
zens based on the color of their skin. 

Across the country, black Amer-
icans reached various conclusions 
about whether to support the war. 
For many, the European war was a 
distant affair that only warranted 

indifference. Some black leaders 
were opposed to war overseas when 
African Americans had a war to fight 
at home: civil rights. Others saw 
black participation in the war effort 
as a path toward racial progress and 
equality. As the demand for 100 
percent loyalty to the United States 
swept the country and the Selective 
Service Act instituted the draft for 
all men ages 21 to 30, support for the 
war among African Americans grew. 
While much of the patriotism and 
hope was genuine, some of it was 
pragmatic.1 In Minnesota, African 
Americans faced the same dilemma. 
Should they blindly support a gov-
ernment they saw as duplicitous? 
Or might they be able to prove their 

loyalty while framing their demands 
for democracy and equality, thereby 
turning the war into an opportunity 
for racial progress in Minnesota? 

A unique wartime organization 
that illuminates the experiences of 
some African American Minnesotans 
during World War I is the Sixteenth 
Battalion of the Minnesota Home 
Guard. The Sixteenth was the only 
Home Guard unit that recruited Afri-
can Americans and marked the first 
time the state military allowed the 
recruitment of black people. Black 
soldiers were citizens but their rights 
were denied every day. An African 
American in uniform was a potent 
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symbol of America’s democratic 
hypocrisy. The men of the Sixteenth 
Battalion entered the contradictory 
space of serving on the Minnesota 
home front while facing pervasive 
discrimination. The story of the 
segregated unit reveals a complex 
and conflicted Twin Cities African 
American community during a time 
of great trial. 

Five days after the United 
States entered World War I 
the two leading black news-

papermen of the Twin Cities, 
Charles Sumner Smith and John Q. 
Adams, declared the loyalty of black 
Minnesotans—​though not without 
reservation, and not without dis-
agreement between them. Smith, 
editor of the Twin City Star, declared,

The Negro cannot be expected to 
rally to the country’s call today as 
he did to Lincoln and McKinley; 
but he is ever ready. . . . Should 
the American people grant him 
equal rights as other Americans, 
he will then forgive their [sic] 
wrongs he has suffered. As it 
is, he is calm and deliberate. He 
will enter this war for his second 
emancipation.

Smith believed the best military 
response was a “military corps of 
Negroes . . . under Negro officers.” 
He accepted segregation in the mil-
itary as reality and felt blacks could 
prove themselves within its racist 
framework.2 

Adams, editor of the Appeal, 
struck a more radical tone, initially 
agreeing with Smith, “Now that the 
war is really here, colored patriots are 
ready and anxious to become defend-
ers of their country.” He feared that 
segregation would be accommodated 
by some blacks whom he called “the 
foe within.” To Adams it was time to 

“cut out the color line in the army.  
WE ARE ALL AMERICANS.”3 

The color line in the army (seg-
regated units) Adams referred to 
had been firmly established during 
the Civil War and perpetuated 
thereafter. In 1881, as Minnesota’s 
independent militia companies began 
transitioning into the state National 
Guard, blacks attempted to claim a 
place within it. An all-​black militia 
company formed in St. Paul. It was 
endorsed by Mayor Edmund Rice, 
from whom they took their name: the 
Rice Guards. However, the unit never 
appeared on any official roster of 
state troops and was short lived. It is 
unknown why the state appears not to 

Charles Sumner Smith, 
ca. 1917. Smith was 
captain of Company D, 
founding member of the 
Twin Cities Protective 
League and Minneap-
olis NAACP, and editor 
of the Twin City Star. 
Image is from the 
Appeal, Aug. 25, 1917.

have accepted the unit for service, but 
racism is a likely supposition.4 

When the Spanish-​American War 
began, another attempt was made to 
form a black military company, this 
time in Minneapolis, but it made less 
progress than the Rice Guards and 
never coalesced.5 By the advent of 
World War I, the US military was a 
supreme example of institutionalized 
racism, and state militaries had fol-
lowed suit. While those who agreed 
with John Q. Adams that segregation 
in the military needed to end, not 
accommodating to it meant giving up 
the opportunity to serve in the mili-
tary. Most blacks felt that the military 
was a prime proving ground for racial 
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progress. Better to serve and protest 
obliquely than not serve at all. 

When Congress declared war, 
America’s black leaders petitioned the 
war department to allow black offi-
cers to be recruited. When it became 
clear the war department would only 
allow blacks to train segregated from 
other officers, debate within the Afri-
can American community ensued. 
A groundswell of support from black 
universities led most black leaders to 
endorse the government's plan. The 
military opened a single segregated 
officer training facility at Fort Des 
Moines, Iowa, in July 1917. The officer 
training corps was composed of black 
veterans, noncommissioned officers 
from the segregated regular army 
units, and college educated or profes-
sional men. They reflected a concept 
advocated by W. E. B. Du Bois: the 
Talented Tenth—​the idea that one in 
ten black men would become edu-
cated leaders and bring about social 
change. Among the officer candidates 
were John Bundrant and eight other 
men from Minnesota.6 

Initially, Bundrant had tried to 
form a segregated company that 
would volunteer for federal service. 
Bundrant and Charles Sumner Smith, 
both Spanish-​American War veterans, 
had obtained permission from the 
state adjutant general, Walter F. Rhi-
now, to raise “a colored unit for the 
world war.” Bundrant then organized 
recruitment efforts and volunteers 
began filling the ranks.7 

On the national level military 
officials debated whether to allow 
African Americans to serve as vol-
unteers, or whether to even include 

them in the draft. Then, on May 18, 
1917, Congress passed the Selective 
Service Act instituting the draft for 
all US men between the ages of 21 
and 30, regardless of race. Black 
Twin Citians still hoped that Bun-
drant’s volunteer company would 
be accepted for service. “The Mil-
itary honor of the Negro citizens” 
depended on it.8 Amid the changes in 
federal enlistment policies, however, 
Bundrant abandoned the volunteer 
company and it dissolved. He and 
others formed other plans to join the 
military. 

On June 5, 1917, all eligible men 
registered for the draft. After filling 
out their draft cards, black men were, 
in the words of the Appeal, “subjected 
to an infamous insult.” To identify 
them as African American, local draft 
boards throughout the nation tore 
off the lower left corner of the form. 
John Q. Adams immediately lashed 
out against the practice, arguing that 
no US soldier should go abroad to 
fight until the “undemocratic condi-
tions” at home were “eliminated.”9

More than 370,000 black men 
were drafted nationwide, 511 of them 
Minnesotans. The vast majority faced 
racism and terrible conditions in 
pioneer (engineering) regiments that 
built roads, bridges, and fortifica-
tions overseas and in labor units that 
moved supplies, unloaded ships, and 
performed many other tasks. Only 
42,000 were combat troops, serving 
in the Ninety-​second Division and 
Ninety-​third Provisional Division. 
With the draft instituted, the military 
ardor of the Twin Cities black pop-
ulation fell in line with the national 

effort. Newspapers closely followed 
the progress of men who were train-
ing to be officers. Of particular note 
was Dr. John Roy French, a black den-
tist from St. Paul whose application to 
the US Medical and Dental Corps was 
rejected based on his skin color. With 
the help of Fourth District congress-
man Carl Chester Van Dyke, French 
eventually qualified for the Medical 
and Dental Corps, becoming the first 
black man in the country to do so.10 

As the nation mobilized for war, 
the Minnesota Legislature created 
the Minnesota Commission of Public 
Safety on April 16, 1917. The com-
mission was charged with protecting 
life and property and ensuring that 
Minnesota’s “military, civil, and 
industrial resources” were “efficiently 
applied” toward the defense of the 
state and the country during the war. 
The seven-​man commission, headed 
by Governor Joseph A. A. Burnquist, 
had vast power “to do all things non-​
inconsistent with the constitution 
or laws of the state of Minnesota or 
of the United States.”11 In short, the 
commission enforced loyalty to the 
state and the nation by cracking down 
on those deemed disloyal—​part of 
a national trend as the federal gov-
ernment increased surveillance of 
American citizens. 

One of the Commission of Public 
Safety’s first acts was the creation of 
the Minnesota Home Guard, estab-
lished on April 28, 1917. This volunteer 
organization replaced the state’s 
National Guard, which had entered 
federal service. Over the course of the 
war, the Home Guard eventually con-
sisted of 23 battalions with more than 

Most blacks felt that the military was a  
PRIME PROVING GROUND for racial progress.

210  M I N N E S OTA  H I S TO RY



7,000 men. While the Home Guard 
provided disaster relief and security 
for the state, it also became the mili-
tary arm of the Commission of Public 
Safety, enforcing its policies.12 

Newspapers of the time 
do not reflect an immedi-
ate desire among African 

Americans to join the Home Guard. 
Perhaps the Home Guard made it 
clear, whether directly or indirectly, 
that African Americans were not wel-
come in its ranks. Like most citizens, 
blacks in the Twin Cities appear to 
have mostly obeyed the acts of the 
Commission of Public Safety, though 
they endured negative effects. Agi-
tating for civil rights or speaking out 
against the war became more dan-
gerous because of the commission. It 
also forced saloons to close by 10 pm 
and did not allow alcohol to be served 
to women. These policies caused 
many of the black working class, 
most of them waiters and porters, to 
lose their jobs.13 

Black elites encouraged loyalty, 
and some helped enforce it. William T.  
Francis, considered by many to be the 
most prominent black man in Minne-
sota, was appointed a representative 
of the Commission of Public Safety. 
He was assigned to observe the draft 
board in St. Paul’s Eighth Ward, which 
included the majority of the old 
Rondo district where many young 
black men lived. He was to report any 

irregularities. In Minneapolis, promi-
nent attorney William Morris was 
appointed to the Hennepin County 
Public Safety Association, making 
him “responsible for the recent regu-
lations of the liquor traffic” and for 
enforcing “stringent laws for public 
safety.”14 

The first public mention of form-
ing a segregated Home Guard unit 
did not occur until mid-​October 1917, 
nearly six months after the organi-
zation was created. Charles Sumner 
Smith proposed the idea at a farewell 
reception in Minneapolis hosted by 
black elites as a sendoff for drafted 
black men. Although Smith’s proposal 
“brought a hearty response,” noth-
ing came of it.15 Six months later, a 
segregated Home Guard unit gained 
traction in St. Paul. In late March or 
early April 1918, Clarence W. Wiging-
ton and others petitioned Governor 
Burnquist and Adjutant General 
Rhinow to allow the formation of a 
segregated unit of the Home Guard. 
Wigington worked for the city of St. 
Paul as a municipal architect and was 
a “real force in the city” according to 
the Appeal. His employment by the 
city, or Governor Burnquist’s presi-
dency of the St. Paul chapter of the 
National Association for the Advance-
ment of Colored People (NAACP), may 
have helped pave the way for Wiging-
ton to broach the idea with Burnquist. 
The governor’s approval to recruit the 
Sixteenth Battalion marked the first 
time people of color were enlisted in 

Captain Clarence Wigington of Company A, 
1918. Wigington, the first African American 
municipal architect in the nation, received 

the nickname “Cap” for his service in the 
Sixteenth Battalion.

the state’s military forces. Burnquist’s 
acquiescence, however, was more 
likely calculated than altruistic in 
light of his 1918 reelection campaign 
on the Republican ticket. The Six-
teenth Battalion could help placate 
African American voters while not 
offending whites with integration. 
Virtually all black leaders in Minne-
apolis and St. Paul were Republicans, 

Minnesota Home Guard service insignia pins, ca. 1917. Officer insignia, left, enlisted man insignia, right. 
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and several of them became officers of 
the Sixteenth.16 

The unit received almost complete 
support from the African American 
community, but its inception was 
not without critics. Charles Sumner 
Smith saw it as a political ploy to gar-
ner the votes of “the ‘cullud peepul.’” 
He also noted that, “while the wave 
of loyalty was at its height Negroes 
were not wanted,” and now “many 
are reluctant to join any organization 
after such contemptible treatment by 
our state officers.” Reluctantly, Smith 
concluded that blacks would still act 
“like men” and join the unit.17 The 
only black leader to oppose the unit 
openly was John Q. Adams; perhaps 
he felt chagrined when his son joined 
the battalion. 

By April 6, 1918, Wigington had 
recruited 60 men, and on April 11 he 
held a formal enlistment meeting in 
the old second state capitol building 
in downtown St. Paul. At the meeting, 
Companies A and B of the Sixteenth 
Battalion were mustered into service. 
Later that month, African Americans 
in Minneapolis held a similar meet-
ing in the courtroom at city hall and 
began recruitment for Companies 
C and D. By the end of April the St. 
Paul companies had come close to 
their recruitment goals of 100 men 
each. Companies C and D in Min-
neapolis enjoyed an initial surge of 
recruitment but took longer to fill 
their ranks. Eventually, 400 men vol-
unteered and the Sixteenth Battalion 
was officially formed. Over the life of 
the unit, 500 men served.18 

The demographics of those who 
served in the battalion represented 
a sampling of the Twin Cities black 
population during World War I. By 
birthplace, the men of the battalion 
were almost evenly split between 
North and South. The vast majority of 
St. Paul volunteers lived in the Rondo 
neighborhood; a smaller group lived 
near Oakland Cemetery. In Minneap-

olis, members lived throughout the 
city, but in fairly concentrated commu-
nities. Many resided in what are now 
the North Loop and Near North areas 
of the city. A fair number lived down-
town. Another concentration clustered 
around what later became the I-​35W 
corridor, in the Powderhorn and 
Whittier-​Lyndale neighborhoods. A 
few made their homes in Longfellow. A 
small number of men resided in white 
neighborhoods, but in both cities the 
black population was concentrated. 

The average age of the volunteers 
was 33.6 years. Volunteers were sup-
posed to be beyond draft age to enlist 
in the Home Guard; however, men 

agreed to leave the unit if drafted, 
and the draft-age rule of 21 to 30 was 
frequently broken. The oldest guard 
member was 59, while some as young 
as 17 enlisted with the permission of a 
guardian. Just over 50 percent of the 
men worked in the service industry, 
with more than 28 percent of this 
group employed as porters or waiters. 
Another 26 percent worked as labor-
ers. Just over 9 percent worked as 
merchants, tradesmen, clerks, or civil 
servants. The rest, fewer than 5 per-
cent, were professionals, managers, 
or business owners.19 

The men of the battalion 
demanded that their officers also 

Ad for an event hosted by Company A of the Sixteenth Battalion, Minnesota Home Guard. 
Image is from the Appeal, May 25, 1918.
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be African American, and the state 
government did not resist. The 
men elected their own officers, who 
were then commissioned by Burn-
quist. Almost all the officers were 
of the professional class. Most were 
also Freemasons, and several were 
Spanish-​American War veterans. The 
most important qualification was that 
the officers of the battalion be “expe-
rienced race men” who fought for 
the rights of African Americans. The 
battalion commander was Major Jose 
Sherwood, a clerk for the post office 
and a national leader of black Freema-
sons. He had earned a reputation as 
a “race man” for fighting against the 
St. Paul showing of the racist film The 
Birth of a Nation. When the war began, 
Sherwood attended the segregated 
officer training school at Des Moines 
intending to enter the National Army, 
but he was discharged for eye prob-
lems, returned home, and was elected 
commander of the Sixteenth. Wiging-
ton became captain of Company A. 
Orrington C. Hall commanded Com-
pany B. Hall was a clerk in the county 
auditor’s office and a church leader 
involved in Young Men’s Christian 
Association (YMCA) work. The cap-
taincy of Company C went to recent 
University of Minnesota Law School 
graduate Gale P. Hilyer, the son of 
the first black graduate of the univer-
sity. Upon graduation, Hilyer joined 
a white attorney’s law firm. Charles 
Sumner Smith led Company D. As an 
outspoken community leader, news-
paper editor, and Spanish-​American 
War veteran, Smith was an obvious 
choice. Heading the Medical Corps 
was Captain Valdo Turner; he was part 
of the old guard of black leaders and 
had an established medical practice. 
Finally, in command of the band was 
Lieutenant William H. Howard, a vet-
eran who had served at Fort Snelling 
with the segregated Twenty-​fifth 
Infantry in the 1880s, music teacher, 
and owner of a music studio.20 

Major Jose H. Sherwood, 1918. Sherwood commanded the  
Sixteenth Battalion of the Minnesota Home Guard.

Orrington C. Hall, ca. 1920. Hall commanded Company B of the Sixteenth Battalion, 
Minnesota Home Guard. He was also a founding member of the St. Paul NAACP  

and worked for the YMCA during World War I.
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 The men of the Sixteenth 
Battalion volunteered for a 
number of reasons. Overall, 

their participation demonstrated 
black men’s determination “to protect 
[their] country as well as fight for it 
abroad.” Within the black community, 
it was a chance for race leadership to 
participate in the first black military 
organization of the state, to wear the 
uniform of the US Army, and to show 
patriotism. For blacks, who had rea-
son to not support the war, displays 
of citizenship and loyalty were, iron-
ically, perhaps more important than 
for most whites. Some African Amer-

ican leaders began equating loyalty 
to America with loyalty to the black 
race. The Appeal declared, “This is the 
time when one must be 100 per cent 
American.” The paper went on to say, 
“This is also the day and time for 100 
per cent Race Loyalty.” So-​called race 
slackers would not be tolerated.21

In this frenzied environment, 
blacks had to be even more worried 
about their well-​being. As the battal-
ion was taking shape, a “gang of 
masked men” lured John L. McHie, a 
black repairman living in Minneapo-
lis, from his home. They charged 
McHie with making “disloyal 

remarks” and took him to the city 
outskirts. There they beat him, possi-
bly threatened him with a rope, and 
left him stranded. McHie stated that 
“race prejudice” caused the assault. 
Later he backpedaled and said the 
beating “grew out of a real estate 
transaction” (which more than likely 
also would have been racially moti-
vated). In that era, being black and 
viewed as disloyal could endanger a 
person’s life. The fact that McHie was 
a veteran of the famed Tenth Cavalry 
Buffalo Soldiers was not enough to 
prove he was a loyal American. 
Shortly after the incident, McHie 
enlisted in Company C of the Six-
teenth Battalion and served in the 
color guard.22 McHie’s enlistment is 
an example of how participation in 
the battalion could prove one’s loyalty 
and resilience as a African American 
in Jim Crow America.

The Sixteenth Battalion spent 
May 1918 preparing for Memorial 
Day. The St. Paul companies began 
drilling weekly at the city armory, 
while the Minneapolis companies did 
likewise, operating out of city hall. 
On Memorial Day the companies 
marched in their respective cities. 
The Twin City Star covered the Min-
neapolis parade in detail. The black 
companies marched with the rest of 
the Minneapolis Home Guard units. 
Though they had not yet been issued 
uniforms, the guardsmen wore white 
gloves and carried flags from black 
Masonic lodges. At the time, each 
company had about 50 men. “All 
along the line of march there was spe-
cial applause for the ‘Colored Boys’ 
and complimentary remarks encour-
aged the men,” the Star reported. 
Most importantly, the Star argued, the 
companies proved black men could 
be soldiers and officers. The mere 
presence of black men in the Home 
Guard conveyed “a strong protest 
against many injustices suffered by 
the Negroes.”23 

Lieutenant William H. Howard, ca.1919. Howard was the  
leader of the Sixteenth Battalion Band.
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After the Memorial Day parade, 
the Sixteenth Battalion appears to 
have received 600 uniforms from the 
adjutant general. All the uniforms 
may not have been delivered or dis-
tributed to members of the battalion 
as the Minneapolis companies were 
still raising money for uniforms as 
late as August 1918. On June 5, the 
battalion started a tradition of giving 
military balls and receptions. On 
June 14, Companies C and D marched 
in a Flag Day parade and held a mil-
itary ball afterward. This ball, which 
marked the first performance of the 
battalion band, was a grand success. 
Afterward, Company A formed a base-
ball team that played in the Rondo 
neighborhood.24

Throughout July 1918, the battal-
ion perfected its drill and continued 
to host military balls. Lieutenant 
Howard’s band grew to more than 40 
musicians and became the focal point 
of many community gatherings. On 
August 1, the Twin Cities African 
American community held its tradi-
tional Emancipation Celebration at 
Arcadia Dance Hall in Minneapolis. 
As part of the festivities, the battal-
ion hosted a grand ball and gave a 
military demonstration. The event 
included the showing of a race pic-
ture (a film with a black cast intended 
for a black audience) entitled Trooper 
of Company K, which recounted the 
participation of the black Buffalo 
Soldiers in the 1916 Battle of Carrizal 
between the US and Mexican armies. 
Nearly 1,000 people attended the 
celebration.25

Two days after the Emancipa-
tion Celebration, the second draft 

of black men left for training camp 
and service in the US Army, and 
the Twin City Star highlighted the 
occasion with a front-​page headline. 
The African American community 
gave its draftees a royal sendoff. It 
began at 5 pm in front of the Min-
neapolis courthouse, where Mary 
White Ovington, vice president of the 
national NAACP, spoke. A procession 
including the Minneapolis companies 
of the Sixteenth, the battalion band, 
African American women of the Red 
Cross, and local citizens escorted the 
draftees to Great Northern Station. 
The Motor Corps then transported 
the battalion band to St. Paul to 
take part in a similar sendoff for St. 
Paul draftees at Rice Park and Union 
Depot. The last person to speak at the 
St. Paul event was Governor Burn-
quist, “who paid a glowing tribute 
to the loyalty of the colored people.” 
John Q. Adams called it the “grandest 
public demonstration ever accorded 
to colored people in St. Paul.”26 

Though some whites attended 
these sendoff proceedings, the event 
was marred by racial violence and 
prejudice. While black draftee John 
Sayles was on his way to a banquet in 
his honor, he was “brutally beaten” 
without provocation by a white police 
officer. After being called a “black son 
of a bitch” and assaulted by the police, 
Sayles was held at the Minneapolis 
South Side police station, where he 
received no medical attention until 
Charles Sumner Smith and others 
arrived. Four days later Sayles left to 
fight for his country.27 

Throughout August and Sep-
tember 1918 the battalion continued 

its usual activities, punctuated 
with some changes in command 
and friction between some officers. 
Orrington C. Hall, captain of St. Paul’s 
Company B, left to serve overseas and 
was replaced by Thaddeus W. Stepp. 
Throughout the battalion’s existence, 
the command in the St. Paul com-
panies was harmonious. The same 
could not be said for the companies in 
Minneapolis, where a faction became 
dissatisfied with those in charge and 
discipline began to fail. Among the 
complaints were the military inexpe-
rience of many of the officers and the 
fact that several of the commanders 
were political appointees. The desire 
of some to “climb over the corpses of 
their fellows to secure official prom-
inence” created discord. The main 
instigators of the friction appear 
to have been George W. Holbert, 

George W. Holbert ca. 1911. Image is from the 
Appeal, Oct. 28, 1911.

In that era, being black and viewed as disloyal  
could ENDANGER A PERSON’S LIFE.
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a second lieutenant of Company C, 
and Robert L. Robinson, first lieu-
tenant and battalion adjutant. At the 
time, battalion commander Major 
Sherwood was away on Masonic 
business and some soldiers may have 
attempted to replace him. This activ-
ity was cast as counterproductive to 
the war effort, and therefore criminal. 
The Commission of Public Safety 
removed Holbert and Robinson for 
violating the commission’s orders. 
In addition and perhaps unrelated, 
Smith was assigned as a staff officer 
and his chief rival, William Morris, 
became captain of Company D.28 

On Columbus Day the battalion 
marched in the Liberty Parade. After 
playing numerous events, Lieutenant 
Howard’s band had perfected perfor-
mances of several patriotic songs. 
They were declared “best of all the 
bands” and received “continuous 
applause.”29 On October 12, 1918, 
the worst natural disaster in Min-
nesota history, a vast fire in north 
central Minnesota, killed more than 
450 people, and the Home Guard 
assumed management of the after-
math. Captain Smith, who had been 
serving as publicity and intelligence 
officer for the Sixteenth Battalion, 
was appointed to Adjutant General 
Rhinow’s Home Guard staff for one 
week as a special aide and intelli-
gence officer in the disaster zone. 
Smith served within the Emergency 
Bureau, helping with information 
gathering, supplies, transportation, 
and record keeping. Perhaps as a jibe 
toward others in the Sixteenth, Smith 
claimed that his ability won him the 
appointment, not politics. While this 
may have been true, evidence also 
suggests that William T. Francis and 
George L. Hoage, first lieutenant in 
the Sixteenth and personal messen-
ger of Governor Burnquist, helped 
Smith get the appointment. Serving 
alongside white officers in the fire 
zone, Smith found no “color or racial 

conditions a barrier” and felt he was 
treated based on his merit. A week 
later, Smith was relieved by Com-
pany C captain Gale P. Hilyer. While 
these two Sixteenth Battalion officers 
fulfilled disaster duties in what was 
perhaps the most important role the 
Home Guard ever performed, the Six-
teenth as a whole was never called to 
active duty.30 

Mid-​October also brought a ban 
on public gatherings because of the 
Spanish influenza. This seems to 
have brought a halt to meetings of 
the Sixteenth Battalion. November 
was dominated by political elections, 
the continuance of the ban on large 
gatherings due to the influenza out-
break, and the end of World War I on 
November 11. That date saw a “great 
world Peace Celebration” in St. Paul. 
One account of African American 
participation in the celebration 
reflected their confounded situation 
locally and nationally. That morning 
a black man was lynched in Sheffield, 
Alabama, and the news made black 
Twin Citians’ “hearts bleed” and their 

“minds wonder.” As a result, few 
African Americans took part in the 
celebration that day, but three African 
American individuals did attract a 
good deal of attention. Mrs. Clara B. 
Hardy, Mrs. E. S. Barnett, and Mr.  
J. W. Walton marched with a banner 
that read, “A Negro was lynched this 
morning but we are still loyal.” Two 
captains of the Sixteenth Battalion  
attempted to dispense with the 
banner but failed. The three banner 
bearers proceeded on with a flag 
and tambourine. In an editorial in 
the Appeal J. W. Walton declared 
that the banner bearers had more 
courage than the black Home Guard 
captains.31

The battalion resumed activity 
when it marched in the Thanksgiving  
Day parade, which drew a vast crowd 
deemed the “grandest ever in St. Paul.”  
The companies continued to hold 
military balls, but enthusiasm for the  

Unidentified African American woman wear-
ing a military uniform, ca. 1918. Based on the 
collar insignia and provenance of the photo-
graph, this is likely a Minnesota Home Guard 
uniform.

George L. Hoage, 1924. Hoage was a state 
capitol messenger and became secretary to 
Governor Joseph Burnquist. He served as a 
lieutenant and supply officer in the Head

quarters Company of the Sixteenth Battalion.
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battalion seems to have waned, 
notably in Company D. In December, 
another rift in command occurred 
when Company D captain William 
Morris brought charges against 
Smith for spending the company’s 
money improperly. Smith denied 
the charges, but was relieved of his 
duties pending an investigation. 
Smith claimed Morris’s motivation 
was purely political, and that under 
his poor leadership Company D had 
“dwindled to a squad.” As the new 
year began, the shining light for the 
battalion was the band, which was so 
successful it considered charging for 
its services.32 

In early 1919 the Commission of 
Public Safety began to repeal some 
of its acts, and many Home Guard 

units disbanded. A few officers in the 
Sixteenth, however, envisioned transi-
tioning the battalion into the National 
Guard. Once again, George L. Hoage 
exerted his influence on Burnquist 
and Rhinow. The two leaders hoped to 
retain the Motor Corps, as well as the 
extended military power the war had 
conferred upon them. The creation 
of a segregated unit in the Minne-
sota National Guard rode this wave 
of militarism. As the 1919 legislative 
session got underway, the idea of a 
segregated unit in the state’s National 
Guard reignited debate in the African 
American community: should blacks 
work within segregation, or oppose 
it in every way? Most black leaders—​
including officers Smith, Sherwood, 
Howard, and Morris—​supported 
a segregated unit. John Q. Adams, 
however, opposed the legislative bill 
vigorously, arguing that no state law 
should impose a color line and call-
ing black supporters of the bill “short 
sighted.”33 

On January 28, 1919, HF 280, 
authored by 11 Nonpartisan League 
representatives, was read in the house 

Ad for concert put on by the Sixteenth Battalion Band at Union Hall in St. Paul's  
Rondo neighborhood. Image is from the Appeal, Oct. 25, 1919.

and referred to the Committee on 
Military Affairs. The text of the origi-
nal draft of the bill is not extant—​the 
committee struck out and replaced all 
but the enacting clause. On March 4, 
the new version of the bill was passed 
by a vote of 72 to 48 and sent to the 
senate. Senator Charles N. Orr of St. 
Paul had introduced a companion bill 
that was postponed when the house 
bill arrived in the senate. On the last 
day of the session, senators custom-
arily suspended the rules in order 
to pass bills that were rarely looked 
at in detail. In this relaxed climate, 
Senator Orr slid HF 280 into the mix. 

The bill—​carefully worded to enact a 
Jim Crow law without actually men-
tioning race—​was passed on April 23, 
1919, by a vote 42 to 9. Accounts 
stated that some senators hadn’t real-
ized what they had voted on. 

From the beginning, the National 
Guard had opposed the measure to 
form a segregated National Guard 
unit, citing a lack of armory space. 
Several legislators tried to undo the 
bill but their efforts were too late. 
The law allowed for the creation of a 
“separate battalion of infantry,” but 
did not require it. Though it did not 
mention race, the law stated the new 
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