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This upheaval became the impetus for the 
construction of new brick homes and an ad-
ministration building on Taylor Avenue, which 
would eventually be known as the Upper Post. 
In the meantime, quick and cheap construction 
of barracks and other quarters was the solution 
of the day. These twenty-six buildings were 
planned in the summer of 1878 and completed 

by year’s end.⁴  They were built of wood, unlike 
the more permanent stone dwellings before 
them. Within twenty-five years, nearly all of 
these structures passed into memory—mostly 
forgo*en—until recently.

So, who resided in these quickly constructed 
barracks? Initially, the troops of the Seventh 
US Infantry, but the Twenty-Fi+h Infantry, 
stationed at Fort Snelling from November 1882 
until May 1888, resided there the longest. Upon 
arrival, just under two hundred men moved 
into the barracks. This regiment was one of two 
segregated infantry regiments of soldiers under 
the command of white officers in the United 
States. There also were two segregated cavalry 
regiments.⁵  

These troops became known as America’s 
legendary “buffalo soldier” regiments, com-
prised of African Ameri can men. The Twen-
ty-Fi+h was stationed at posts throughout 
Texas and New Mexico from 1870 to 1880, 
skirmishing with Native Ameri cans across 
the region. The regiment transferred to the 
Department of Dakota in 1880. Headquarters 
Company, Regimental Band, and Companies B, 
F, and I were stationed at Fort Randall, Dakota 
Territory, before their arrival at Fort Snelling. 
Company C was stationed at Fort Hale, Dakota 
Territory. The first group arrived at Fort Snelling 
on November 20, 1882, followed by Company F 
on the twenty-first and Company C on the 
twenty-third.⁶  

Searching for the Lost Barracks
In recent years, the Minnesota Historical So-
ciety (MNHS) initiated a revitalization plan at 
what is today called Historic Fort Snelling. One 
of the “newer” buildings, a 1904 yellow brick 
cavalry barracks, is being rehabilitated as a visi-
tor center. In preparation, utility trenches had to 
be dug, and new water, electric, gas, and sewer 
connections were installed to breathe life back 
into the structure. 

Renovation required excavation in an ef-
fort to mitigate potential damage to cultural 
resources. MNHS contracted Nienow Cultural 
Consultants to research structures that could be 
impacted. It was common knowledge that older 
wooden barracks had existed, and the remains 
likely were close enough to the renovation to be 
affected. Therefore, it was important to learn 

A map of Fort Snelling 
drawn in the offices of 
First Lieutenant 
John Biddle, chief 
engineer officer of the 
Department of Dakota 
(1885). The lost barracks 
(e) are located on the 
bluff overlooking the 
Mississippi River. 
Courtesy of 
National Archives, 
no. 92-225-1054-1061. 

Musicians of the Twenty-
Fifth US Infantry Band at 
Fort Snelling (ca. 1885). 
A visitor to the fort joined 
the company musicians 
on the lawn. A notation 
on the back of this 
photograph indicates 
that the visitor (back row, 
second from left) was 
named Schimmelpenig. 
Courtesy of Hennepin 
History Museum.
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more about the history of the barracks before 
moving forward with construction work.

The lost barracks was included on several 
maps, but very li*le photographic evidence of 
its existence could be found. The key to the 1882 
E.  B. Summers map was lost to time, and the 
available copy of the 1878 Maguire map was so 
poorly duplicated that the key was illegible. In 
addition, the barracks and its accompanying 
kitchens were built on nearly the same spot as a 
previous set of barracks and kitchens. For years, 
historians had assumed that they were the same 
structures, not two distinct sets of buildings 
constructed at different times.⁷  

The lost barracks appear prominently in the 
background of just two photos on file at the Gale 
Family Library at MNHS.⁸  Planners needed to 
determine the historic footprint of the building 
to avoid any preserved archaeological features. 
Historic maps were overlayed with satellite im-
agery to place the 1878 barracks in the modern 
landscape, but accurate dimensions were still 
required to pinpoint the limits of the footprint.

During an August 2018 visit to the National 
Archives in Washington, DC, a le*er was dis-
covered from General Alfred Terry to Secretary 
of War Robert Todd Lincoln just four years a+er 
construction of the barracks. The general painted 
a bleak assessment of the conditions there: 

The wooden building put up in 1878 was 
erected under the pressure for shelter and 

with the scarcity of funds which has al-
ready been spoken of. Through no fault of 
the officers charged with construction, but 
as a result of the circumstances existing 
when it was constructed, it is not in any 
respect a suitable building for the purposes 
of a post designed to be permanent. It was 
a make-shi+. I have sought to devise some 
plan by which it could be transformed 
into a suitable barrack, but I have failed to 
discover any means of accomplishing that 
end. I have come to the conclusion that it 
would be best and in the end cheapest, to 
pull it down and use the material in the 
construction of other buildings.⁹

Despite the recommended demolition of the 
barracks, they remained in use for at least five 

View of the back of the 
lost barracks from the 
Mississippi River Bridge 
(ca. 1885). The distinct 
roofline of the structure 
with the three chimneys 
can be seen on the left 
along with the company 
dining halls, which stood 
behind the barracks. 
Each of the four infantry 
companies had its own 
dining hall, as did the 
band and Light Battery F 
of the Fourth US Artillery. 
Courtesy of Minnesota 
Historical Society. 

Plan of makeshift soldier 
barracks at Fort Snelling 
(1878). These building 
plans are the only 
evidence of the interior 
layout. Projected cost 
for the construction 
was 6,305. Courtesy 
of National Archives, 
no. 77-Fort Snelling-45-15.



6 • RAMSEY COUNTY HISTORY  Volume 56 • Number 1 • Spring 2021

and a half more years as the quarters for the 
Twenty-Fi+h Regiment and others.

In addition to the textual reference, a series 
of maps completed in 1885 from the office of 
First Lieutenant John Biddle provided more 
clues. One of the maps labeled “Post of Fort 
Snelling” gives a detailed view of the old fort, 
including all of the buildings constructed in the 
summer of 1878. The two-story, wood-frame 
barracks is clearly evident.¹⁰

An April 2019 trip to the National Archives 
led to the discovery of the original plans for the 
barracks, complete with porches and upper and 
lower levels. The 1878 “Plan of Soldiers Bar-
racks (Six Companies) at Fort Snelling, Minn” 
was consistent with the scant photographic 
evidence at the Gale Family Library.¹¹

According to the plan, the barracks measured 
228½ feet by 30⅓ feet. Each floor included 
three large dormitories; each dormitory pro-
vided two small rooms to give the noncommis-
sioned officers of the company some measure 
of privacy. Porches ran nearly the full length of 
both the first and second stories on the front 
and back of the building. In front, the porches 
faced the 1878 wood-frame officers’ duplexes 
with “Clerk’s Row” in the distance. To the rear, 
they faced the company dining halls, with the 
bluff edge and Mississippi River Valley beyond. 
Three exterior stairways on each of the porches 
led to the second floor. The dining halls, built 
separately behind the barracks to limit potential 

damage in the event of fire, each measured 56¼ 
feet by 18¼ feet.¹²

The plans and list of construction materials 
provided a wealth of information, including in-
ventories of lumber, door and sash, hardware, 
and nails. The once mysterious soldiers’ abode 
was now coming into focus.¹³  

Mystery Photo
On a subsequent trip to the National Archives 
in 2019, research revealed the most exciting 
visual breakthrough yet. A simple query about 
the Twenty-Fi+h Regiment led to the discovery 
of a beautiful photographic depiction of the 
elusive barracks structure. A search through 
the Records of the Office of the Chief Signal 
Officer uncovered a folder of pictures of the 
regiment from the 1870s to ’90s. In the midst of 
a mass of photos, one image a*racted a*ention: 
“BATTALION 25th U.S. INF. FT. RANDALL, S.D. 
1880.”¹⁴  

The design of the barracks building in the 
background looked familiar. It matched the 
floor plans found in April. The title appeared to 
indicate that the army had duplicated the floor 
plan for the Fort Snelling barracks and applied it 
to a structure at Fort Randall. Regardless of loca-
tion, it was the best image of the design to date. 
However, further examination raised doubts 
about the accuracy of the labeling. Several fac-
tors indicated that the date was incorrect and 
called into question the location, as well. 

Left: Fort Randall bar-
racks (ca. 1882). Captain 
Charles Bentzoni and 
Company B stand at 
attention in front. Note 
the windowed bump 
out on the roof and lack 
of cross bracing on the 
second-floor porches. 
Courtesy of National 
Archives, no. 111-SC-83738.

Right: Fort Randall 
barracks (ca. 1882). Note 
the porches run the full 
length of the barracks. 
Courtesy of National 
Archives, no. 111-SC-83741.
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The photograph depicted soldiers wearing 
spiked helmets. However, this helmet style was 
not introduced until 1881.

By 1881 the Quartermaster Department 
set about to fulfill General Sherman’s new 
directives for both a blue field shirt and a 
dress helmet. In the la*er instance, a hel-
met at last was permi*ed for all troops and 
regimental officers. This brought about 
the eventual discontinuance of the less 
than popular 1872-pa*ern mounted dress 
helmet, and also swept aside the old dress 
cap with cock feathers for foot officers and 
pompons for enlisted men. Nonetheless, 
the helmet established in 1881 was in a 
different form than conceived of by the 
1879 board.¹⁵  

Disbursement of the new head gear also was not 
immediate. A target date of July 1, 1881, was set, 
but supplies were initially limited.¹⁶

The fact that the earliest implementation 
of these helmets likely occurred in the sum-
mer of 1881 means that the stated date of 1880 
in the photo caption is inaccurate. Given this 
error, researchers studied the photographs 
more closely, suspecting the location also was 
mistaken. Additional images of the barracks at 
both Fort Randall and Fort Snelling show three 
notable architectural differences between the 
barracks in the mystery photo and the barracks 
that appear in other photos of Fort Randall at 
this time. 

The Twenty-Fi+h arrived at Fort Randall in 
August 1880 and departed in November 1882.¹⁷  
There are two US Army Signal Corps photos 
from Fort Randall while the Twenty-Fi+h was 
stationed there. Both prominently feature their 
two-story barracks. Photo 83738 shows the men 

of Captain Charles Bentzoni’s Company B stand-
ing at a*ention in front of their barracks. Photo 
83741 shows a man si*ing on the ground by a 
ma*ress with the barracks in the background.¹⁸  
A third period image of the Fort Randall bar-
racks from the Hennepin History Museum ap-
pears as a stereograph (ca. 1880) and depicts the 
company standing at a*ention in front of their 
structure. In this image, the men are wearing 
the earlier 1872-pa*ern caps.¹⁹  

Comparison Time 
The first clear difference between the Fort Ran-
dall barracks and the Fort Snelling barracks 
is porch design. At Fort Randall, the porches 
extended across the length of the building, run-
ning flush to the ends. All three of the images 
clearly show the porches running from one end 
of the building to the other. On the other hand, 
both the floor plans of the 1878 Fort Snelling 
barracks and the two photos of these barracks 
at the Gale Family Library depict porches that 
stop short of the ends of the building—which 
corresponds to the mystery photo.

Company B stands at 
attention in front of their 
barracks at Fort Randall 
(ca. 1881). They are wear-
ing the older, 1872-pattern 
caps. Again, note the 
bump out on the roof and 
the lack of cross bracing 
on the second-floor 
porches. Courtesy of 
Hennepin History Museum.

Thanks, in part, to this 
photo, the lost barracks 
was “found.” The image 
shows the barracks and 
the Twenty-Fifth US 
Infantry at Fort Snelling 
(ca. 1885) not at Fort 
Randall (1880). The men 
are wearing the newer 
M1881 infantry dress hel-
met. Courtesy of National 
Archives, no. 111-SC-83642.
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The second difference between the Fort Ran-
dall and Fort Snelling barracks again involves 
the porches, specifically the second-story 
porches. In the three Fort Randall photos, the 
upper porches are fully open with no guardrail. 
In the Fort Snelling barracks, floor plans, and 
photos, viewers see guard rails with X-shaped 
cross braces. The photo again corresponds to 
the Fort Snelling design—complete with guard-
rails and cross braces. 

The third difference between the barracks 
involves the roofline. The Fort Randall photos 
show windowed bump outs on the roof. The 
plans and photos of the Fort Snelling barracks 
show a clean, flat roofline with three chimneys 
at an irregular interval and no windowed bump 
outs. With this new evidence, it appears the 
mystery photo was mislabeled. It should have 
been labeled Fort Snelling, not Fort Randall. 

This photograph, lost in plain sight all these 
years, is the best-known visual representation 
of the barracks that was home to the men of 
the Twenty-Fi+h US Infantry Regiment at Fort 
Snelling. 

Take a closer look: Here, the men of Com-
panies B, C, F, and I, with the Twenty-Fi+h US 
Infantry stand in ba*alion formation on the 
parade grounds in front of the barracks with 
the Regimental Band on the le+. The orienta-
tion of buildings, roads, and telegraph poles 

correspond with both period maps and one of 
the MNHS photos.²⁰  

Lost Barracks Are Found, and 
More History Is Revealed
This once-forgo*en structure has now been docu-
mented, and archaeological work in 2018 and 
2019 by Nienow Cultural Consultants confirmed 
portions of its historical footprint. Excavations 
uncovered the rear foundation and areas beneath 
both the front and back porches, yielding many 
diagnostic artifacts illustrating daily life at the 
fort. Bu*ons, bullets, pipe fragments, broken li-
quor bo*les, and food scraps tell the story of the 
men who called this barracks home. 

As mentioned earlier, life at the fort was 
quiet during the years the Twenty-Fi+h was 
stationed in Minnesota and lived at the bar-
racks. In fact, one of the regiment’s captains, 
John Nankivell, stated in his 1928 book History 
of the Twenty-Fi!h Regiment, “The next five 
years, 1883-1887, were destined to be the least 
eventful in the regiment’s history, and the reg-
imental returns for this period contain, month 
a+er month, under the ‘Record of Events,’ but 
one monotonous entry—‘No Change.’ ”²¹ There 
might have been a li*le excitement, however. 
Archaeological evidence suggests a possible 
porch fire at the barracks likely within the first 
year of the Twenty-Fi+h’s residency. 

For more infor-
mation on the 
archaeological 
work related to 
this barracks and 
other sites at Fort 
Snelling, see, 
“Historical Sleuth-
ing: Solving the 
Mysteries of Fort 
Snelling through 
Archaeology” by 
Jeremy L. Nienow 
on page 12.

Company B, Twenty-
Fifth US Infantry at Fort 
Snelling in front of the 
Commandant’s Quarters 
(1883). Notice Sergeant 
James D. Cooper (front 
row, second from left) 
and Sergeant Zachariah 
Pope (front row, far right). 
Courtesy of National 
Archives, no. 111-SC-83637.
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By 1884, Companies B & I moved into the 
long stone barracks, and the Regimental Band 
moved into the short stone barracks, part of 
which was used as a dining room for convicted 
men housed in the adjacent military prison. 
Companies C and F remained quartered in the 
1878 barracks with Light Ba*ery F of the Fourth 
US Artillery and the recruit detachment.²²

The regiment departed Fort Snelling in May 
1888, bound for Montana Territory.²³  By 1889, 
the first yellow brick barracks on Taylor Avenue 
were completed, and the once quickly con-
structed decade-old barracks overlooking the 
Mississippi River and the bridge to St. Paul met 
a quiet and unceremonious demise. 

A Noteworthy Addition to the 
Fort’s Historical Record
This narrative of discovery adds new details 
about the lost barracks, its occupants, and its 
place at Fort Snelling. In addition, the walls of 
the barracks were witness to a significant time 
in the history of the African Ameri can soldiers 
in our state. 

Some of these soldiers’ stories are upli+ing 
and inspirational, while others bring to light 
the struggles and racism faced institutionally 
in late nineteenth-century America. Men like 
Mingo Sanders, the Spanish Ameri can War hero 
embroiled in the 1906 Brownsville Affair whose 
honors were stripped from him months before 
retirement, were amongst their number. George 
H. Woodson went on from his service at Fort 
Snelling to become a lawyer, politician, and civil 
rights activist in Iowa. Several made Minnesota 
home a+er their terms of service expired. Zacha-
riah Pope, mentioned above, married a local 
woman and retired to Minneapolis in 1898. He 
became a fixture in the vibrant African Ameri-
can community of the early twentieth century 
as a proponent of civil rights and black-owned 
businesses. Sergeant Elihu Foster se*led on 

Sibley Street in St. Paul and worked for the Pull-
man Porter Company. One unfortunate resident 
was Private Lewis Carter, who was incarcerated 
at Stillwater State Prison from 1885 to 1890 a+er 
being falsely accused of raping a German woman. 
The intervention of African Ameri can lawyer 
Fredrick McGhee ultimately secured a presiden-
tial pardon and gained his release.²⁴

It took research, sleuthing, rummaging 
through boxes of dusty records, and archaeology 
work to bring the lost barracks back to life. To 
what end? Construction and utility crews were 
largely able to avoid damaging the remaining 
structure. When an electrical crew did hit part 
of the old foundation, they quickly realized what 
they had discovered and relocated a transformer 
well away from the remains of the barracks. 

If all goes according to schedule, in 2022, 
guests at Historic Fort Snelling will stop by the 
new visitor center to learn more about the site’s 
military history but also the Dakota people who 
lived there before the arrival of the US Army and 
the hundreds confined there in the wake of the 
US-Dakota War of 1862; enslaved people in the 
early years at the site; and Japanese Ameri can 
soldiers from World War II. They’ll also learn 
about the lost barracks and its noteworthy 
residents—the members of the Twenty-Fi+h 
Infantry who briefly called this historic se*ing 
home.

Ma! Flueger is an avocational research histo-
rian and classically trained fine arts photogra-
pher. He has been studying and documenting 
Fort Snelling since 2008. Flueger is the owner of 
Fort Snelling in Photographs, a business devoted 
to this pursuit, and shares his work on a Facebook 
page of the same name. Recently, he has acted as 
an advisor to Nienow Cultural Consultants and 
the program department at Fort Snelling. He is 
writing a book on the Twenty-Fi!h Infantry and 
their time at the fort. 
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The Ramsey County Historical Society’s vision is to innovate, lead, and partner in pre-
serving the knowledge of our community, delivering inspiring history programming, 
and incorporating local history in education. Our mission of preserving our past, in-
forming our present, inspiring our future guides this vision. 

The Society began in 1949 when a group of citizens preserved the Jane and Heman 
Gibbs Farm in Falcon Heights, which the family acquired in 1849. The original pro-
grams at Gibbs Farm (listed on the National Register of Historic Places in 1974) focused 
on telling the story of the Gibbs family. In 2000, with the assistance of a Dakota Ad-
visory Council, the site also began interpreting Dakota culture and lifeways. RCHS 
built additional structures and dedicated outdoor spaces to tell the stories of the re-
markable relationship between Jane Gibbs and the Dakota people of H

.
eyáta Othúŋwe 

(Cloud Man’s Village).

In 1964, the Society began publishing its award-winning magazine, Ramsey County 
History. In 1978, the organization moved its library, archives, and administrative of-
fices to St. Paul’s Landmark Center, a restored Federal Courts building on the National 
Register of Historic Places. An expansion of the Research Center was completed in 
2010 to allow greater access to the Society’s collection of historical archives and arti-
facts. In 2016, the Research Center was rededicated as the Mary Livingston Griggs & 
Mary Griggs Burke Research Center.

RCHS offers a variety of public programming for youth and adults. Visit www.rchs.
com for details of upcoming History Revealed programs, summer camps, courthouse 
and depot tours, and more. RCHS serves 15,000 students annually on field trips or 
through outreach programs in schools that introduce the Gibbs family and the Dakota 
people of H

.
eyáta Othúŋwe. These programs are made possible by donors, members, 

corporations, and foundations, all of whom we appreciate deeply. If you are not yet a 
member of RCHS, please join today and help bring history to life for more than 50,000 
people every year.

Preserving our past, informing our present, inspiring our future.
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