
 

Senator Reynolds 

Ohio Senate 3rd District 
Sponsor Testimony on SB 253  

Black Ohioan Civil War Medal of Honor Recipient Day  

Chair Richardson, Vice Chair Mathews, Ranking Member Lawson-Rowe, and members 
of the House Veterans and Military Development Committee, thank you for the opportunity to 
provide sponsor testimony on Senate Bill 253. 

Senate Bill 253 designates February 20th as "Black Ohioan Civil War Medal of Honor 
Recipient Day" to recognize the extraordinary courage, sacrifice, and service of Ohio's Black 
Civil War Medal of Honor recipients: First Sergeant James H. Bronson, First Sergeant Robert A. 
Pinn, and First Sergeant Powhatan Beaty. 

At first glance, this bill may appear to be simply another commemorative designation. 
But it is much more than that. This legislation is about ensuring that Ohio accurately remembers 
and honors some of the bravest soldiers our state has ever produced. It is about recognizing 
military service, preserving Ohio history, and educating future generations about individuals 
whose heroism helped preserve our nation. 

February 20th was chosen intentionally. It marks the anniversary of the establishment of 
the 5th United States Colored Troops regiment in 1863. The 5th USCT was one of the most 
distinguished African American regiments to serve during the Civil War, and Ohioans played a 
significant role in its ranks. 

During the Civil War, Black soldiers faced challenges beyond those encountered by other 
Union troops. They fought not only the enemy before them, but also discrimination within the 
military itself. Nearly all Black soldiers serving in the United States Colored Troops were legally 
barred from being commissioned officers, regardless of their leadership ability or battlefield 
performance. Yet when the moment demanded leadership, these men rose to the occasion. 

At the Battle of Chaffin's Farm, also known as New Market Heights, in September 1864, 
the officers leading several companies of the 5th USCT were killed or wounded during a fierce 
assault on heavily fortified Confederate positions. In that moment, First Sergeants James H. 
Bronson, Robert A. Pinn, Powhatan Beaty, and Sergeant Major Milton Holland stepped forward 
and assumed command under fire. 

 



 

James H. Bronson of Trumbull County demonstrated exceptional courage by taking 
command of his company and leading the assault despite intense enemy fire. His actions 
reflected the highest standards of military leadership and earned him the Medal of Honor. 

Robert A. Pinn, born a free man in Stark County, was wounded during the attack. Despite 
his injuries, he immediately assumed command of Company I after its officers became casualties 
and successfully led the company through the remainder of the battle. Following the war, he 
continued his service to Ohio by studying at Oberlin College and becoming the first African 
American attorney in Massillon. 

Powhatan Beaty, who had escaped slavery and later settled in Cincinnati, assumed 
command of Company G after its officers fell. During the battle, he courageously crossed 
hundreds of yards of enemy fire to recover his company's fallen colors and rally the remaining 
troops. After the war, he became a respected actor, orator, and civic leader in Cincinnati. 

These men demonstrated leadership, bravery, and devotion to duty under circumstances 
that would test any soldier. Their actions represent the very qualities we seek to honor when we 
recognize military service and award our nation's highest decorations. 

This legislation also serves an important educational purpose. Every year, Ohio schools, 
veterans organizations, historical societies, and community groups will have the opportunity to 
highlight the contributions of these soldiers and the broader role Black Ohioans played in 
preserving the Union and advancing the cause of liberty. Too often, their stories are absent from 
our public memory despite their extraordinary service. 

As legislators, we frequently discuss how to support our veterans and preserve military 
history. One way we do that is by ensuring that the stories of sacrifice and heroism are not 
forgotten. Recognition matters. History matters. And honoring those who served with distinction 
matters. 

Senate Bill 253 does not create a program, impose a mandate, or require state spending. 
What it does is provide lasting recognition to Ohioans who earned it through exceptional service 
on the battlefield and through their continued contributions to our communities after the war. 

These men answered the call when their nation needed them. They led when others could 
not. They fought for a country that had not yet fully recognized their rights, and their courage 
helped shape a stronger and more united America. 

I respectfully ask for your favorable consideration of Senate Bill 253, and I am happy to 
answer any questions from the committee. 


