[image: C:\Users\Home\Documents\My Scans\2011-02 (Feb)\scan0006.jpg]
image1.jpeg
4 CHAPTER1

Whether the popular image of the Indian was positive or negative, it
was often enveloped in what historian Robert F. Berkhofer, Jr., called
“a curious timelessness.” European Americans tended to portray Indi-
ans in aboriginal times, before white contact, or in the early years of
contact. This portrayal neglected the subsequent decades of historical
development and the changed conditions among Native Americans. In
the white imagination, the only “‘real” Indians were those who inhab-
ited the distant past. Thus when American audiences viewed John

Ford’s Stagecoach in 1939 they were able to make a nostalgic escape
into that past. And Americans surely #needed an escape, for the news in
1939 was not good. Japanese imperial forces continued their invasion
of China, while Great Britain and France declared war on Nazi Germany
following Hitler’s murderous assault on Poland. The following year the
news was no better. The Nazis invaded Denmark, Norway, and the Low
Countries; France fell to Germany; and the Battle of Britain began.
American audiences witnessed these horrors on newsreels just before
settling in to see such films as King Vidor’s viciously anti-Indian frontier
epic, Northwest Passage (1940). As this celluloid drama unfolds, Spencer
Tracy as Major Robert Rogers delivers an impassioned speech about the
horrors of Indian warfare and commands his valiant Rangers to exter-
minate the residents of a nearby Native village. The deed is done and
Major Rogers is on his way to becoming a frontier saint. The film ends
with the major’s silhouette dramatically cast against the heavens.

NATIVE AMERICANS IN WORLD WAR I

“Yesterday, December 7, 1941 —a date which will live in infamy—the
United States of America was suddenly and deliberately attacked by
naval and air forces of the Empire of Japan.” President Franklin D.
Roosevelt thus spoke one of the most fateful sentences in American
history. Among the far-reaching effects of the Japanese attack on Pearl
Harbor and the subsequent entry of the United States into World War
II was a fundamental change in the status of American Indians and
their relationship with their fellow Americans. Tens of thousands of
Indians served in the armed forces and worked in defense industries
during the war, giving many non-Indians their first face-to-face en-
counters with Native people. These encounters challenged old stereo-
types and had profound consequences for all Americans.

Even before the attack on Pearl Harbor, Native Americans had fol-
lowed closely the news of the struggle raging in Europe and Asia. They
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watched the same newsreels as their fellow citizens and gathered
around loudspeakers to listen to the latest war bulletins. In remote
corners of reservations in the Southwest, Indians tuned in shortwave
radios to keep informed about troop movements and casualty lists.
The news of the war inspired the Navajos to nickname Hitler “Mous-
tache Smeller” and Mussolini “Big Gourd Chin.”

Native Americans had special reason to follow closely the news of
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draft. About half of all American Indians had been noncitizens during
World War I and thus had been exempt from conscription. The dedi-
cated service of 10,000 Indian volunteers in that conflict prompted
Congress in 1924 to grant citizenship to all Native people. Thus, when
the Selective Service Act of 1940 required all young men to register for
the draft, Indians no longer were an exception. By the spring of 1941,
more than 7,000 Indians had registered while fewer than 100 had at-
tempted to resist. (The resisters argued that conscription violated tribal
sovereignty, but a federal court ruled that tribal membership did not
exempt Indians from military service.) Also by the spring of 1941, more
than 500 Indians had volunteered for the armed forces and thirty-seven
had been inducted, an impressive ratio of fifteen to one. The largest
number of volunteers, over 100, came from the Sioux and Assiniboine
reservation at Fort Peck in northern Montana. Among the volunteers
from Fort Peck were proud descendants of the band that had defeated
Custer at the Battle of the Little Big Horn just sixty-five years earlier.

Novelist and ethnologist Oliver La Farge was in a small Pueblo
village on December 7, 1941, when the news of Pearl Harbor first
arrived. The villagers expressed deep regret, La Farge recalled, “for
the many boys, not just their own people, but American boys in gen-
eral who were going to be killed. . . . There was a general acceptance
of the war as their own, deriving from a definite feeling that they were
sharers in America and democracy.” These sentiments were echoed in
villages and on reservations throughout the nation. When asked about
the upsurge of patriotism among Native Americans at the outset of the
war, one Indian veteran explained simply, “we were fighting for our
country.” To him the attack on Pearl Harbor meant the “enemy was
headed this way and we had to stop them. If someone is trying to take
something away from us, we fight back. If this is what you call pazri-
otism, then we are very patriotic.” Another veteran, Cosey Brown
(Navajo), remembered his wartime service in similar terms: “I would
think, ‘I'm doing this for my people.” We protected the American





