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people, also the unborn children which would be the next generation
to come. I see young men and women, and I am glad for what I did
for them.”

Within hours of the attack on Pearl Harbor, Native Americans be-
gan preparing themselves for battle. Young men in New Mexico
cleaned and oiled their rifles, packed their saddlebags, and rode to
Gallup, ready to fight. The superintendent of the Navajo reservation
looked out his window on December 7 and saw a large crowd of grim-
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- Were armed and carried their
personal effects in bandannas knotted at the corners. When the super-
intendent asked them what they were doing, they replied, “We’re
going to fight.” The superintendent convinced them to return to their
homes and wait for the official call to arms. In the weeks ahead,
thousands of Indians rushed to join the armed forces. “I was in school
when I heard about Pearl Harbor,” recalled Barney Old Coyote, a
Crow veteran who had enlisted at age seventeen. “There was revenge
in my heart. I joined the Army Air Corps to get back at the Japs.” By
June 1942 more than 5,000 Indians had volunteered and 4,000 had
been inducted. “We would not need the Selective Service if all volun-
teered like Indians,” editorialized the Saturday Evening Post.

Native Americans served during the war in all branches of the
armed forces and in every major theater of operations. About 25,000
Indians were in uniform, including 21,767 in the army, 1,910 in the
navy, 874 in the marines, and 121 in the coast guard. More than 200
Indian women served in the military auxiliaries, the WACS and
WAVES, and joined the nurses’ corps, Red Cross, and American Wom-
en’s Voluntary Service. Indian soldiers first saw action in the Pacific,
fighting on Bataan and Corregidor. Later they fought on the islands
of Guadalcanal and Iwo Jima, across the deserts of North Africa, and
on the beaches at Normandy. They served with Douglas MacArthur
in the Philippines and with George Patton in Germany. They fought
with the Fourth Infantry Division in the liberation of Paris and pur-
sued the enemy across Belgium and into Germany.

Indians served in integrated units throughout the war, in spite of
the recommendation by Commissioner of Indian Affairs John Collier
that they be placed in a separate division in order to preserve Indian
culture. Racial segregation in the armed forces, of course, was nothing
new. African Americans had served in segregated units in every war
since the American Civil War, and Japanese Americans served during
World War II in separate combat units. The War Department insisted,
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however, that American Indians should be fully integrated in all
branches of the military. Several all-Indian training platoons were per-
mitted for Native Americans who failed English literacy tests, but once
the recruits were proficient in standard military English, they were
assigned to white regiments. The combat unit with the greatest pro-
portion of Native soldiers—about 20 percent—was the Forty-fifth
Army Infantry Division from Fort Sill, Oklahoma. This unit had
fought in World War I and had taken as its symbol the swastika, a
design used by Navajo artisans (and others) for generations. On the
eve of World War II, this symbol no longer seemed appropriate and
was replaced by another Native image, the thunderbird.

Perhaps the most distinctive contribution of Native Americans in
World War IT was their service in a Marine Corps signal unit known as
the “code talkers.” Sending and receiving secret messages were matters




