 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Indian Veterans: Time for the Nation to honor them...
At the Wounded Knee massacre site, beside the marble monument that marks the mass grave of the men, women and children slaughtered there by troops of the 7th Cavalry, there are several plain white headstones of Indian men who gave their lives for their country. One of them is a cousin of mine, Clinton “Clayton” Gibbons, who was killed in the Pacific in WWII. 

In late summer sixty years ago, my brother and I were working in the large garden at the BIA boarding school at Pine Ridge, picking beans that would be canned for meals at the school. We were surprised when sirens began to wail. They usually blew at noon to let the federal employees know that it was lunch time, then again at five o’clock to signal the end of the working day. But it was only around 10:30 am or so. They continued to blow, and we became concerned. But soon we heard another racket, and watched as a makeshift parade of women and old men, and a lengthening trail of kids, came into view. The women were beating pans with spoons and everyone was chanting, “the war is over, the war is over.” It was V-J Day, August 1945. 

Our whole crew of boys left our bean baskets in the field and ran to join the parade. There was great joy in Pine Ridge, with speeches from the old men, and patriotic songs.

Some women went to church, and wept as they remembered so many of the men and boys who would be coming home in coffins. My mother wept for Clayton Gibbons.

Indian patriotism is a curious phenomenon to most non-Indians, as it is to a growing number of Indian people,  especially those of younger generations. Why, they ask, do Indian men and women fight for a country that tried for centuries to destroy our cultures, to steal our lands – a nation that continues to suppress our tribal governments?

An Indian organization I directed in the late 1960s sponsored an annual leadership workshop for Indian high school and college students. On a field trip one summer we took them to a powwow at Wounded Knee. This was in 1970, and across the country demonstrations against the Viet Nam War were in full force. Midway in the ceremonies, an honoring dance for servicemen and veterans was performed. American flags were all around the arena, carried by dancers and many around the arena. Held high by many other dancers were photos of fathers, daughters and sons in uniform. The arena was full, and the sound of women trilling filled the air, reminiscent of dances that honored their warriors from time immemorial.

Some of the workshop students were confused and stunned. “Don’t they know what our soldiers are doing in Viet Nam?” some of them asked. “Are they actually celebrating this unjust war?”

It was explained to them that the people were honoring the men and women who served. It was not a statement about the war – pure and simply, it was about the “akicita” –  the warriors.

But their question is valid. Why has the American Indian served in the defense of this country in greater numbers proportionally than any other racial or ethnic group of Americans?

Indians have volunteered their service in all the country’s wars. In fact, heavy enlistment and commendable valor on the part of Native Americans in WWI moved Congress to enact legislation in 1924 granting US citizenship to Indians.

Following Pearl Harbor in 1941, Indians came forward in great numbers to enlist – out of schools and farms and ranches. To accommodate the onslaught of volunteers, several tribes set up offices on the reservations for the recruiters. The Navajo tribe made a special request of the US government to provide an intermediate basic training unit for Indian men and women to learn English so that they could be admitted into regular service units. This led ultimately to the creation of the Navajo code talkers. There were Lakota code talkers as well, like the only living one today – Clarence Wolf Guts at Wanblee.

Some volunteers in Sioux country, it was reported, even brought their own rifles to the induction centers.

And Indians served with honor, including several who won the Congressional Medal of Honor. War-story sessions of old men in veteran homes everywhere invariable include accounts of bravery on the part of some American Indian in their unit.

Which brings up another question: “Why do Indians make such exemplary soldiers?” The most popular attribution is that soldiering and fighting brings back the warrior image admired by tribes and clans all over Indian country for generations. Up to the 20th Century the Lakota word akicita described members of elite warrior societies. Today it describes men and women in the military. 

Others, like the venerable Sioux elder Sid Bird, have speculated that Indians make good military men because the regimentation of Boarding school life has instilled in them a dependency on regulation of their lives, and has prepared them for military discipline. Up until the 1950s many Indian boarding schools were operated on the military model of the Carlisle Institute in the 1800s. The student body in Indian boarding schools was organized on the military structure of  companies and squads. In earlier days students were required to wear uniforms, and they marched to meals and student events.

But, for whatever reason, it is a fact that Native Americans are considered to be top notch service men and women – self disciplined and courageous.

However, today in Indian country a different, more critical view of the military is emerging. Some of our people even decry the phenomenon of Indian patriotism. At a presentation recently at the University of South Dakota, an Indian faculty member in the audience described the custom of displaying the American flag on the coffin of an Indian soldier or veteran as a lingering influence of colonization, and expressed pity for the parents so tainted as to allow it.

Nevertheless, the modern Indian warriors in uniform are still honored in the tribes. PFC Lori Piestewa, the first American Indian woman soldier killed in combat (in Iraq), was a member of the Hopi tribe, and is honored by all tribes. Indian news periodicals all across the country hailed her as a national hero, and tribal parks, monuments and landmarks are named in her honor.

Perhaps the answer to the question of Indian patriotism lies in the fact that a Native American serviceman has dual citizenship and is serving to defend two nations – the United States and his or her own tribal nation.

Their contribution to the defense of America is a fact. It is time, perhaps, for the Indian veterans to be honored with a national monument on the Mall in the Nation’s Capital.
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