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The History of AI/AN in the Military (su·le ·ta·wv este ·cate)

There was only one grandfather whom I was blessed 
to know for the first 22 years of my life. Aside from 
being my personal hero and role model, Lee Craig, 

or as I called him, Papaw, was a U.S. Marine in World 
War II (WWII). He, his younger brother and oldest 
sister were among the 321 North Carolina Cherokee to 
serve in the military during the Great War. Many of my 
relatives, from my Papaw’s generation, paid their dues to 
their country with honor. My Papaw joined the Marines 
for more than his country; he joined for his family. Lee’s 
father, A World War I (WWI) veteran was often hospital-
ized due to mental and physical combat injuries, charging 
Lee to look after his mother and siblings.
 Lee’s younger brother, Carl, was a bright, fun-lov-
ing, care-free individual. All these attributes combined 
sometimes equaled trouble. My Papaw wanted the best 
for his brother and knew that Carl needed discipline 
that Lee couldn’t give him. That’s when my grand-
father decided it would be best if they both joined the 
Marines. They fought together in 1944, in the Saipan 
& Marianas Islands, and in 1945, Kyushu, Japan. Both 
returned home safely and went on to successfully live out 
the American dream. 
 Over the years, Papaw and I shared many deep con-
versations, peaceful silence and even a few tears. I can-
not say that I know my Papaw’s time in the military 
made him a better man but, what I do know is that he 
was proud to be a Marine. As a Marine, his pride for 
his country was only rivaled by the pride he felt as an 
American Indian. As I got older, I started to realize that 
this pride for his country was not a rival but, in fact, one 
in the same. He was a modern day warrior. 
 Soldiers with indigenous bloodlines exceed every 
other ethnic group, with the highest percentage of their 
people in military service (Viola, 2008). As early as the 
1750’s, George Washington saw that American Indians 

would be integral partners in America’s most memora-
ble military successes (American Indians and the U.S. 
Military, n.d.). The last battle, of the War of 1812, was 
the Battle of New Orleans and American Indians fought 
the British with Andrew Jackson. Also, less publicized 
numbers of the Civil War include 20,000 American 
Indians who served in the Union and Confederate forc-
es. At the right hand of Ulysses S. Grant, was a Seneca 
man by the man of Ely Parker. Parker constructed the 
official papers of surrender for Robert E. Lee.

Serving American Indian and 
Alaska Native Service Members  
and Veterans

by Candice J. Craig Little Spring (wekiwa·chee)

As a Marine, his pride for 
his country was only rivaled 
by the pride he felt as an 
American Indian.

 In World War I, many of the 12,000 American 
Indians who served enlisted voluntarily, before the 
Selective Service Act of May 1917, despite the fact 
they were not formally recognized as American citi-
zens (Camurat, 1993). By World War II (WWII), the 
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National Guard, who were continuously active, were over 
60 women serving in the Eskimo Scouts, who patrol the 
Alaska and Russia coastline (Bellafaire, n.d.). In many 
respects, AI/AN women are no different from others who 
volunteer for military service. Many female service mem-
bers have given their lives; Lori Piestewa, a Hopi Indian 
from Arizona, was one of the first casualties of the Iraq 
War. AI/AN women represent 10% of the 181,000 AI/
AN veterans – a rate that is almost twice the national 
average (Department of Veteran Affairs, 2006). 
 My Papaw, Lee Craig, touched my life and the 
lives of others by being a warrior, helping to make the 
world a better place. In honoring Papaw’s accomplish-
ments, as a Native warrior, I will complete my Masters 
in Social Work (MSW), as a Kathryn M. Buder Scholar, 
at George Warren Brown School of Social Work at 
Washington University in St. Louis and work towards 
becoming a Licensed Clinical Social Worker (LCSW). 
As an LCSW, I will provide mental health services to 
American Indian and Alaskan Native veterans who are 
on their journey towards better overall well being. ✦

“… everything on the earth has a purpose, every 
disease an herb to cure it and every person a 
mission. This is the Indian theory of existence.”

 – Mourning Dove Salish

Candice J. Craig Little Spring (wekiwa·chee) is from the 
Muskogee (Creek) Nation, Oklahoma Seminole, & Eastern 
Band Cherokee. She is a Kathryn M. Buder Scholar from the 
George Warren Brown School of Social Work at Washington 
University in St. Louis.

1924 Indian Citizenship Act required American Indian 
men to register for the draft. Some tribes believed this 
requirement violated their rights as sovereign nations, 
but it did not keep 44,000 from declaring war on the 
Axis Powers (Way of the Warrior, 2007).
 Additional notable military representation, for 
American Indians and Alaska Natives (AI/AN) in the last 
century, include the 10,000 -15,000 who fought against 
communism in the Korean War, the 86,000 who served 
during the Vietnam era, as well as participating in action 
in Grenada, the Panama Military Operation, Somalia 
and the Gulf War. During the Vietnam War, 90% of 
service members with AI/AN heritage served voluntarily 
and over half saw combat (Holms, 1996). Today, more 
than 22,000 American Indians continue to volunteer to 
wear our nation’s uniform on various frontiers around the 
globe. As of March 2012, the Pentagon estimates that 64 
American Indians and Alaskan Natives have died fighting 
in Afghanistan and Iraq conflicts since 2001.
 With the little that is known about AI/ANs mili-
tary service, even less recognition is given to the AI/
AN women service members and veterans. As far back 
as the American Revolution, American Indian women 
have engaged in battle alongside their male counterparts 
(Bellafaire, n.d.). Throughout history, nearly 35,000 AI/
AN women have served in various roles of the armed 
forces (US Census Bureau, 2010). Native women were 
significant contributors to the Army Nurse Corps in 
WWI and, in WWII, 800 AI/AN females transitioned 
into more combat- oriented positions. Women continued 
to answer our nation’s call for service during the Korean 
and Vietnam Wars. As of 1980, the only members of the 

Please take a few minutes to watch the new AIGC video on You Tube; you 
may see some AIGC alumni you know! Shenan Atcitty, AIGC alumna, who is 
one speaker on the video, was recognized and honored during the 2012 AIGC 
Reception. In the video, Ms. Atcitty stated, “Whereas I started from a position 
of needing money, now, largely because of AIGC, I can give money. I am a 
regular donor and this brings things full circle”.

The video may be viewed at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K6LIYd6hD0A

New AIGC Video is now on You Tube!
  “Giving Back Comes Full Circle”

Shenan Atcitty


