Unveiling the Heroic Role of Canadian Indians
in the First World War: A Tale of Bravery and
Sacrifice

When we think about the First World War, images of trenches, battleships, and
troops from various countries often come to mind. However, there is a significant
untold story that lies hidden beneath the surface — the incredible contribution and
sacrifices made by Canadian Indians during the war. As we delve into this
poignant chapter of history, we come across unheard tales of bravery, resilience,
and honor demonstrated by these indigenous people who played a crucial role in

shaping Canada's military history.

The Call to Serve: Canadian Indians Join the Fight

At the outbreak of the First World War in 1914, Canada was still a dominion of the
British Empire. As a result, the country was automatically drawn into the conflict.
The Canadian government eagerly encouraged voluntary enlistment, seeking to
support the motherland's efforts. Responding to the call, many Canadian Indians
enlisted in the Canadian Expeditionary Force (CEF),ranging from diverse

Indigenous communities.

The motivations for enlistment among Canadian Indians varied. Some were
fueled by a sense of duty towards their country, while others sought economic
opportunities and a chance to escape the difficult conditions prevalent in their
communities. Many were also driven by a desire to defend their inherent rights

and preserve their ancestral ties to the land they called home.
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However, it is important to acknowledge that not all Canadian Indians supported
the war effort. Some Indigenous leaders, such as Oronhyatekha and Nicholas
Flood Davin, opposed sending young men to fight in a foreign war, considering it
a colonial enterprise. These leaders advocated for the protection of Indigenous

rights in their homeland rather than risking lives overseas.

The Forgotten Warriors: Overcoming Barriers and Challenges

Once Canadian Indians enlisted, they faced numerous obstacles within the
military and society. Many Indigenous individuals encountered prejudice,
discrimination, and racism from fellow soldiers and superiors. The military
hierarchy saw them as "savages" and questioned their ability to contribute

effectively to the war effort.

Despite these challenges, Canadian Indians displayed extraordinary resilience,
proving their mettle on the battlefield. They were involved in various crucial
military campaigns, serving as infantry, artillery, engineers, and snipers. Their
exceptional skills in marksmanship, tracking, and knowledge of the land played a

pivotal role in gaining victories for the Allied forces.
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The First Nations soldiers from Canada also excelled in a special role — as
messengers in the war. Their ability to navigate and survive in harsh
environments made them invaluable in delivering vital messages between

different units, often braving hostile terrain and enemy fire.

Honoring the Fallen: The High Cost of Sacrifice

Tragically, the contributions of Canadian Indians to the First World War came at a
high cost. Indigenous soldiers faced a greater risk of injury and death compared
to their non-Indigenous counterparts. As they faced the horrors of the western
front, they suffered casualties that drastically impacted their communities back

home.

Moreover, upon returning to their homelands, many Canadian Indian soldiers
encountered indifference and neglect. The hardships they faced during and after
the war often went unrecognized and unrewarded. Indigenous veterans struggled
to find employment, faced discriminatory policies, and had difficulty accessing the
benefits and support offered to other war veterans. It is a painful reminder of the

inequalities faced by Canadian Indians, both before and after the war.

Preserving the Legacy: Remembering and Celebrating Canadian
Indian Warriors

The contributions of Canadian Indians in the First World War remained largely
unacknowledged for many years. However, recent efforts have aimed at rectifying
this historical oversight. Through the dedication of researchers, historians, and
Indigenous communities, the stories of these forgotten heroes are slowly being

highlighted and celebrated.

Monuments and memorials dedicated to Canadian Indian soldiers are being

erected across the country, serving as reminders of their bravery and sacrifice. In



2001, the Canadian government established the National Aboriginal Veterans
Monument in Ottawa, honoring the Indigenous peoples who served in the

Canadian military throughout history.

Educational initiatives and awareness campaigns are also helping to bring this
hidden history to light. By including the contributions of Canadian Indians in
school curricula and public discourse, future generations can learn about these

unsung heroes and ensure their legacy lives on.

As we delve into the untold story of Canadian Indians in the First World War, we
are confronted with tales of courage, resilience, and honor. Despite facing
discrimination and adversity, these indigenous soldiers fought side by side with

their fellow countrymen, with their contributions being crucial to the Allied victory.

It is our duty to honor and remember these forgotten warriors, recognizing their
sacrifices and preserving their legacy for generations to come. By celebrating
their heroism, we can reshape our understanding of history and shed light on the

profound impact of Canadian Indians in shaping Canada's military history.
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The first comprehensive history of the Aboriginal First World War experience on
the battlefield and the home front. When the call to arms was heard at the
outbreak of the First World War, Canada’s First Nations pledged their men and
money to the Crown to honour their long-standing tradition of forming military
alliances with Europeans during times of war, and as a means of resisting cultural
assimilation and attaining equality through shared service and sacrifice. Initially,
the Canadian government rejected these offers based on the belief that status
Indians were unsuited to modern, civilized warfare. But in 1915, Britain intervened
and demanded Canada actively recruit Indian soldiers to meet the incessant need
for manpower. Thus began the complicated relationships between the Imperial
Colonial and War Offices, the Department of Indian Affairs, and the Ministry of
Militia that would affect every aspect of the war experience for Canada’s
Aboriginal soldiers.In his groundbreaking new book, For King and

Kanata, Timothy C. Winegard reveals how national and international forces
directly influenced the more than 4,000 status Indians who voluntarily served in
the Canadian Expeditionary Force between 1914 and 1919 —a per capita
percentage equal to that of Euro-Canadians—and how subsequent administrative
policies profoundly affected their experiences at home, on the battlefield, and as

returning veterans.
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