
The Untold Stories of Hidden Heroism: Black
Soldiers in America's Wars
Throughout American history, the contributions and sacrifices made by black
soldiers in various wars have often been overlooked or forgotten. This article
aims to shed light on the incredible stories of these hidden heroes who fought
against adversity, discrimination, and racism to serve their country with
unwavering valor. Despite facing immense challenges, these brave men and
women displayed extraordinary courage, resilience, and patriotism, leaving an
indelible mark on the nation's history.

Revolutionary War

Even during the nation's infancy, black soldiers played a pivotal role in the fight
for independence. Despite the fact that they were initially barred from enlisting,
many black individuals saw the potential for freedom in the colonies and joined
the Continental Army. One such figure was Crispus Attucks, a former slave who
was the first person killed in the Boston Massacre of 1770. His sacrifice and
determination exemplify the hidden heroism displayed by black soldiers during
the Revolutionary War.

Civil War

The Civil War saw an even greater involvement of black soldiers, albeit in
segregated units. The Emancipation Proclamation of 1863 allowed black men to
officially join the Union Army, and over 180,000 enlisted to fight against the
Confederacy. The 54th Massachusetts Infantry Regiment, consisting
predominantly of black soldiers, rose to prominence for their bravery during the
assault on Fort Wagner. Despite facing significant casualties, their spirit and
resilience inspired many and highlighted the urgent need for racial equality.
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World War I

During World War I, the dedication and heroism of black soldiers continued to
shine through. Approximately 400,000 African Americans were drafted into the
military, with many serving in combat roles. The 369th Infantry Regiment, also
known as the Harlem Hellfighters, distinguished themselves by spending more
time in combat than any other American unit. Despite facing discrimination both at
home and abroad, their bravery and resilience served as a testament to the
indomitable spirit of black soldiers.

World War II

World War II marked a turning point in the desegregation of the military. The
Tuskegee Airmen, an all-black squadron of fighter pilots, became renowned for
their exceptional skills and bravery in the skies. Despite facing rampant racism
and prejudice, they proved themselves as elite aviators, escorting bomber planes
on crucial missions and earning the respect of their white counterparts. The
heroism and professionalism displayed by the Tuskegee Airmen played a
significant role in the eventual desegregation of the Armed Forces.
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Korean War

The Korean War witnessed the continued involvement of black soldiers, many of
whom rose to prominence through their exceptional bravery and heroism. One
such figure was William Thompson, a combat medic who risked his own life to
save numerous wounded soldiers during intense battles. Thompson's
selflessness and dedication to his fellow soldiers represent the hidden heroism
that black soldiers consistently demonstrated, even in the face of adversity.

Vietnam War

The Vietnam War brought its own set of challenges and obstacles for black
soldiers. Discrimination remained prevalent, and many black soldiers were
disproportionately assigned to frontline combat units. Despite these adversities,
individuals like Milton Olive III, who sacrificed his own life to save his fellow
soldiers by smothering a grenade blast, exemplify the unwavering bravery and
heroism displayed by black soldiers in the face of danger.

From the Revolutionary War to the Vietnam War, black soldiers in America's wars
have showcased unwavering heroism, resilience, and patriotism. Their stories,
often buried or underrepresented, deserve to be brought into the spotlight. By
honoring their sacrifices and contributions, we not only pay tribute to these hidden
heroes but also cultivate a fuller understanding of the complex and diverse history
of America's armed forces.
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In Hidden Heroism , Robert Edgerton investigates the history of Afro-American
participation in American wars, from the French and Indian War to the present. He
argues that blacks in American society have long-suffered from a "natural
coward" stereotype that is implicit in the racism propagated from America's
earliest days, and often intensified as blacks slowly received freedom in American
society. For instance, blacks served admirably in various wars, returned home
after their service to short-term recongnition, and then soon found themselves
even more seriously entrenched in a racist system because they were perceived
as a threat to whites. This was true, Edgerton argues, until the Civil Rights
movement and Vietnam, though the stereotypes have not been fully eradicated.
In this book, Edgerton provides an accessible and well-informed tour through this
little-known, but significant aspect of race in American military history.
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