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The All-American Soldier

by Sgt. Luis Asencio Camacho

Although a rigid pattern of racial segregation prevailed in the United States Army of yesteryear, a great number of individuals took and championed the challenge of serving with pride, displaying their skills and determination while suppressing internal rage from humiliation and indignation.  These men and women usually fought two wars – one against a military enemy abroad and another of discrimination on both the home front and abroad.  This series aims to honor those individuals and groups of all-Americans.

The 442nd (Nisei) Regimental Combat Team

“Americanism is not, and never was, a matter of race or ancestry.”

PRESIDENT FRANKLIN DELANO ROOSEVELT, on the formation of the 442nd Nisei Regiment, 1943
The 442nd was a regiment of Japanese-Americans who were given the option of enlisting in the Army or remaining in internment camps with their families.  Despite the rampant racism toward Japanese-Americans, many felt that if there was to be any future for Japanese in the United States, they had to demonstrate their loyalty by fighting for their country.

When the United States entered World War II in response to the infamous Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, all men who were eligible for military duty were called upon to fight.  That is except Japanese-Americans.  Mind that there were 5,000 of them in the U.S. armed forces.  Many were summarily discharged, and those of draft age were classified as 4-C, “enemy aliens,” despite their being U.S. citizens.  Moreover, the government placed them and their families into concentration – or, as they called them euphemistically,  “internment” – camps.

Ironically, it was in Hawaii where a battalion of Nisei (second-generation Japanese-American) volunteers was formed.  This was in May 1942, and the group was the 100th Infantry Battalion, the existing designation of a Hawaiian National Guard unit.  The Nisei were sent to Camp McCoy, Wisconsin, for combat training and later moved to Camp Shelby, Mississippi, for additional training before joining the 34th U.S. Division in North Africa (June 1943).  It had been decided that in order to eliminate the confusion that might arise in the Pacific, any Nisei unit was to be employed only in the Mediterranean and European theaters of operation.

On February 1, 1943, the War Department, reversing its decision on Japanese-Americans serving in the armed forces, announced the formation of another Nisei unit: the 442nd RCT (Regimental Combat Team), officered by whites.  The 442nd initially consisted of Nisei volunteers from the mainland United States (the 552nd Field Artillery Battalion and the 232nd Combat Engineer Company) and from the Hawaiian Islands.  There were many different reasons why these young men volunteered.  Many did so echoing the war cry of their 100th Battalion counterparts, “Remember Pearl Harbor.”*

The bulk of the 442nd was sent to Camp Shelby in Mississippi, where, initially, tension existed between the mainlanders and the Hawaiians.  The mainlanders often degraded the Hawaiians for their poor speech and “barbaric” aggressive manners, thus causing the Hawaiians to feel inferior.  The excessive fighting and dissension among the troops prompted the commanding officers to consider the termination of the training; however, a suggestion was made to have the Hawaiians and mainlanders visit the internment camps.  After visiting some of the camps, the Hawaiian Nisei realized the hardship mainlanders had gone through, and a new sense of respect for each other sprouted. 

When this “unified” unit arrived in Europe in June 1944 and joined forces with the relatively seasoned 100th Battalion, the Nisei still had to prove their competence, as well as their loyalty to white soldiers and commanding officers.†  The liberation of the small town of Bruyère in Southern France and the rescue of the “Lost Battalion” (the 1st of the Texas 141st Infantry) earned the Nisei the respect of their fellow soldiers, the townsfolk of Bruyère, and particularly the members of the “Lost Battalion.”  Due to the stunning success of the Nisei in combat, the draft was re-instated for Nisei in the internment camps in order to bolster the ranks of the 442nd.  (Eventually, the 442nd RCT consisted of the 2nd, 3rd, and 100th Infantry battalions; the 552nd FAB; the 232nd Engineers; the 206th Army Band; one Anti-Tank Company; one Cannon Company; and one Service Company.)

For its performance, the 442nd has been recognized as the most decorated unit in U.S. history.  A total of 18,000 awards were bestowed upon it, including one Medal of Honor, 52 Distinguished Service Crosses, 560 Silver Stars, 810 Bronze Stars, 9,500 Purple Hearts, and Seven Distinguished Unit Citations.  Yet immediately following its return to the home front, the 442nd realized that the attitudes of many Americans had not changed.  Despite their impeccable service record, the Nisei met with signs reading, “No Japs Allowed,” and “No Japs Wanted,” and, in many cases, veterans were denied service in local shops and restaurants, and their homes and properties were often vandalized or set on fire.

In spite of the harassment and discrimination, the Nisei were relatively successful in rebuilding their lives.  Working hard like their Issei parents, they were able to rebuild their lives and provide a better one for their children, the Sansei.

The painful memories of the internment camps might be buried, but will never be forgotten.

__________________

*This is probably the lesser-known motto, for the 100th seems to be remembered by “Go for Broke!” a popular gambling slang meaning betting all one’s money on a single throw of the dice.

†While the 442nd was being formed and trained, the 1,400-strong 100th Battalion had entered combat in Italy, Sept 26, 1943.  The Italian campaign bloodied the 100th with a proportionally high casualty rate, earning it the dubious nickname “Purple Heart Battalion.”  As it is believed that almost everyone who served in it had at least one Purple Heart, the 100th was depleted to 521 men by 1944.  Replacements came from men who had finished training with the 442nd at Camp Shelby.
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