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“THE INDIAN WHO
NEVER GOT HOME"

The sunny day of August 28, 1951, made
tearful eyes squint as Sgt. John R. Rice’s
funeral cortege crossed the Missouri
River bridge separating South Sioux
City, Nebraska, from Sioux City, lowa.
The sunshine underscored the reversal
in the fortunes of war from the bleak :
days a year earlier when Rice, a
Winnebago Indian from Nebraska, was
killed in Korea.

Early on the morming of June 25,
1950, the North Korean Army crossed
the Thirty-eighth Parallel and invaded
South Korea. The ill-prepared South Ko-
rean army, supported by a skeleton
force of five hundred Americans, col-
lapsed under the onslaught. Within a
week the United Nations Security Coun-
cil demanded North Korea’s with-
drawal; President Harry S. Truman or-
dered U.S. troops to South Korea; Seoul,
the capital of South Korea, fell; and an-
other UN resolution called for member
nations to provide military support to re-
pel the invasion. The American and
South Korean forces retreated to a last
defensive perimeter around Pusan, ap-
parently on the verge of an ignominious
Dunkirk-like withdrawal. It was there on
the Pusan perimeter near the village of
Tabu-Dong that Sergeant Rice was killed
on September 6, 1950.!

John R. Rice was born on April 25,
1914, a descendant of Henry Rice,
United States senator from Minnesota
during the Civil War. His widow, Evelyn
Rice, who was Caucasian, recalled that
her husband’s life had been shaped
both by his Native American heritage

William Heuwitt is professor of history at West
Chester University of Pennsylvania.
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and by the culture of white society.
Rice’s Indian name was “Kay-La-Che-
Manika,” meaning “Walking in the Blue
Sky.” He grew to adulthood on the
Winnebago Reservation and attended
the Indian boarding school at Genoa,
Nebraska. He farmed and fought for a
reputation as an amateur boxer, but
military service suited him best. John
became acquainted with Evelyn
through his older brother, Henry, who
had married Evelyn’s sister, Thelma.
John and Evelyn were married on Feb-
ruary 15, 1945, and subsequently had
three children: Pamela, Jean Marie, and
Timothy.2

Rice enlisted in the army in Decem-
ber 1941, shortly after the bombing of
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Pearl Harbor. He was assigned to the
Thirty-second (Red Arrow) Division,
which appealed to him because of its
nicknarne, according to his grandniece,
Elaine Rice. Rice represented a long tra-
dition of Winnebago participation in the
armed forces of the United States in ev-
ery conflict from World War [ to Viet-
nam. As Rice’s sister, Ann Big Bear, ob-
served, it was “the thing for them to .
do.™

Many Native Americans saw military
service as “their last opportunity to
prove themselves as warriors.” Twenty-
five thousand served during World War
I, approximately 22,000 on the front
lines. Reacting to the invasion of South
Korea by North Korea in June 1950, Na-
tive Americans again joined the service
in large numbers. By December 27,
1950, more than 2,500 had enlisted.*

Despite their patriotism, Native
Americans were not always welcomed
by their fellow servicemen. As historian
Donald Fixico points out, “In the bar-
racks, other servicemen ridiculed the In-
dian G.I with name calling. ‘Chief;
‘Geronimo,’ or just ‘Hey Indian’ labeled
the Native American serviceman, some-
times with derogatory intent.” Combat
tended to erase racial distinctions, how-
ever, because Indians were effective
fighters and endured the privations of
wartime conditions—coarse food, long
hours, filthy conditions—which for
many was no hardship after reservation
life.

Rice’s Thirty-second Red Arrow Divi-
sion fought in campaigns for New
Guinea and the Philippines during
World War I1. Rice served as an infantry
scout for more than three years, one of
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the most perilous of army jobs. He had
scars on his back from shrapnel
wounds, for which he was awarded a
Purple Heart. According to Evelyn, his
wounds “didn’t bother him nearly so
much as the malaria he picked up,
though.” While recuperating in Australia
Rice met his cousin, Ed Snowball. They
instructed a cook in the making of In-
dian fry bread, which at the time pro-
vided the rallying point for an Indian
celebration.’

After his discharge in 1945, the newly
married Rice found no work to support
his growing family,.so he reenlisted in
January 1946. He was stationed in Colo-
rado Springs, Colorado; in Korea for
fourteen months; and at Fort Sheridan,
Illinois, for a two-year stint. For a while
Rice served in a military funeral unit, es-
corting the bodies of American World
War Il casualties being bought back to
the United States for burial. Evelyn Rice-
observed that there had never been any
objection by the families of these sol-
diers to her husband’s presence on the
burial detail.”

Sergeant Rice returned to Korea with
the First Cavalry Division a little over
two weeks before his death. Following
the North Korean breakthrough, six
weeks of fierce fighting, known as the
battle of the Pusan Perimeter, began on
the night of July 31. During the battle,
in a bleak, wet valley north of a town
named Tabu-Dong, American troops
“traded blood for time,” trying to keep
the North Koreans from overrunning the
peninsula. But relief arrived too late for
Sgt. John Rice. While leading a squad of
riflemen against a desperate enemy as-
sault on September 6, he became the
target and was killed.?

Notification of Rice’s family under-
scored the anguish endured by thou-
sands of families back home. For
Evelyn, the lack of information regard-
ing the circumstances of her husband’s
death left her uneasy and uncertain. Al-
most a year later, word came that Rice’s
body was being sent home.®

When it arrived in California, Sgt.
John Boles was assigned to accompany
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Henry Rice, brother of Sgt. John Rice, and his mother, Fanhie.

Omaha World-Herald, August 30, 1951

it to Rice’s childhood home at
Winnebago, Thurston County, Ne-
braska. Prior to Boles’s arrival, Evelyn
Rice began to make arrangements for a
military funeral. She selected the Memo-
rial Park, a private Sioux City, lowa,
cemetery, “because of its beautiful, well-
cared for grounds” and its convenient
location near her family and her
husband’s Indian relatives on the
Winnebago Reservation. She purchased
a cemetery lot on August 17, making a
$100 deposit.'°

The night before the funeral, Evelyn,
Rice’s mother, two brothers, four sisters,
three children, and a few friends met in
the home of his brother, Henry, on the.
reservation to remember and pray for
him. The next day, American Legion
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Post No. 363 (Nativeé American) and
Post 174 (Caucasian), both of
Winnebago, were in aitendance. Neil
McCluhan, Thurston County Veteran's
Officer and a veteran himself, was in
charge of the military escort. Lt. Edward
J. Krischel represented the Nebraska
Military District.! : :
Ben Willey, the Memorial Park repr
sentative who sold the lot to Evelyn
Rice, tarried in the office on the day of
the funeral to answer inquiries about
cemetery lots. On his way out of the
cemetery, Funeral Director Dalton Boyd .
stopped to talk to Willey about a plaque
for Rice’s grave. During their conversa-
tion, Willey remarked on the large num-
ber of Indians who were at Rice's
graveside ceremonies. Boyd replied by
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asking rhetorically if Willey knew “that
Sergeant Rice had been an Indian™?
Willey replied that this was impossible
because Indians were not allowed to be
buried in the cemetery; there was a
“Caucasian only” rule in its bylaws.'
Later, a cemetery official maintained
that Rice’s racial background became
the issue only after members of the fu-
neral party insisted that Rice was “more
whitethanIndian.”

“Caucasian,” the cemetery would allow
the burial to be completed. She refused.
Willey then reverted to another strategy.
If the army’s representative would sign a
statement that Rice was a Caucasian,
the burial could proceed. The lieuten-
ant also declined. Evelyn said she
would never have made an issue of the
clause in the cemetery lot contract pro-
hibiting burial of non-Caucasians, but

t

Vaughan, to offer burial space for Sgt.
Rice in Arlington National Cemetery.
Commissioner of Indian Affairs Dillon S.
Myer issued the administration’s official
response. Myer called the refusal to
bury Rice “most deplorable,” adding,
“Any cemetery in America should be
proud to honor one of our first Ameri-
cans who died in the service of his
country.”" _

Mrs. Rice was

Sam Tebo, Rice’s. STANDARD FORM No. 144

cousin, asserted at i
the time that John
“was three-eighths

Indian and five-
eighths white,”
while Evelyn Rice
subsequently said
she understood
her husband was
about “half white.”
Nevertheless, she |.._. .
maintained that
she had not no-
ticed the “Cauca-
sianonly” clausein
the contract. “Even
ifI had, I wouldn't
have thought any-
thing aboutit,” she
said. “When these
men are in the
army, they are all equal and the same. |
certainly thought they would be the same
after death, especially in a military sec-
tion of the cemetery.”?

The cemetery’s representatives
staunchly set out to protect the bylaws.
Willey and J. M. Gunnell, secretary- .
treasurer of the cemetery association,
formulated a solution. Gunnell later
avowed that he had no racial prejudice.
“l am just trying to carry out my job,” he
protested, “ am caught in a trap.”*

Cemetery officials held a tense meet-
ing with Evelyn Rice, who had left the
cemetery assuming that the interment
would be completed. Willey tried to re-
turn Mrs. Rice’s $100 deposit check,
which she refused to accept. He then
tried a subterfuge. If Evelyn Rice would
sign an affidavit saying her husband was
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Arlington if it is your wish

her probity turned to bitterness.”

Henry Rice, John'’s brother, termed
the cemetery’s action a “raw deal.” Ser-
geant Boles and Lt. Krischel, outraged
by the incident at the grave site, notified
army officials that the burial had been
rudely interrupted. McCluhan, who had
commanded the American Legion
Honor Guard, notified the Sioux City
newspapers, which wrote an account of
the interrupted funeral of a war hero
and put it on the wire service.'

President Harry S. Truman took swift
action after being apprised of the Rice
incident. On August 29, the day after
Rice was scheduled to be buried,
Truman was asked to comment on the
incident at his press conference. Once
he learned what had happened, he di-
rected his military aide, Gen. Harry H.
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The President regrets the unfortunats development regarding
the burizl of Sergeant John R. Rice. The Department of the Army X /255~

will contact you to make all arrangementa-for internment at

etery. She re-
sponded, “He
loved the army
and burial in a
military cemetery
would be what he
would want now.”
The veterans of the
LaMere Green
Crow and Alvin
Londgosh Ameri-
can Legion Posts
in Winnebago es-
tablished a twenty-
four-hour honor
guard at the cas-
ket, which had been returned to the fu-
neral home in Winnebago. Every mem-
ber of the posts vied for the opportunity
to show their respect in this way."

An overcast sky on September 2
added to the solemnity of Sgt. Rice’s
second funeral cortege. His family once
again rode with him, but this time they
passed crowds of spectators lining the
route from Winnebago to Sioux City. In-
dians from the “South Bottoms” in Sioux
City, where workers in the meatpacking
plants lived, believed that they should ,
show solidarity, and some of them ad-
monished their fellow Indians that “ev- *
erybody better be there when he leaves
Winnebago. You belong there.”®

State and local dignitaries responded
as well. Guy N. Henninger, command-
ing general of the Nebraska National



Guard represented Nebraska Governor
Val Peterson. At the Missouri River
bridge, lowa officials, highway patrol-
men, American Legion honor guards,
and marching bands created an almost
festive air. Rice’s body went to the Chi-
cago, St. Paul, Milwaukee and Pacific
Railroad station, where it began the
journey to Washington, D.C., accompa-
nied by his mother, Fannie Davis. The
rest of the family was flown to Washing-
ton at government expense.?

Rice’s Arlington funeral became a
media event. Six gray horses pulled the
caisson on which the flag-draped coffin
was borne to the grave. Newsreels and
television recorded the proceedings.
President Truman, on a flight from San
Francisco at the time of the burial, sent

a bouquet of pink and yellow gladiolus.  gqm Tebo of the LaMere Green Crow American Legion Post 363 of Winnebago stands
Senators Guy Gillette of lowa and Hugh  guard over Sgt. Rice’s flag-draped casket. Omaha World-Herald, August 30, 1951
Butler of Nebraska shifted their weight

from foot to foot as they stood silently
nearby. Commissioner of Indian Affairs
Dillon S. Myer represented the adminis-
tration. Eight men fired rifle volleys. The
army band played “Just As [ Am Without
One Plea.” There was no sermon. Rice’s
former commander in Korea, Maj. Gen.
Charles B. Palmer, accentuated the si-
lence with a terse, five-word eulogy: “He
was a good soldier.” There was no men-
tion of race discrimination during the
Arlington ceremony. Rice was buried
next to Cpl. Edward Ryan Cassidy, a
World War [ veteran from New York,
and not far from Gen. Walton H. Walker,
commander of the Eighth Army in
which the sergeant fought in Korea.!

Considerable resentment lingered
among many Sioux City-area Indians.,
Charles LaMere, a member of the
Winnebago tribal council, observed,
“We feel that this is a case of discrimina-
tion. At the same time, we feel that
some good might result. This brings out
into the open conditions we know has
[sic] existed for a long time."?

Local Native Americans had a keen : ‘- <
awareness that subtle “polite racism,” as Ameri Legi rt t ds at a rest é:n:;:é of Sgt R:ceaves Sioux )
wel‘l as n_o't 50 SI.lbﬂ? forrn§ of d‘ISC,l‘ - ng frgre!;llfr?c?l ir? %lrcl’iﬂgels':: Nosig:mui ge?netery. The Rev. Dunie): Mcdglqn of Winnebago
nation, existed in Sioux City. Rice’s

. e . - (back turned at end of guard rank) prays over the casket. Lincoln Joumnal-Star, Sep-
niece, Annie Rice, remembered, “ltwas  tember 3, 1951
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worse then, though, because if Indians
went into a dime store-type place like
Kresge's, they were treated OK. But if
they went into a more expensive store,
they would get looked at arrogantly.”
Annie also remembered walking with
her grandmother, who was wearing a
long Indian-style dress. Young white
men would drive by in cars and start
drumming on their doors, “war-
whooping,” and hollering “Squaw,”
Annie recalled. “Most Indians felt that
they were not supposed to say anything
back, and we were just told to take it."®

Opinion makers and advertisers still
followed a long tradition of depicting
Sioux City as a happy Indian warrior in
editorial cartoon caricatures adorning
the front page of the Sioux City Journal,
and by naming local businesses after a
corruption of “Sioux” such as the “Sco”
Restaurant.? City officials now worried
about the city’s tarnished image. As one
indignant correspondent observed in a
letter to President Truman, “It is a bit
ironical [sic] that an American city
bearing an INDIAN name should deny
one of its honored sons (whose only
fault is his INDIAN ancestry) the privi-
lege of final sanctuary, after giving his
life defending the privileges-on which
America was founded."®

The major industry in Sioux City—
meatpacking—exerted tremendous lo-
cal influence, so when the Sioux City
metropolitan council of the United
Packinghouse Workers of America
adopted a resolution condemning the
cemetery, it drew attention. The pack-

inghouse workers urged the city to pro-

hibit future “display of the American
flag on such an un-American piece of
land.”

In order to clarify and explain the
. cemetery’s actions, the management of
Memorial Park produced a four-page
fact sheet in early October 1951 entitled
“The Truth About the Sgt. Rice Inci-
dent.” Memorial Park officials justified
their restrained reaction to the furor
raised by their refusal to allow Rice’s
burial:

We have had many inquiries as to why we

did not publicly defend our position dur-
ing the height of the publicity that was
given to this incident. Our failure to do so
was in deference to the request of many
business men [sic] and citizens of Sioux
City who wished to end the publicity as
quickly as possible, and also to our knowl-
edge of the fact that under this mob hyste-
ria, any statements made by us, as had
been demonstrated, would not be fairly
reported.” :

Countering the “false statements that
have been published about this inci-
dent,” officials hastened to affirm that
“the present Owners and Officers of the
Park have no racial prejudice and were
not responsible for the restriction to
only members of the Caucasian Race.”
The fact sheet went on to offer evidence
to support the obvious and undisputed
fact that Rice was not a Caucasian. It
cited as authorities Dr. R. S. McNeish of
the National Museum af Ottawa,
Canada, and other Canadian archaeolo-
gists, who “reported definite proof that
American Indians are descended from
Wild Mongolian Nomads that came to
North America from Asia by way of
Alaska. In other words, the American In-
dian is not of Caucasian descent, to the
best of our available information.”?

Memorial Park officials tried to justify
the “Caucasians only” policy by point-
ing out that many other cemeteries im-
posed burial restrictions:

The restriction to members of the Cauca-
sian Race is almost as old as the cemetery
business and has come down with the de-
velopment of the cemetery business. This
restriction is in probably 90 per cent of the
private cemeteries in the United States in-
cluding Forest Lawn in California and
Graceland Park in Sioux City. Private cem-
eteries have always had a right to be oper-
ated for a particular group such as Jewish,
Catholic, Lutheran, Negro, Chinese, etc.,
not because of any prejudice against any
race, but because people, like animals,
prefer to be with their own kind.*

The pamphlet also suggested a cer-
tain hypocrisy on the part of the federal
government: “It was only in 1947 that ra-
cial discrimination was removed from
Arlington Cemetery in Washington, D.C.
(even privates could not be buried next
to officers) and yet we understand that
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Sgt. Rice is one of the first known Indi-
ans to be buried there.”®

Acting Sioux City Mayor Clem Evans
(Mayor Dan J. Conley was vacationing)
tried to distance the city from the con-
troversy when he “explained to the
senders of indignant telegrams and let-
ters that the burial incident happened
outside the city limits in a cemetery pri-
vately owned. We do not concur in the
shameful action and join in denouncing
it. There is not discrimination in city-
operated cemeteries,” which included
the one-hundred-acre Logan Park and
forty-five-acre Floyd Cemeteries. When
the Sioux City Journal investigated the
city-owned cemeteries, Drew Fletcher,
superintendent of parks and public
property, affirmed that “there is no dis-
crimination in city-owned cemeteries.”!

During the flurry of indignant reac-
tion to the incident, Oliver LaFarge, the
Association of American Indian Affairs’
spokesman whose novel of an Indian
youth, Laughing Boy, won a Pulitzer
Prize, sent a telegram to Mayor Conley
urging him to take the lead in denounc-
ing the episode and demanding a pub-
lic apology from the cemefery. Whether
responding to LaFarge specifically or
not, Mayor Conley made a statement by
telephone on August 30 endorsing a city
council resolution expressing sympathy
to the family of Sergeant Rice. The reso-
lution went on to explain that Sioux City
officials felt “the most sincere regret that
the burial of this deceased veteran was
not permitted, and the assurance that
the people of the City of Sioux City
would have been proud to have had the
honor of having Sergeant John R. Rice
buried in any cemetery within the City
of Sioux City.” Conley later traveled to
Winnebago, where he apologized at the
meeting of the two American Legion
posts.3?

President Truman was genuinely af- ¢
fected by the sacrifices of veterans. That
Rice was a Native American made the
situation all the more poignant. In the
more than four hundred telegrams and
letters received by the White House,
1,166 people signed their names in sup-
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Capt. John F. Orzel (right), chaplain, gives the casket flag to Evelyn Rice after the

Arlington ceremony. Rice’s mother (left foreground) and Henry and Thelma Rice, his
brother and sister-in-law, are seated with Evelyn Rice. Lincoln Journal-Star, September

6, 1951 .

port of Truman'’s actions or expressed
indignation toward Sioux City. More
people responded from east of the Mis-
sissippi River (63.3 percent) than west
of it (36.7 percent). More correspon-
dents were concerned with the racial is-

sue (36.8 percent) than with Rice's sta-

tus as a war hero (16 percent). Women
and men considered race and Rice’s

military service equally significant, but
women (4 percent) considered military
service alone much less important than
men did (12 percent). The Truman ad-
ministration was also well aware of the
political ramifications of civil rights is-
sues such as those raised by the Rice
case. Someone on Truman'’s staff pen-
ciled in the population of many commu-
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nities from which letters had been
received.®

An incident similar to the Rice affair
had occurred in 1949 when the only fu-
neral parlor in the south Texas town of
Three Rivers had refused to bury Felix
L'ongoria, a Mexican-American soldier
killed in the Philippines during World

1 . War II. After Senator Lyndon B. Johnson

arranged for Longoria to be interred in
Arlington, the senator received favor-
able recognition in the New York Times
for righting a wrong against a Hispanic
war hero®*

Praise for Truman’s action in the Rice
case often bubbled with hyperbole such
as “Lincoln could have done no better.”
Barney Silverstein of Compton, Califor-
nia, wrote: “Carrying on your fight for
the civil rights program in the face of
the Old Guard Southern Democrats took
courage. Breaking down race segrega-
tion in the armed forces took courage.
Carrying on day after day under the vi-
cious sniping of McCarthy and his ilk
has taken unbelievable courage.™

Mary McLeod Bethune, former direc-
tor of the Division of Negro Affairs in the
National Youth Administratiop and
former president of the National Coun-
cil of Negro Women, wrote Truman,
“Your ‘stock’ with the masses has defi-
nitely ‘gone up!'"%

Truman'’s intervention on behalf of
Rice’s family coincidentally helped
soothe some of the irritation south-
erners felt because of the president’s
stand on civil rights:.Specifically refer-
ring to whites, Miss Pearl Elder wrote
from Pascagoula, Mississippi,

Living way down here is [sic] Dixiecrat
country I have never hear [sic] many nice
remarks about you. Not until today. Every
Southerner—every American who has the
right to be called an American—should
say and mean the nice remarks I have
heard about you when we learned how
you slapped down those Un-American
cemetery officials who refused to allow an

Indian Hero to be laid at rest in their “Su-
perior graveyard.™?

Some critics of the cemetery looked
to the recent struggle against Fascism
as their point of reference. Mr. A. E.
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Diefendorf, vice president of the Farm-

ers State Bank at Irene, South Dakota,

wrote that the incident is
a dark blot on the record of Sioux City
and the United States. Any cemetery any-
where in the United States ought to be
proud to contain the remains of a soldier
killed in the defense and service of his
country regardless of race, color, or creed.
Hitler eamed the condemnation of the
world because he instigated the persecu-
tion and killing of Jews. Do we, in this
supposedly free and enlightened country, .
have some men who aspire to be Hitlers?®

More than 7 percent of those writing
the president linked the Rice incident to
America’s newlyperceived antagonist,
Joseph Stalin, and to the Soviet Union.
Amold Benjamin Davidson said, “To be
sure, the Coughlins, the Gerald K.
Smiths and the Stalinites here and
abroad will probably suffer heart at-
tacks.” An Etchareottene Indian from
California suggested that “this cemetery
ship some of its dirt behind the Iron Cur-
tain then any of my people killed de-
fending America could be sent there for
burial.”®

The National Association for the Ad-
vancement of Colored People, through
its lowa state chairman, David Singer,
termed the Rice incident a “crying
shame.” He expressed a theme also
used to argue for African American civil
rights: it was a- “slap in the face for our
statesmen who are trying to sell democ-
racy to the world. Can you picture the
grin over Stalin’s face as he reads the.
headlines in the American news-
papers?™¥ .

Iowan Mrs. Don Hudek suggested
that Truman’s actions prevented “na-
tions wavering on the brink of commu-
nism” from going over the edge, be-
cause they could “be assured of our
own sincere belief in democratic ide-
als.” Truman could reach out and help
an individual, while “our ‘friend’ in Mos-
cow [Stalin] does not have such talents.
That one factor is his loss and our gain
in this wordy tug-of-war.”! A New
Yorker, Catherine Hogg, contended,
“But does not the most shameful act
which occurred in Sioux City this week

smack of communism—to deny burial
in a certain.cemetery because a noble
person, who had made the supreme sac-
rifice, was not of the Caucasian race?"*

Politicians nearer to Sioux City ex-
pressed similar opinions. Nebraska Gov-,
emor Val Peterson praised Truman for
the “good sense and alacrity” with
which he moved to alleviate a “dis-
graceful situation. . . .You couldn’t
manufacture better ammunition for
the communists if you sat up all night
and tried,” the governor continued.

“It is hard to understand how some
Americans want to be Stalin’s unwitting
assistants.™?

Some Indians saw Truman’s actions
in the Rice affair as an affirmation of Na-
tive American rights, while still viewing
the president in a traditional, paternalis-
tic role. An Oklahoma Cherokee medi-
cine man, Dr. Orange Starr, contended,

We older Indians at home in Oklahoma
and the younger ones in the service of the
45th division appreciate what you did in
the sad case about the burial of Sgt. Rice a
Winnebago Indian at Sioux City, lowa.
Okla[homa] has only 2 statues in the Hall

of Fame in Washington DC both are Indi-
ans Sequoya and Will Rogers.” [sic]*

In a telegram to Truman from the
League of Nations of North American In-
dians on the reservation in Irving, New
York, Chairman Art Wakolee observed,
“You have proved [sic] to the Indian
that you are truly [the] Great White Fa-
ther.” The Intertribal Council of the
Kiowa, Comanche, and Apache tribes of
Oklahoma found Truman’s response ap-
propriate. “I'm sure all America joins
our Indians in thanking their Great
White Father in this act of justice.™s

In early 1952 Evelyn Rice’s attorney,
Neil McCluhan, and her brother-in-law,
Henry Rice, filed a lawsuit in Evelyn’s
name, asking $180,000 in damages for
Memorial Park’s refusal to bury her
husband’s body. Her petition named the
cemetery association and officers F. K.
Lyle and J.-M. Gunnell, as defendants.
The widow's petition claimed that the
cemetery’s action was willful and mali-
cious and in direct violation of the [owa
and United States constitutions. She
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contended that it subjected her to hu-
miliation and held her up to public ridi-
cule. The suit was later dropped be-
cause Evelyn Rice had grown tired of
publicity and wanted only to forget her
ordeal *

Evelyn Rice looked to the future, an-
ticipating that public interest in the
John Rice affair would quickly fade.
Three months after the funeral, plans for
a new, non-denominational high school
at Winnebago, estimated to cost
$300,000, were announced by the Rever-
end Frank Hulsman, director of Indian
Children’s Village, also known as St.
Augustine’s Missjon, at Winnebago. Mrs.
Rice, who was:pfesent at the press con-
ference and gave her tepid approval to
the project while trying to shun the lime-
light, said her husband “had long
wanted to do something about race
prejudice.” Several prominent individu-
als agreed to be members of an honor
ary committee in the drive to raise funds
for the memorial high school.

In a letter to the Lincoln Star, Father
Hulsman expressed confidence that
people would “respond generously to
the proposal to construct & Sergeant
John R. Rice memorial High School at
the mission.” But Hulsman carried the
legacy idea too far. He proposed that
Evelyn’s son, Timothy, live permanently
at the mission, as John Rice had done in
his youth. Evelyn refused, and her re-
solve to completely eschew publicity
stiffened. According to her daughter,
Pamela Rice Goodwin, the lawsuit and
the memorial high school never materi-
alized because her mother “wanted to
get on with life and forget about it."#

While Truman’s response to the Rice
incident reflected the president’s genu-
ine concern for the civil rights of minori-
ties, the incident may have helped those
who were calling for a restructuring of
federal Indian policy. Critics of the New’
Deal policies of the 1930s and 1940s, in-
cluding Commissioner of Indian Affairs
Myer and western senators and con-
gressmen, argued for the elimination of
the special status of Indian tribes and a
reduction in federal supervision over



A caisson druwn by six gray horses bore the body of Sgt John R. Rlce to |ts final reshng
place in Arlington National Cemetery. The Trumpet Call, May 1952

Indian affairs. They particularly disliked
the 1934 Indian Reorganization Act,
which had sought to promote tribal self-
determination, protect the reservation
land base, and maintain Native Ameri-
can cultural identity .4

Instead, Myer and others felt the goal
of federal Indian policy should be the
complete assimilation of Indians into
mainstream society through the “termi-
nation” of tribal status and the existing
trust relationship with the government.
Increased public awareness of Indians’
contributions in World War Il and Ko-
rea, in part due to the Rice incident, re-
inforced the assimilationist arguments.

Public reference to the Rice incident
quickly diminished, perhaps because it
caused considerable embarrassment for
the Sioux City community. Unfortu-
nately, the lesson it taught also faded.
Racial prejudice against Indians contin-
ued in communities near the Pine
Ridge, Rosebud, Omaha, and
Winnebago reservations. For many In-
dians, however, the Rice incident re-
mained symbolic of the ambivalence
with which society regarded Native
Americans. Oral traditions kept his story
alive. When Indian activists arrived in
Washington, D.C. in 1972 at the culmi-
nation of the “Trail of Broken Treaties”
caravan, American Indian Movement
leaders Dennis Banks and Vernon
Bellecourt were denied permission to

John R, Rice

hold “a memorial service for two Indian
war heroes (Ira Hays and John Rice) at
Arlington National Cemetery.” Court
action subsequently opened the way
for the service, but by then AIM had
occupied the Bureau of Indian Affairs
building.®

The acknowledgment of Native
American military contributions reso-
nated as part of what Richard C.
Schroeder, Editorial Research Reports
reporter, termed white society’s “redis-
covery” of the Indian. Part of this redis-
covery was the role of Indians in the
U.S. armed forces, exemplified by the
case of Sgt. John R. Rice.
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