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“One day a notice came out of the first sergeant’s office with 
my name on it. It was my pass to go back to the states! After thirty-
four months, five campaigns, and many battles, I was going home! I had 
made it, but my brother had not.”1 With these words, Hollis D. Stabler 
began his journey home and his transition from an Omaha soldier into 
a Native American veteran. It is difficult to imagine the immensity or 
complexity of the feelings that Second World War Indigenous service 
personnel experienced, after months or even years away in military 
services, in anticipating and living through their homecoming, “most 
filled with jubilant anticipation, some plagued by weariness, and a few 
haunted by the dark memories of battlefield carnage.”2 For many, the 
warmth of welcome, the kinship of family, and the familiarity of home 
deeply comforted them. “I didn’t believe that I was home until I got 
to see my folks,” one Canadian Cree veteran recalled. “I said to my-
self, ‘I’m on home ground now. I’m safe.’ ”3 Such commentaries high-
light the shared humanity and commonalities in experiences between 
Indigenous service personnel and their non-Indigenous comrades in 
arms. At the most basic and personal level, the war’s end was about a 
young man or woman returning home to families and lives left behind, 
each story unique though replicated countless times across Australia, 
Canada, New Zealand, and the United States. 

Yet arriving home was only the beginning of a war veteran’s ex-
perience. Subsequently, the legislative and administrative architecture 
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prepared to aid returned service personnel transition back to civilian life 
figured prominently. The relative success of reestablishment measures 
for the bulk of American, Australian, New Zealander, and Canadian 
ex-service personnel has contributed hugely to the popular view of 
the Second World War as the “good war.” The degree to which Native 
American, Māori, Aboriginal, and Torres Strait Islander Australian and 
First Nations veterans participated in this rosy postwar story is un-
certain. This study addresses this gap in our understanding through a 
transnational examination of the administration of veterans’ benefits for 
Indigenous military personnel in four victorious settler societies that all 
mobilized significant recruits from their Indigenous minority popula-
tions. The value in this approach is in helping to distinguish peculiar 
conditions within any individual Indigenous community or country 
from broader shared patterns of settler colonialism. This broader lens 
works dialectically with more localized studies, challenging assump-
tions and drawing in concepts and patterns from other experiences in 
comparable societies.

To date, the postwar experiences of Indigenous Second World 
War veterans have garnered little scholarly attention in these four 
settler societies.4 Canada is a partial exception to this pattern due to a 
high-profile lobbying campaign over Indigenous veterans’ grievances 
from the 1970s to the 2000s.5 Central in transitioning to civilian life 
was the support available to returning servicemen and servicewomen 
from their governments. All four of these victorious states developed 
elaborate and generous packages for all veterans. Though the precise 
mechanics differed, each government tended to craft a similar blend 
of financial reward, transitional funds, training/educational provisions, 
employment support/advantages, access to loans for land or business 
development, disability pensions, and other miscellaneous measures.6 
Governments had learned from the inadequacies of programs for vet-
erans after the First World War and sought to construct a more flexible, 
compassionate, and comprehensive system the second time around.7 In 
each country, veterans’ programs were early and massive experiments 
in state social welfare development.8 The integration of Indigenous 
minorities into broader welfare structures was a complex process of 
converting Indigenous people from segregated services supposedly 
designed for distinct groups to inclusion in state programs designed 
for all citizens. The relationship between Indigenous service personnel 
and the benefits available to veterans was a microcosm of the broader 
integration of Indigenous populations into settler state welfare.

For Indigenous peoples and settler societies alike, access to mili-
tary service and status as army, navy, or air force members had been an 
important and symbolic yardstick of inclusion throughout the Second 
World War. Access to benefits and quality support for Indigenous vet-
erans, at the very intersection of their indigeneity and their “veteran-
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ness,” remained a measurement of acceptance in the conflict’s wake. 
But did one take precedence over the other for administrators manag-
ing veterans’ programs? Strikingly, the patterns across the four settler 
states examined are remarkably similar. This transnational examination 
of postwar veterans’ benefits for returned Indigenous service personnel 
reveals that the war had made a difference and that veterans’ status mat-
tered in how they were treated by the state. 

However, the mechanics of administering the benefits likewise 
demonstrates the continuing limitations of acceptance and the circum-
scribed inclusion of Indigenous peoples in national social citizenship. 
The lingering legislative and administrative structures for Indigenous 
populations in Australia, Canada, New Zealand, and the United States 
captured to some degree the benefits and subsumed them within exist-
ing paternalistic colonial systems resistant to change. Thus, while the 
Second World War and resulting veterans’ benefits had the possibility 
to provoke change in the socioeconomic position of Indigenous veter-
ans and populations, the overall impact was muted.

In the announcements and legislation establishing programs for 
veterans’ postwar reestablishment, the rhetoric across the four settler 
societies spoke strongly to the equality of access for all veterans. For 
example, the rehabilitation guidebook used by administrators in New 
Zealand contained a special note regarding Māori veterans, proclaim-
ing that “the aim of the Rehabilitation Board has been to regard Maoris 
and pakehas [non-Māori New Zealanders] alike and to extend equal 
facilities for re-establishment.”9 A. O. Neville, deputy commissioner of 
Native Affairs for Western Australia, in a 1947 report from a confer-
ence on reconstruction and Aboriginal veterans, similarly wrote that 
the “coloured ex-serviceman has exactly the same rights under the Re-
establishment Act as the white ex-serviceman and it is desired that he 
should be informed of this.”10 Such was also the case for Indigenous vet-
erans in North America, where the provisions of the 1944 Serviceman’s 
Readjustment Act (the GI Bill) and Canada’s Veterans Charter were, 
“at least in theory . . . available equally to all returning service person-
nel: men and women, conscripts and volunteers, regardless of religion 
or race.”11 Usually Indigenous veterans could apply through normal 
processes and agencies, set up for returning servicemen and service-
women. The records, both archival and oral testimonies, suggest that 
the rhetoric of equal access and lack of distinctions setting Indigenous 
veterans apart contained some genuine substance. 

The relative lack of high-profile grievances in the political dis-
course around Indigenous veterans in New Zealand, the United States, 
and to a lesser extent Australia also supports the notion that many 
Indigenous veterans had some, perhaps sufficient, access to reestablish-
ment programs and support.12 This should in no way be interpreted as 
saying that Indigenous veterans’ experiences were free of challenges or 
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disadvantages. Rather, given the era, it suggests that a vestige of the ac-
ceptance and equality Indigenous service personnel experienced in war-
time lingered after the war, at least in connection to their veteran status. 

Sometimes, circumstances peculiar to Indigenous peoples required 
special legislation or programs, particularly in relation to the complex 
legal status and administration of Indigenous lands. For example, the 
New Zealand rehabilitation guide advised that the “need for special 
Maori rehabilitation measures beyond those already available within the 
general rehabilitation plan is, however, realised.” In particular, “provision 
for the further development of Native lands, including tribal lands of-
fered to the Board for Maori settlement, will have to be made” in order 
to “provide agricultural rehabilitation of Native ex-servicemen, within 
the rehabilitation framework.”13 The complexities of Māori land title and 
the economically nonviable blocks established through the Māori Land 
Court system created extensive delays for Māori ex-servicemen seek-
ing reestablishment on the land. Even as late as 1949, 214 Māori veter-
ans, some 4.3 percent of all Māori veterans who had been graded “A” for 
land settlement, were stuck in limbo awaiting farms. Understandably, 
“trained farmers got sick of waiting for farms and took up unskilled work, 
even though this sometimes cost them their ‘A’ grade qualification.”14 

In Canada, too, the legal standing of Indian reserve lands, which 
the Crown held in trust for an Indian band’s collective use, complicated 
agricultural reestablishment. Individuals could not own a plot in fee 
simple on reserve, nor could banks seize lands or chattels in forfeiture 
of an unpaid debt from a reserve. In practice this meant that financial 
institutions refused credit to residents of Indian reserves. The Veterans 
Land Act (VLA), furthermore, required veterans to have clear title to a 
plot of land and be suitable for credit, which made the VLA untenable 
on reserves. 

While veterans might opt to apply for a standard VLA settlement 
outside their reserve, the director of Indian Affairs acknowledged they 
would face serious impediments due to pervasive societal prejudice, 
particularly stereotypes of First Nations’ improvidence: “The average 
Indian veteran may be confronted with a practical difficulty in seek-
ing qualification papers from the responsible committees set up for the 
purpose, who may be expected to feel some diffidence about qualify-
ing an Indian for establishment on the land on a debt basis. In other 
words it is feared that few Indians could qualify under the conditions 
set by the Act.”15 Subsequent research has confirmed that almost no 
First Nations veterans successfully qualified for a regular off-reserve 
VLA loan.16 To make VLA support available on reserves, the Canadian 
government passed an amendment, inserting Section 35A, which gave 
First Nations veterans access to grants up to $2,320, equivalent to the 
grant portion of the $6,000 loan/grant under a standard VLA settle-
ment. Though this was a much lower sum, Indian Affairs argued that 
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the difference was balanced “by the ‘more favourable conditions’ that 
existed on reserve.”17 First Nations veterans rarely found reserve condi-
tions favorable and struggled to translate VLA support into a successful 
agricultural reestablishment.

Native American veterans in the United States faced similar dis-
advantages accessing loan provisions under the terms of the GI Bill be-
cause reservations were likewise held in trust. Under the Dawes Act, 
veterans could sometimes obtain patents in fee for an allotment of re-
serve land, which they could then put up as security for a loan. The fact 
that requests for patents in fee quadrupled between 1946 and 1950 sug-
gests that many Native American veterans sought to do so. However, 
they found themselves working against Indian Affairs Commissioner 
John Collier’s Indian New Deal agenda. Under the Indian New Deal, 
the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) had sought to end alienation of tribal 
lands and even to augment land in some places as part of Collier’s ef-
forts to revitalize tribal governance, economies, and cultural systems.18

Thus BIA officials initially resisted veterans’ requests for patents, 
fearing they might later sell the lands and permanently reduce tribal 
territories. The BIA was nevertheless forced to respond, and it revised 
some of its internal restrictions against individuals accessing monetary 
value of trust lands for collateral and against creditors entering reserva-
tions to repossess stock or equipment. The BIA even redirected tribal 
credit funds toward individual veterans unable to access commercial 
credit.19 These ad hoc measures never fully leveled the playing field for 
Native American veterans seeking GI loans.

Some indications of special reestablishment programs being de-
veloped for Aboriginal veterans in Australia can be gleaned in Western 
Australia (WA) state records, where ideas were proposed in 1947 and 
again in 1950.20 However, not all administrators saw special provisions 
as necessary. The acting commissioner of Native Affairs in WA was 
skeptical about the reported numbers of Aboriginal servicemen: “I am 
extremely doubtful of the correctness of this figure [three hundred] and 
am of the opinion that no more than two hundred at the very outside 
were properly enlisted and attested.” Because of this doubt and the fact 
that the “scheme which provides for white soldiers is quite capable of 
dealing with any native cases,” the official dismissed any utility of spe-
cial programs for Aboriginal ex-service personnel. He went on to say 
that Aboriginal soldiers were “fully informed of the benefits to which 
they were entitled, but very few displayed any great interest as they 
preferred to return to their home districts and resume the occupations 
they followed prior to enlistment.”21 This suggests that regular veterans’ 
support may have been available, but it leaves unsettling questions re-
garding veterans’ access to such programs.

However, this individual’s language reveals a profoundly negative 
view of Aboriginal people’s capabilities. He believed many Aboriginal 
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servicemen “were discharged because of their unsuitability for the 
services” and went on to broaden his comments: “It is my considered 
opinion that the majority of the adult natives in this State are not ca-
pable of any form of advanced training.  .  .  . I feel that these people, 
because of their nomadic tendencies and disregard to responsibility are 
not suitable for inclusion in a scheme which might envisuage [sic] their 
total absorption into the Community as equal citizens and a portion 
of the pattern of our economic life, but should be given the benefit of 
protection and supervision and other advantages when in indigent cir-
cumstances.”22 Views of this sort, common among Indigenous admin-
istrators in all of these settler states, bred a fatalism that undermined 
willingness to work or advocate on behalf of Indigenous peoples. In 
the wake of the Second World War, this was problematic for return-
ing Indigenous veterans who would find such officials increasingly in-
volved in the veterans’ reestablishment.

In a striking parallel, all four countries developed separate 
policy structures and administrative processes to handle the cases of 
Indigenous veterans. The principal reason appears to be the preexisting 
Indigenous administrative agencies and legal architecture surround-
ing Indigenous populations that each state had developed through the 
colonizing era. Veterans’ reestablishment officials often sought ad-
vice and logistical support from the Canadian Indian Affairs Branch, 
the U.S. Bureau of Indian Affairs, the Department of Māori Affairs, or 
the Australian Commonwealth and state Aboriginal agencies, or these 
agencies insinuated themselves and their agendas into the adminis-
tration of Indigenous veterans’ cases. As a result, Indigenous veterans 
often fell into a hazy jurisdictional overlap between Indigenous and 
veterans’ administrations, as the following circular letter from Canada’s 
Indian Affairs to its field staff reveals: “The Indian Affairs Branch is not 
responsible for veteran legislation or administration excepting admin-
istration of grants made under Section 35A of the Veterans’ Land Act. 
The Branch, however, has everything to do with Indians.”23 

In New Zealand, Māori could opt for regular Pākehā reestablish-
ment options or separate Māori alternatives. For those accessing the lat-
ter, Māori Affairs and the Rehabilitation Board established a joint Māori 
Rehabilitation Finance Committee, which “controls the Rehabilitation 
of Maoris,” with all the powers of the Board of Native Affairs and of 
the Rehabilitation Board “in expending money made available by the 
Treasury for loans other than the expenditure on land.”24 The office 
manual of the Rehabilitation Department laid out the nature of the 
relationship: 

The Native Department acts as the agent of the Board 
in the majority of cases where rehabilitation assistance 
is afforded to Maori ex-servicemen by way of loans. . . . 
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[T]he Maori ex-serviceman, if fully qualified, is offered 
the choice of proceeding with his application for any form 
of rehabilitation assistance provided by the Board either 
through the standard procedures or through special chan-
nels in the Native Department designed to meet any pe-
culiar need or problem . . . [particularly] in all cases where 
land settlement involves clarification of title and taking of 
title to Native land, a procedure which entails consider-
able specialized knowledge.25	

This implies a smooth joint system of administration, and the govern-
ment was keen to reassure veterans that no difference in services oc-
curred regardless of which channel a Māori veteran chose. Neverthe
less, differences in philosophy and belief in Māori capacity led to some 
disagreements in the execution of programs like trade training and em-
ploying Māori graduates to build homes for Māori.26

Despite claims of equality in both regular and Māori channels of re-
establishment, special policies distinguished and at times disadvantaged 
returning Māori servicemen and servicewomen. The specific venues for 
Māori farm training, for instance, were on blocks or farms operated or 
controlled by the Native Department; “in special cases where no Native 
land is available, on the land development blocks controlled by the Lands 
Department”; at agricultural colleges; on Rehabilitation Board training 
farms; or with private farmers, under subsidy.27 The fact that Māori ac-
cess to Land Department development blocks was only “in special cases” 
limited Māori to the often marginal remaining Māori lands. 

What is more, once they had completed agricultural training, 
Māori veterans were graded differently from Pākehā veterans. While 
the letter grades were the same, Māori veterans had an extra layer of 
constraining caveats:

Where a Maori was a competent farmer and capable of 
farming in a wide area, irrespective of whether there were 
other Maoris there or not, he received an “A” grade certifi-
cate for that area without any qualification. On the other 
hand, if it is felt that he could satisfy the same conditions 
only within the boundary of the Maori Land Court dis-
trict in which he normally resided, his grading was limited 
to that district. If it was considered that a Maori applicant 
was up to “A” grade standard except in respect of ability 
to manage his finances to obtain the best results, the grad-
ing certificate indicated this by the endorsement “subject 
to supervision from the Department of Maori Affairs,” 
and the department maintained supervision of the ex-
serviceman’s affairs after settlement until such time as the 
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settler, in the opinion of the Maori Rehabilitation Finance 
Committee, was capable of assuming full control.28

The trouble with this structure was widespread Pākehā assumptions of 
Māori financial incapacity. For example, one member of the Whangerai 
Rehabilitation Committee “considered that ninety-seven per cent of 
Maori applicants for farm settlement were unable to handle their own 
finances, and added that after thirty-three years working among Maoris 
he had still to meet a Maori famer who would succeed if left to his own 
resources.”29 In a similar vein, Māori applicants could opt for regular re-
habilitation channels, except where “the applicant was living in a Maori 
community or where his application involved the occupation or acquisi-
tion of Maori land or of land through Maori channels, or where the use 
of any other facilities provided by the Department of Maori Affairs was 
required.”30 These conditions would have funneled a large proportion of 
Māori applicants through Māori Affairs whether they wished it or not.

The separate administrative regimes for Indigenous veterans may 
have been as efficient as normal veterans’ programs, but there are rea-
sons to suspect otherwise. This issue has received the most attention in 
Canada. The onus for managing First Nations reestablishment shifted 
from the veterans to the local Indian agents. During Wilfred Westeste’s 
demobilization, he recalled: 

In the final stages of our process of getting discharged 
and either an NCO or an officer, was talking to us, and he 
was giving information about all the reserve personnel, 
like from the University, . . . and from farmers and also 
some other different, like storekeepers and whatever, they 
wanted to put us into these groups, some joined while 
they were still in University, never finished University, they 
were to go with . . . professor so-and-so and he will brief 
you on getting back into University, and those of you who 
were in stores or whatever, and you farmers—oh by the 
way, he said, you Indian boys here, he says, you don’t go to 
any of these, he said, you go back to the reserve, and the 
Indian Agent will look after you.31

This left Westeste and other First Nations veterans almost entirely de-
pendent on their Indian agent for accurate information, for sympathetic 
and appropriate counseling, for completing and submitting applications, 
and often for a positive recommendation. Mistakes or problems in any 
of these categories could undermine the veteran’s reestablishment. 

Despite theoretical equality of access, the final report of the 
National Round Table on First Nations Veterans Issues in Canada sug-
gested that in practice, “First Nations veterans faced systemic disadvan
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tages, not faced by most other veterans, in obtaining information, 
counseling and applications for all of the options that were open to 
them.”32 More generally, Indian Affairs and the Indian Act added ad-
ditional bureaucracy and regulations for First Nations veterans that 
resulted in delays, hardship, and frustration. Indian agents sometimes 
failed to inform veterans of all options, or they dissuaded veterans from 
options the agent felt beyond their capacity, such as education and 
training opportunities. The Indian Affairs Branch also used Veterans 
Land Act grants to subsidize their branch’s overstretched welfare bud-
get for on-reserve housing. While making houses available to veterans 
may have improved their quality of life in the short term, it was not 
the purpose of the program, which was intended to help veterans re-
establish themselves in a livelihood that provided long-term stability.33 
The Canadian report claimed that “the result for many First Nations 
veterans was an unequal access to the Veterans Charter, and a steeper 
climb to successfully re-establish themselves than that faced by most 
Canadian veterans . . . in the crucial ten years after 1945.”34 Whether 
Indigenous administrative regimes were as disruptive to the reestab-
lishment of Native American or Aboriginal ex-service personnel in the 
United States or in Australia is still not entirely clear, though it seems 
likely in light of assimilation policies.35

All too often, the insinuation of state Indigenous administrators 
into the reestablishment of veterans brought a reassertion of traditional 
paternalism and control. Benefits placed substantial sums of money in 
the hands of ex-servicemen and servicewomen, something that many 
settler administrators viewed as counterproductive to Indigenous people’s 
well-being. The habits of surveillance and intervention evident in all 
four countries frequently led to individual veterans losing control over 
their own benefits, funds, and farms or businesses. 

In New Zealand, one of the primary responsibilities of the De
partment of Māori Affairs was what the official history euphemistically 
termed “post-settlement supervision.”36 Veterans often resented such 
patronizing intervention, as evident by the following Māori veteran, 
who recalled that “you have to borrow money from Maori Affairs and 
they send a broken-down bloody Pakeha contract painter to adminis-
ter your finances. You’re not even allowed to write your own cheques 
to pay for your bills.”37 In Canada, Status Indian dependents of Indian 
soldiers similarly lost control over funds during the war when their 
Dependant’s Allowance checks were sent to the Indian agents to man-
age for their rightful recipients.38 This control extended into the post-
war reestablishment of veterans. One veteran recalled: “I went to war 
to fight for freedom, but upon coming back to Canada and the Reserve, 
I found I was back to a lifestyle of no freedom. Once again I had to 
abide by the wishes of the Indian Agent and Farm Instructor. The cattle 
I bought with my $2320.00 was branded with the Indian Department 
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brand I.D. [and] I could not sell one or kill one for my families [sic] con-
sumption without his approval.”39 Such patronizing and overt state 
control seemed out of step with the freedom that these returned ser-
vice personnel had been fighting to achieve during the conflict.

There are indications that even as late as 1955, paternalism per-
meated rehabilitation benefits for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Australian ex-service personnel.40 During a fascinating internal bureau-
cratic discussion in 1955 about the potential liability of the Common
wealth to pay pensions and benefits to veterans of the Torres Strait Light 
Infantry Battalion under the Repatriation Act and the Re-establishment 
and Employment Act, it was made clear that current pensions for Torres 
Strait Islander veterans were paid to the Queensland director of Native 
Affairs.41 A report on the matter by the attorney general raised doubts 
about the legality of paying pensions directly to the director of Native 
Affairs, Queensland, but recommended a legal arrangement that would 
have the same result.42 The overall pattern for returned service person-
nel is one of separate structures and often little direct access to their 
benefits or control of their own postwar reestablishment.

However problematically, those who actually received benefits 
were the lucky ones, as not all Indigenous service personnel even gained 
veterans’ status and the standard array of benefits that flowed from that 
identity. This was particularly the case in Australia, where two groups 
of Indigenous people were either provided a separate, less generous re-
establishment package or shut out altogether by the quasi or unofficial 
nature of their military service. 

The first instance refers to the postwar experience of Torres 
Strait Islander veterans. The same rationales about Indigenous improvi
dence and lower cost of living that had underpinned their low war-
time wages extended to veterans’ benefits. A 1953 Treasury report 
noted that in 1944 the War Cabinet had approved a pension scheme 
for Torres Strait Islanders who served in the Australian Forces “based 
on the Repatriation Act but the rates were adjusted in accordance 
with the rates of pay granted to Torres Strait Islanders—roughly two-
thirds of the corresponding A.M.F. rates.”43 Based on advice from the 
Queensland director of Native Affairs and an assessment of the cost of 
living in the Torres Strait, “the Cabinet fixed the pension rates at, on the 
average, one-third of the equivalent Repatriation pension.” But rather 
than alter the regular benefit for Torres Strait Islanders, the Cabinet de-
cided to shift their benefits to a different regime under the Act of Grace 
Schemes. The Repatriation Commission acknowledged, “These bene
fits were, of course, far less than those available under the Repatriation 
and Re-establishment and Employment Acts.”44

Even reduced rates were denied to those Aboriginal Australians 
across the threatened north of the country who had served in quasi-
official or ad hoc capacities and whose service was deemed insufficient 
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to qualify them as veterans. Thus men who conducted patrols around 
mission airfields like Bathurst Island and Groote Eylandt, capturing the 
enemy and saving Allied airmen, or even those individuals enlisted in 
the Northern Territory Special Reconnaissance Unit in Arnhem Land 
were largely shut out of compensation. Noah Riseman suggests that 
residents in the region were frustrated and bitter at their lack of recog-
nition and compensation when the war ended.45 According to Yolngu 
wartime participant Gerry Blitner, “I didn’t come out with no bars on my 
shoulder, no ribbons on my chest, no money in my pocket, no deserved 
[likely reserved] pay, no land to go back to and say this is my land.”46 

Along Canada’s threatened west coast, the more than fifteen thou-
sand unpaid volunteers of the Pacific Coast Militia Rangers, a substan-
tial minority of whom were of Canadian Aboriginal descent, ended 
the war with nothing more than the right to keep their uniform and 
purchase their rifle for the nominal fee of five dollars.47 The status of 
Indigenous members of the Alaskan Territorial Guard, formed during 
the Second World War, vis-à-vis postwar support appears similarly 
doubtful as well, though the literature is quieter on this.48 

Given all the issues raised thus far, was it reasonable to believe 
that veterans’ benefits could really have made a difference in the lives 
of Indigenous returned service personnel in Australia, Canada, New 
Zealand, and the United States? The mythology and popular memory 
that enshroud veterans’ reestablishment in all four countries suggest 
that those benefits could and should have been a difference maker. 
Yet Indigenous returned service personnel were often unable to trans-
late their benefits into a successful postwar civilian reestablishment, as 
was the norm among settler veterans. The addition of state Indigenous 
agencies into Indigenous benefits administration led to greater frus-
trations in qualifying or applying for programs or to interminable bu-
reaucratic delays. Veterans who had survived the war and undergone 
profound personal transformation as a result of their war service grew 
disillusioned with the heavy-handed, paternalistic, and stifling admin-
istration of their benefits. Some Indigenous ex-service personnel gave 
up fighting for their full measure through exhaustion; others, despair-
ing, turned their backs on any benefits. And, of course, some could not 
qualify at all. 

More fundamentally, even if Indigenous veterans did have ac-
cess to benefits and qualified for comparable amounts, the programs 
developed to smooth veterans’ transition to civilian life, while quite 
diverse and flexible, were almost always predicated on building upon 
an individual’s prewar foundation of work experience, education, skills, 
and capital/land. The marginal economic and social space occupied by 
Indigenous peoples in these four settler societies during the interwar 
years, combined with widespread Indigenous land insufficiency and 
generally poor access to education and health care, meant that the bulk 
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of Aboriginal, Torres Strait Islander, Māori, First Nations, and Native 
American veterans lacked some or all of that foundation. 

The Australian deputy director of the Re-establishment Division 
saw few possibilities “for normal training under the [Re-establishment 
and Employment Act] Scheme owing to the general lack of educational 
qualifications and it is felt that the practical assistance which could be 
rendered would be in the form of financial assistance to enable the pur-
chase of necessary equipment such as boats, nets, etc., for fishermen, 
rabbit traps, means of transportation for rabbiters, etc. Any purchases 
of the nature indicated should be effected by the Department of Native 
Affairs in preference to making the money available direct to the ab-
origine.”49 New Zealand administrators likewise noted the discrepancy 
and sought to overcome the shortfall in part through special emphasis 
on trade training, which Māori veterans were nearly four times more 
likely to choose than the national average and which Jane Thomson 
dubs “the one conspicuous success story in Maori rehabilitation.”50 More 
typically, without the prewar foundation, Indigenous veterans struggled 
to translate their reestablishment programs and benefits into long-term 
economic stability. Far from closing the gap between Indigenous vet-
erans and their non-Indigenous comrades in arms, these provisions, so 
warmly remembered by the bulk of veterans in all four countries may 
even have widened the gap.

How, then, do we assess the intersection of indigeneity and vet-
eran status in the years after the Second World War? The answer is that 
the inclusivity and acceptance embodied by military service sustained 
some of its inclusive magic into the postwar years. Veterans’ benefits 
were designed to accommodate as many individual needs and aspira-
tions as possible and in all four countries offered powerful rhetoric of 
equality of access. In the wake of the Second World War, such claims 
were not just hollow platitudes; the scale and pain of sacrifice were still 
too fresh and raw to permit the rhetoric of equality being disingenu-
ous. Thus many Indigenous veterans were able to access some bene
fits and programs in most jurisdictions, giving some credence to the 
rhetoric of equality so hard won through military service. For some, 
the benefits provided life-changing opportunities; for most, the funds 
and programs enhanced veterans’ quality of life in the wake of the con-
flict. However, the colonial structures of each settler state remained 
intact at the end of the war; indeed, these structures were reinvigorated 
and reasserted. 

The rehabilitation of assimilationist systems was evident in the 
involvement of Indigenous administrations in the reestablishment pro-
cedures and special provisions developed for Indigenous veterans. More 
often than not, indigeneity trumped veteran status, to the detriment 
of returned Indigenous service personnel. The same pattern occurred 
writ large for Indigenous populations in the immediate postwar years. 
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There was some change in the realm of policy, some conditional or 
partial admittance to social citizenship; but on the ground, the pat-
terns in New Zealand, the United States, Australia, and Canada were 
more akin to a postwar return to “normal” colonial status and social 
marginalization.
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