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THE HARLEM HELLFIGHTERS: AMERICA’S MOST CELEBRATED AFRICAN AMERICAN
REGIMENT OF WORLD WAR I

When the United States entered World War I in 1917, the nation called upon men from all walks of
life to serve. Among those who answered were the men of the 369th Infantry Regiment, a unit
composed primarily of African American soldiers from New York City. Though they faced deep-
seated racism and segregation at home, these soldiers would go on to earn a legendary reputation
on the battlefields of France. They became known as The Harlem Hellfighters—a name bestowed
upon them by their German adversaries out of respect for their tenacity and ferocity in combat. The
story of  the Harlem Hellfighters is  not  just  a military history;  it  is  a  powerful  narrative of  courage,
resilience, and the fight for dignity in the face of injustice.

ORIGINS AND FORMATION OF THE 369TH INFANTRY REGIMENT

The 369th Infantry Regiment was originally formed as the 15th New York National Guard Regiment
in 1916. At that time, the U.S. military was strictly segregated, and African American men who
wished to serve were often relegated to labor or support roles. However, the 15th New York was
envisioned  as  a  combat  unit.  Its  formation  was  championed  by  figures  such  as  Colonel  William
Hayward,  a  white  politician  and lawyer  who believed that  African American soldiers  could  fight  as
bravely as any others.
The regiment drew heavily from the vibrant community of Harlem, which was then experiencing the
early stirrings of the Harlem Renaissance. Many of the recruits were men who had migrated from
the South, as well  as immigrants from the Caribbean. They were joined by a significant number of
Puerto Ricans and other soldiers of color, giving the regiment a rich cultural diversity. In October
1917,  the  unit  was  officially  federalized  as  the  369th  Infantry  Regiment  and  sent  to  Camp
Wadsworth  in  South  Carolina  for  training.

Training Under a Shadow of Discrimination
Even before they reached the battlefield,  the men of  the 369th encountered the harsh realities  of
segregation. At Camp Wadsworth, the local community greeted them with hostility. Many white
residents resented the presence of armed black soldiers, and tensions ran high. The unit was forced
to train under constant pressure from outside prejudice. Yet the soldiers persevered. They drilled
relentlessly, honed their marksmanship, and developed the discipline that would later make them
one of the most effective fighting units in the American Expeditionary Forces.
When the 369th arrived in France in December 1917, they expected to be sent to the front lines.
Instead, they were assigned to labor duties—unloading ships, building roads, and digging trenches.
This  was  a  bitter  disappointment.  The  men  had  volunteered  to  fight,  not  to  serve  as  manual
laborers.  Many  felt  that  their  abilities  were  being  wasted  due  to  the  color  of  their  skin.

ASSIGNMENT TO THE FRENCH ARMY

The situation changed dramatically in early 1918. The American high command, unsure of how to
use  African  American troops  in  combat,  made the  extraordinary  decision  to  loan the 369th
Infantry Regiment to the French Army. The French, who were desperate for fresh troops after
years of devastating warfare, welcomed them without hesitation. The men of the 369th were issued
French  rifles,  helmets,  and  even  French  rations.  They  were  placed  under  the  command  of  French
officers, though some American officers remained with the unit.
This transfer proved to be a turning point. The French treated the soldiers as equals. They did not
enforce the color  line that  was so prevalent  in  American society.  For  the men of  the Harlem
Hellfighters,  this  was  a  liberating  experience.  They  fought  alongside  French  colonial  troops  from
Senegal,  Morocco,  and  other  parts  of  the  French  Empire.  This  exposure  to  different  cultures  and
attitudes broadened their perspectives and deepened their resolve.

The Name That Struck Fear: "Hellfighters"
It  was on the battlefields of France that the 369th earned its nickname. The German soldiers they
faced were so impressed by their fighting spirit that they began referring to them as "Hellfighters".
The moniker stuck, and it became a source of immense pride. The French, too, recognized their
valor. The entire regiment was awarded the Croix de Guerre, one of France's highest military
honors. Several individual soldiers received the Croix de Guerre with palm, a rare distinction.

KEY FIGURES AND ACTS OF BRAVERY

The  story  of  the  Harlem  Hellfighters  would  be  incomplete  without  highlighting  the  extraordinary
individuals  who  served  in  its  ranks.  Two  names,  in  particular,  stand  out:  Henry  Johnson  and
Needham Roberts.

Henry Johnson: The One-Man Army
Perhaps the most famous member of the 369th was Henry Johnson, a railroad porter from Albany,
New York. In the early hours of May 15, 1918, Johnson and Private Needham Roberts were on sentry
duty at a forward outpost when they were attacked by a German raiding party of at least a dozen
soldiers. Roberts was badly wounded early in the fight. Alone and outnumbered, Johnson fought with
extraordinary courage. He threw grenades, fired his rifle, and when his ammunition ran out, he used
the butt of his rifle as a club. When that broke, he drew his bolo knife and fought hand-to-hand. He
suffered multiple wounds but managed to kill several Germans and drive off the rest, saving Roberts
and preventing the enemy from gaining intelligence.
Johnson's actions were nothing short of heroic. News of his stand spread quickly, and he became a
symbol of African American bravery. In 2015, nearly a century after his death, Henry Johnson was
posthumously awarded the Medal of Honor for his actions, the highest military decoration in the
United States.

Needham Roberts and Others
Needham Roberts, Johnson's comrade, also showed great bravery despite his wounds. He continued
to help Johnson even after being shot. Both men were awarded the French Croix de Guerre with
palm.  Other  notable  members  of  the  369th  included  James  Reese  Europe,  the  legendary
bandleader who served as a lieutenant and brought jazz to the battlefields of Europe. His regimental
band became famous for introducing French audiences to the sounds of ragtime and early jazz,
leaving a lasting cultural impact.

COMBAT RECORD: 191 DAYS IN THE TRENCHES

The  Harlem  Hellfighters  spent  a  staggering  191  days  on  the  front  lines—more  than  any  other
American regiment during World War I. They fought in some of the war's most brutal engagements,
including the Battle of Château-Thierry, the Second Battle of the Marne, and the Meuse-Argonne
Offensive. Throughout these campaigns, they never lost a foot of ground to the Germans, and they
never had a soldier taken prisoner. This is a remarkable achievement for any unit, let alone one that
had to overcome the added burden of systemic racism.
Their casualties were severe. Of the roughly 3,000 men who served in the regiment, nearly 1,500
were killed or wounded. The regiment's casualty rate was among the highest in the American
Expeditionary Forces, a testament to the fierce combat they endured. Yet they never wavered. The
Hellfighters  were  known  for  their  aggressive  patrolling,  their  skill  with  grenades,  and  their
willingness  to  engage  in  close-quarter  fighting.

The Role of the French Army and
Equipment
Because the 369th was attached to the French Army, they used French weapons and equipment.
The most notable of these was the Fusil Lebel, the standard French rifle of the era. They also used
French Chauchat light machine guns, which were notorious for jamming. Despite these challenges,
the  men  of  the  369th  became  proficient  with  their  gear  and  used  it  effectively  in  combat.  Their
integration into French units also meant that they were often assigned to the most dangerous
sectors of the front, further demonstrating their value as soldiers.

RETURNING HOME: HEROES BUT STILL SECOND-CLASS CITIZENS

When the war ended in November 1918, the Harlem Hellfighters had proven themselves beyond any
doubt. They had fought with distinction, earned the respect of both allies and enemies, and brought
honor to their country. In February 1919, the regiment returned to New York City and was greeted
with a massive parade up Fifth Avenue. Crowds of white and black citizens alike cheered as the
Hellfighters marched through the streets. It was a moment of triumph.
Yet the celebration was short-lived. Despite their heroic service, the men of the 369th returned to a
country that was still deeply segregated and hostile to African Americans. The same racism that had
stalked them in training camps now greeted them in civilian life. Many veterans were denied jobs,
housing, and basic civil rights. The Red Summer of 1919—a period of racial violence and lynchings
across the United States—was a brutal reminder that the war had not changed the fundamental
inequalities of American society.

LEGACY OF THE HARLEM HELLFIGHTERS

The legacy of the Harlem Hellfighters extends far beyond their military achievements. They paved
the way for the desegregation of the U.S. military, which would not occur until after World War II.
They also inspired generations of  African American soldiers who served in later  conflicts,  from the
Tuskegee Airmen to  the present  day.  Their  story  is  a  powerful  example of  how courage and
excellence can overcome prejudice and injustice.

Cultural Impact and the Spread of Jazz
One of the most enduring contributions of the Harlem Hellfighters is cultural. The regiment's band,
led by James Reese Europe, introduced French audiences to African American music, particularly
ragtime and early jazz. Europe and his musicians performed for French troops, civilians, and even
royalty. Their concerts were hugely popular and helped lay the groundwork for the international
spread of jazz. In a very real sense, the Hellfighters were cultural ambassadors as well as soldiers.

Recognition and Memorials
For  decades,  the  heroism  of  the  Harlem  Hellfighters  was  underrecognized  in  the  United  States.
However, in recent years, there has been a concerted effort to honor their memory. In 2015, Henry
Johnson received the Medal of Honor. In 2021, a monument to the Harlem Hellfighters was unveiled
in New York City's Harlem neighborhood. The monument depicts soldiers in combat and serves as a
permanent  tribute  to  their  sacrifice.  The  U.S.  Army  has  also  designated  the  369th  Sustainment
Brigade as the modern descendant of the regiment, ensuring that the name and legacy live on.

LESSONS FOR TODAY

The story of the Harlem Hellfighters is not just a relic of the past. It holds important lessons for the
present. It reminds us that courage and character are not determined by race or ethnicity. It
shows how people can overcome systemic oppression through unity and determination. And it
underscores  the  painful  truth  that  those  who  sacrifice  the  most  for  their  country  are  not  always
treated with the respect they deserve.
In a time when discussions about race, identity, and patriotism remain deeply relevant, the Harlem
Hellfighters offer a model of what it means to fight for a country that has not always fought for you.
They did not let injustice define them. Instead, they defined themselves through their actions. They
were hellfighters not because of the enemy they faced, but because of the odds they overcame.

CONCLUSION

The Harlem Hellfighters of the 369th Infantry Regiment stand as one of the most remarkable units in
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American  military  history.  They  fought  longer,  suffered  more,  and  achieved  more  than  any  other
American regiment in World War I.  They did so while facing the added burden of  racism and
segregation.  Their  bravery on the battlefield  and their  dignity  in  the face of  discrimination earned

them the respect of allies and enemies alike. From the heroism of Henry Johnson to the cultural
contributions  of  James  Reese  Europe,  the  Hellfighters  left  an  indelible  mark  on  the  20th  century.
Their story is one of triumph, tragedy, and enduring inspiration. It deserves to be remembered,
studied, and honored for generations to come.


