U.S. WWII cemetery in the Netherlands removes displays
about Black troops

The Netherlands American Cemetery previously had two displays honoring Black American
soldiers’ experiences in World War Il.
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An American World War II cemetery in the Netherlands removed displays focused on Black American
soldiers, sparking outrage and compelling Dutch politicians to appeal to U.S. officials this week to

restore the information.

The two displays were added to the Netherlands American Cemetery’s visitor center in September 2024
after some historians and relatives of service members criticized the site for not mentioning the unique
experiences of Black troops. One plaque featured the story of George H. Pruitt, a Black soldier in the
43rd Signal Construction Battalion, who died trying to save a comrade. The other highlighted how
Black American service members were “fighting on two fronts” — for freedom overseas and for their

civil rights at home.

The displays’ removal, American and Dutch critics of the move say, signifies an erasure of Black

Americans’ contributions in the war and their work to liberate the Netherlands from the Nazis. It also

represents an overstep in the Trump administration’s campaign to curb what it deems diversity, equity

and inclusion efforts, the critics said.

It’s unclear exactly when the plaques were removed. 4 The American Battle Monuments

Commission, a U.S. government agency that oversees the cemetery, did not respond to requests for

comment from The Washington Post. The commission told Dutch news outlets that one panel is “off

display, though not out of rotation,” and a second panel was retired. The commission did not elaborate

on either decision.

Janice Wiggins, the widow of Jefferson Wiggins, a Black WWII soldier who was quoted in one of the

displays, said she had “a gut-wrenching feeling” when she learned the panels had been removed.
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“Not only reading about, but actually experiencing, how history and those who shaped it can be so
easily and casually erased,” she said. “It was very personal.”

“The removal of the displays is disrespectful to the Black American soldiers who served and to the
legacies their families cherish,” Wiggins added.

More than 8,000 U.S. troops who fought in World War II are buried at the Netherlands American
Cemetery, a solemn site in the village of Margraten in the southern part of the country. Just over 170 of
these service members are Black Americans, a slice of the more than 1 million Black Americans who

fought during World War II in segregated forces.

The cemetery is special to the local community, according to the American Battle Monument

Commission’s website. Residents have adopted the grave sites, bringing flowers to the cemetery for

decades.

The 6,450-square-foot visitor center, where the displays about Black service members were, tells the

stories of the thousands of Americans commemorated at the cemetery.

One of the removed plaques described the “horrors of war” that Black service members faced while
serving primarily in labor and support positions. In fall 1944, the U.S. Army’s 960th Quartermaster
Service Company, a mostly Black unit, arrived in Margraten “to dig graves at the newly created
cemetery,” the display read, according to a photo provided to The Post.

Jefferson Wiggins, a first lieutenant, recounted seeing service members under his command crying as

they dug the graves.

“They were just completely traumatized,” the display said.

Now there is no textual information provided about Black troops at the cemetery, said Kees Ribbens, a
senior researcher at the NIOD Institute for War, Holocaust and Genocide Studies in Amsterdam.
Although it’s unclear why the displays were removed, Ribbens said it’s notable that it happened during

the Trump administration’s crackdown on diversity efforts.

President Donald Trump signed executive orders on his first day in office banning government

diversity, equity and inclusion efforts. The impact has been widespread: Arlington National Cemetery
scrubbed information from its website about prominent Black, Hispanic and female service members
and topics such as the Civil War. Exhibits related to slavery were removed at multiple national parks.

The White House accused the Smithsonian of promoting “race-centered ideology.”

“Given the emphasis the current administration puts on DEI, it doesn’t make it that difficult to start
wondering if the disappearance of Black history [at the cemetery] has to do with the current winds
blowing in D.C.,” Ribbens said.

In the Netherlands, the public has been baffled that anyone would see a reason to remove the panels,

Ribbens said. ¥ Dutch politicians have demanded that the displays be reinstated, appealing to the
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American Battle Monuments Commission and the U.S. ambassador to the Netherlands.

Alain Krijnen, the mayor of Eijsden-Margraten, where the cemetery is, sent a letter Monday to the
commission: “We greatly value the story of the Black Liberators in relation to the past, present and
future. In that context, we would greatly appreciate it if the story of the Black Liberators — like the 172
Black Liberators buried in Margraten — could be given permanent attention in the visitor center, and
therefore reconsider the removal of the displays.”

The office of the governor of Limburg, the Dutch province containing the cemetery, said it also has

“serious concerns.”

“The displayed panels depicted a history we must never forget, and from which we can learn a great
deal — especially now, as global divisions are being increasingly magnified,” Bas Alberson, a spokesman

for the governor’s office, said in a statement to The Post.

The mayor’s office and the Limburg governor’s office said they had not heard from American officials as
of Wednesday.

Janice Wiggins, the 77-year-old widow of Jefferson Wiggins, said she learned the displays had been
removed after her friends visited the cemetery in October and noticed the absence. The removal chips

away at some of her life’s work, she said.

“Along with [former] US Ambassador to the Netherlands Shefali Razdan Duggal and Dutch author
Mieke Kirkels, I lobbied for the inclusion of Black American soldiers in the exhibits at the Netherlands
American Cemetery Visitors Center. The original exhibits included only White soldiers,” Wiggins, who

lives in New Fairfield, Connecticut, wrote in an email.

Those who have family buried at the cemetery also feel the loss.

Julius Morris is a Black WWII soldier who is buried there. His nephew, Raphael Morris, who lives in St.

Louis, felt resigned when he heard the news.

“Business as usual by this administration,” said Morris, 73. “Color me concerned, disappointed, but not

surprised.”



