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A Dawn Like Any Other

The Story of Doris “Dorie” Miller, Cook Third Class, Service Number: 3561235

They didn’t expect much from me: not when I was born the son of sharecroppers in
Waco, Texas, not when I struggled in school, and certainly not when I joined the United States
Navy (National WWII Museum). Back then, a Black man in the Navy could cook, clean, and
carry, but never fight. My job was to serve meals, scrub decks, and wash clothes (U.S. Navy).
Nothing more. But on December 7, 1941, I showed the world what I was truly capable of. In the
face of prejudice and unimaginable danger, I proved I was capable of remarkable strength,
courage under fire, and unwavering service to others — qualities that define my legacy long after
the smoke cleared.

* ok ok ok ok

The Texas sun beat down hard on my back as I worked the cotton fields, the sharp bolls
scratching my hands raw. Day after day, I bent low and pulled, trying to fill the sacks fast enough
to help Mama and Papa make ends meet. The Great Depression hit everyone, but we felt it heavy
on that little farm. I knew there had to be more than this... more than sweat and soil and struggle.
So I set my sights on the Navy. It wasn’t just a way out of the fields; it was a way to send money
home, to give my family a fighting chance.

My given name was Doris Miller, though most people just called me Dorie, with that
familiar Texas drawl. I was twenty-two, stationed at Pearl Harbor as a Cook Third Class aboard
the USS West Virginia (Naval History and Heritage Command). I had no medals. No stripes. No
real authority to speak of. What I did have were strong hands, a steady back, and a deep love for

my country, even if that love hadn’t always been returned. I was quiet. [ was loyal. I loved
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football, boxing, and helping my family back home. And more than anything, I believed that
every man, no matter his color, deserved the chance to prove his worth.

December 7th dawned like any other. Breakfast mess was done, coffee and bacon
lingering. My task: laundry. Whites in one bin, darks in another. I hummed an old gospel tune of
Mama’s, a comforting anchor, as I completed the tasks to keep the ship humming. I supported the
men who were to complete the actual military operations. Thoughts of Texas were on my mind:
my brothers’ laughter, Mama’s fried chicken, the porch swing creak with Papa’s hand on my
shoulder. Shimmering under the harbor sun, the blue and silver water lay still, a perfect mirror
reflecting the sky above. It was the picture of peace. Fragile, deceptive peace about to shatter.

At 7:55 AM, the first torpedo hit (Naval History and Heritage Command).

It sounded like the end of the world. The ship shook like it had been struck by the hand of
God Himself. I froze for a second, the way you do when something unimaginable happens. Then
I ran. My assigned battle station had already been destroyed. Smoke choked the air. Men
screamed. Fires erupted. It was chaos, but I couldn’t stand still. I couldn’t succumb... couldn’t
stand still while shipmates suffered.

I scanned the carnage: men in flames, blackened skin; others in crimson pools, limbs
twisted, cries tearing through space. Without hesitation, I dragged them away (Stillwell). Some
larger than me, their weight dead, but fear and adrenaline surged within me, granting me
strength. Then, a desperate shout: “Captain Bennion’s been hit!” Near the bridge, he gasped for
life. I heaved him up, stumbling over debris and slick oil, to relative safety (Cutrer). He’d die
later, but not alone. That matters. A small comfort in overwhelming loss.

I spy a .50-caliber Browning, dark metal gleaming in the smoke . I had no formal training

(Cutrer). on such a weapon. Black sailors weren’t afforded that, but had observed the white
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gunners, eyes following, ears absorbing the staccato. I had watched, listened, learned, and —
unknowingly — prepared. I scrambled behind the gun and clasped the cool, rough metal with my
calloused hands. The explosions were deafening and I was enveloped with the stench of
gunpowder and burning fuel. I squinted through the sights, hands gripping, knuckles white. I
aimed at streaking enemy planes, angry metallic hornets. The weapon roared, bucking against
my chest. Bullets screamed, tracers fiery against grey smoke. One plane faltered in a gust of
black smoke, veered wildly, and plunged. Maybe two (Smithsonian). The others peeled away. I
didn’t count; there wasn’t time. I kept firing a rhythmic clatter of defiance... until the belt ran
dry with a heavy click.

When the gun fell silent, I didn’t stop. Acrid taste of gunpowder lingered. I went back to
pulling wounded men from flames. The West Virginia groaned, sinking lower. Water and oil
mixed into a treacherous soup at our feet. I didn’t know if I’d make it out, but I wasn’t thinking
about myself. All was overshadowed by shipmates’ needs.

Finally: “Abandon ship!” I plunged into the churning harbor, icy shock stealing my
breath. My uniform soaked, my lungs burned. I lived. Many didn’t.

In the hazy aftermath, I returned to duty, mundane tasks were a strange comfort. What I
had done was just instinct. Soon, the press found out. After the smoke cleared, they didn’t say
my name at first. Just “a Negro messman” (Harvey). But word spread. People wrote letters.
Black newspapers printed my face beside headlines that called me brave (Burns). They called me
a hero. Me. Dorie Miller. A mess attendant from Texas. The Navy was silent at first, unsure how
to name what I had dared to do.

Admiral Nimitz pinned the Navy Cross on my chest on May 27, 1942 (U.S. Navy). “This

marks the first time in this conflict that such high tribute has been made in the Pacific Fleet to a
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member of his race,” he said (Nimitz). I stood straight and proud, not just for myself, but for
every man and woman who had been told they weren’t good enough because of their skin.

And after that, though I still couldn’t eat at certain diners in uniform, though I couldn’t
train with white officers, they sent me around the country to help recruit other African
Americans (Smithsonian National Museum of American History). I spoke at war bond rallies,
stood on stages, and smiled for photos, but part of me missed the sea. So I went back. I boarded
the USS Liscome Bay in 1943 (Naval History and Heritage Command). We were off the Gilbert
Islands when the torpedo struck.

There was no warning. Just a flash. An explosion. And silence.

They say I died that day. November 24, 1943. I was only 24. My body was never
recovered, lost to the ocean’s depths (National Archives). But I’'m not truly gone. Not when
young minds learn my story. Not when mighty ships carry my name. Not when a young sailor,
Black or white, stands taller, knowing courage resides in every soul.

What did Pearl Harbor teach us? Courage wears no uniform, bravery blooms
unexpectedly. Duty calls, greatness rises from humble origins. If I could speak now, I’d offer
this: Don’t wait to be asked to be brave. Don’t wait for permission to do what’s right. Seize the
moment, however small or daunting. History remembers not just those meant to be heroes, but
those who became heroes anyway, through action, courage, and unwavering commitment.

My name is Doris Miller. I carried my shipmates. I shot down planes. I served a country
that didn’t always serve me. Faced with that dawn again, I’d do it all again, without hesitation.
Prologue:

Doris Miller’s incredible courage wasn’t driven by fame or recognition—it came from a

deep sense of duty. His actions during one of the darkest times in history showed that greatness
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isn’t something you’re born with. It’s something you choose through your actions. By standing
firm in the face of injustice, he proved that true bravery is doing what’s right, even when no one
is watching. His story is more than just history. It inspires me to act with integrity, to stand up
against injustice, and to serve others with a purpose greater than myself.

It’s because of the selfless service of Doris Miller and others like him that I now have the
freedom to help others and fight for a better world. His legacy motivates me to use that freedom
with intention. Through my work with the Youth Dialogues on Race and Ethnicity, I’ve had the
chance to engage in honest conversations about identity, race, and community. These dialogues
help bridge divides, amplify voices, and build a foundation for change. As secretary of the
Warriors for a Healthy Mind club at my high school, I help create a supportive environment for
students by leading conversations about mental health, planning events, and working to break the
stigma that keeps people from getting the support they need. Just like Doris Miller answered the
call in his moment, I’'m committed to doing the same in mine — by standing for justice, lifting
others up, and striving each day to help build a more compassionate and fair world.

Inspired by everyday heroes who step forward in times of need, like Doris Miller during
Pearl Harbor, I have dedicated myself to supporting youth facing difficult circumstances. Driven
by the desire to make a difference, I founded the Fostering Kindness clothing drive. Over the
past three years, we’ve collected more than $25,000 worth of clothes and essentials for young
people in foster care, offering comfort and dignity during uncertain times. I also created the
Peace of Mind Book Club, which began in a local park. It uses diverse stories to help young
readers build empathy and broaden their understanding of the world. Like Doris Miller’s selfless
actions that inspired hope during a moment of great uncertainty, I hope to inspire resilience and

kindness in the students I serve. In one year, I’ve introduced over 300 readers to stories of
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resilience from diverse people and communities around the world. Over 3,000 books have been
read, shared, discussed, and recorded! I’'m proud to have invited so many young students to think
about situations from others’ perspectives, believing that small acts of compassion, like Miller’s
bravery, can ripple outward and create lasting change.

Doris Miller's actions at Pearl Harbor exemplified a courage that didn't wait for orders or
permission. He saw what needed to be done and acted decisively, prioritizing the lives of his

fellow sailors and the defense of his ship
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