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FOREWORD

This book is based upon a PH.D dissertation written by an Air
Force officer who studied at the University of Denver. Currently an
Associate Professor of History at the Air Force Academy, Major Osur’s
account relates how the leadership in the War Department and the U.S.
Army Air Forces (USAAF) tried to deal with the problem of race and
the prejudices which were reflected in the bulk of American society. It
tells a story of black racial protests and riots which such attitudes and
discrimination provoked. The author describes many of the discrimina-
tory actions taken against black airmen, whose goal was equality of
treatment and opportunities as American citizens. He also describes
the role of black pilots as they fought in the Mediterranean theater of
operations against the Axis powers. In his final chapters, he examines
the continuing racial frictions within the Army Air Forces which led to
black servicemen protests and riots in 1945 at several installations.
Despite these problems, the author concludes that the Army Air Forces
made substantial progress in race relations and in opening up addi-
tional career opportunities for black airmen in the post-1945 period.

JOHN W. HUSTON, Maj. Gen., USAF Washington, D.C.
Chief, Office of Air Force History 6 January 1977



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

No work of this scope could be completed without the assistance of
many individuals and institutions. The staffs of the Albert F. Simpson
Historical Research Center and the Modern Military Branch, National
Archives and Records Service were particularly courteous and helpful.
In addition, the staffs of other collections provided valuable help, in-
cluding the Franklin D. Roosevelt Library, the Harry S Truman Li-
brary, the US Army Military History Research Collection, the
Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, the University of Denver
Library, the Yale University Library, and Ms Joan Howard of the
Dwight D. Eisenhower Library. Special appreciation goes to Morris
MacGregor of the Center of Military History, U.S. Army; Lt. Col. Alan
Gropman, Carl Berger and Larry Paszek of the Office of Air Force His-
tory, Col. Alfred F. Hurley and the faculty of the Department of His-
tory, USAF Academy, for contributing to my understanding of history,
and Colonels Russell S. Ryland and Robert W. Dews and the faculty,
staff, and students of the Defense Race Relations Institute for provid-
ing me with important insights into race relations. I want to thank my
advisor and friend, Professor John Livingston, whom I respect and
appreciate for his continued encouragement and guidance, and Dr.
Walter Hanak for his editing skill that added the finishing touch to this
book. Finally, I am especially indebted to my wife, Madelyn, for her un-
tiring effort, constructive suggestions, and meticulous editing which
helped make this study a reality.



United States Air Force
Historical Advisory Committee

(As of September 1975)
Dr. 1. B. Holley, Jr.
Duke University
Lt. Gen. James R. Allen Dr. Henry F. Graff
Superintendent, USAF Academy Columbia University
Dr. Robert F. Byrnes Dr. Louis Morton
Indiana University Dartmouth College

Dr. Forest C. Pogue

Lt. Gen. Albert P. Clark Director. Dwigh :

, ght D. Eisenhower
USAF (ret.) Institute for Historical Research
Lt. Gen. Raymond B. Furlong Mr. Jack Stempler
Commander, Air University General Counsel, USAF

Chief, Office of Air Force History
Maj. Gen. John W. Huston

Chief Historian Stanley L. Falk
Deputy Chief Historian Max Rosenberg
Chief, Histories Division Carl Berger

Senior Editor Lawrence J. Paszek



PREFACE

Race relations in the Army Air Forces (AAF) during World War II
ran the gamut from harmonious to hostile, depending upon the unique
circumstances existing within each unit, command, and theater. But in
spite of the availability of vast source material on the subject, his-
torians have attempted little evaluation.* The abundance of data, now
located in the depositories at Maxwell Air Force Base (AFB), AL, and
the National Archives, T is a product of the military administrative
system which distributes as a matter of course numerous memoranda,
directives, and letters. The War Department and AAF were particu-
larly active in seeking a solution to the problem of employing blacks in
the war effort.

In order to understand the question of race relations in the AAF, it
is helpful to examine the structure of the War Department, which was
the focal point for much of that activity during the war. The AAF in
1942 constituted, along with the Army Ground and Service Forces, one
of three major commands within the War Department. With the Army
reorganization of the same year, the official name changed from the
Air Corps (AC) to the AAF.** Although the AAF was semiautonomous
in its operational role, it nevertheless adhered to the policy, guidance,
directives, and regulations of the War Department. Therefore, its
racial policy had to be consistent with that of the department, and the
AAF had to modify its regulations in accordance with departmental
changes. At the headquarters level in Washington DC, the two organi-
zational staffs were somewhat parallel; the various offices of the
AAF’s Air Staff had functions similar to those of the War Depart-
ment’s General Staff. The AAF chain of command began with the
President, then ran through Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson,
Under Secretary of War Robert P. Patterson, Assistant Secretary of

* Four studies which look into different aspects of this topic are: Ulysses Lee, The Em-
ployment of Negro Troops, in the Army historical series, THE UNITED STATES ARMY
IN WORLD WAR II; Richard M. Dalfiume, Desegregation of the U.S. Armed Forces:
Fighting on Two Fronts, 1939-1953 (Columbia, 1969); Lawrence J. Paszek, “Negroes and
the Air Force, 1939-1949,” Military Affairs 31 (Spring 1967), pp 1-9; and Charles E.
Francis, The Tuskegee Airmen: The Story of the Negro in the U.S. Air Force (Boston,
1955).

t The Albert F. Simpson Historical Research Center (hereafter cited as AFSHRC), Max-
well AFB, AL; and the Modern Military Branch, Military Archives Division, National
Archives and Records Service (hereafter cited as NARG), Washington DC. The Simpson
Center contains AAF material while the National Archives contains material from vari-
ous agencies of the War Department. The files in both locations are voluminous.

** Throughout 1942 and into 1943, official documents show that “AC” and “AAF” were
used interchangeably.



War John J. McCloy, Assistant Secretary of War for Air Robert A.
Lovett, the Chief of Staff Gen George C. Marshall, and down to the
Chief of the AAF, Gen Henry H. Arnold. Each of the secretaries and
General Marshall had a significant influence on AAF racial matters.

In analyzing racial policy as it was formulated within the War
Department and implemented throughout the chain of command, there
are a number of themes relevant for an understanding of the utilization
of blacks during the war. First, the AAF never willingly accepted black
soldiers. This service had totally excluded them for over two decades
before they were permitted to enter, and then used them only reluc-
tantly. The fact that the AAF even opened its doors to blacks and pro-
ceeded to make additional opportunities available to them was due to
pressures aimed at the War Department and the AAF. Individuals and
organizations within the black community and white liberals in and
out of Congress were quite vocal and were able .to exert sufficient
pressure to force the War Department and AAF to examine and modify
their policies and practices throughout the war.

Another recurring theme was that leadership within the War De-
partment and AAF assumed that segregation was the most efficient
system of race relations and accepted the “separate-but-equal” doc-
trine. In retrospect 30 years later, it is easy to judge that policy through
the wisdom of hindsight, but this does no justice to history. Instead,
that pohcy must be viewed in the context of the war years and exam-
ined in terms of AAF standards. While defending its policy. of “sepa-
rate-but-equal,” did the AAF, in fact, maintain equal facilities for
black soldiers? The answer to that question has to be “no,” as blacks
were not afforded equal treatment. Thus, the policy of segregation was
unsatisfactory for blacks, and the duplicated facilities that were neces-
sary to maintain the system were far too expensive in terms of the
results obtained. And because of deeply ingrained racist beliefs, the
American public and the Army were willing to accept the additional
financial burden, social unrést, and mefficiency of segregation in an
attempt to keep blacks “in their place

Furthermore, the Army inherited from American society and from
its own tradltlons a difficult problem in attempting to absorb large
numbers of blacks into a war apparatus, and racial issues plagued the
service throughout the war years. Although the AAF fervently de-
fended segregation, its leaders failed to understand that this implied
second-class citizenship. Additionally, blacks were no longer willing to
accept the demeaning status to which they had been relegated, and
using the military as a vehicle for their protests, voiced their objection
to discriminatory treatment and segregation. Their protests were for
military leaders a constant source of frustration and annoyance.

Finally, the War Department made a decided shift in its approach
in 1943 Until then, officials in the War Department and the AAF re-
flected society’s traditional racist attitude toward the utilization of
blacks. The.-military did not consider black soldiers as part of the
American military tradition and used them only when absolutely nec-
essary for the defense of the country or when political pressure forced
their use. However, with mounting pressures upon War Department



officials, there was a change in outlook from 1943 through the end of
the war to recognize and alleviate the race problem. Washington sought
to utilize black soldiers fairly rather than to view them merely as em-
barrassments and problems. Unfortunately, this change in attitude did
not filter down through the AAF chain of command. Throughout the
war, AAF commanders demonstrated a reluctance to treat blacks with
full equality and to show a sincere commitment to abide by War De-
partment racial directives.

This study will first examine the racial attitudes of members of
the War Department and the black community during the pre-World
War II and early war periods. Chapters II and III will show how, after
reluctantly opening up its service to blacks, the Army Air Forces only
hesitatingly utilized them. Also, the performance of the 332d and 477th
Groups demonstrates the importance of examining the attitudes of
AAF leaders. Chapter IV documents a major shift in War Department
thinking; however, a lack of commitment from many within the AAF
stymied the impetus this new direction gave to a more sympathetic
racial policy. Chapter V stresses specific problems that blacks encoun-
tered as they served in the war and the nature of their protest against
segregation and discrimination. With all black units, the exercise of
leadership played an important role in influencing race relations. It
was a vital factor in one of the most important racial disturbances in
the AAF during the war at Freeman Field, Indiana, and Chapter VI
examines this racial conflict and its underlying causes. In Chapter VII
we can gain some insight from the conclusions which the AAF drew
about its wartime experience with blacks. It conducted a series of
surveys at the end of the war to evaluate their performance and utiliza-
tion.
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Chapter 1

THE WAR DEPARTMENT AND THE BLACK
COMMUNITY

I

Black Americans, in spite of the fact that the government and the
military maintained an exclusion policy, took part in all of their coun-
try’s wars, although they have not always received due recognition for
their efforts. For example, blacks participated in large numbers in
the Revolutionary War, the Civil War, and World War 1. Black troops
were used extensively during the frontier wars of the second half of the
19th century after Congress had enacted legislation providing for the
permanent establishment of four regular black units. While these units
saw no combat in World War I, two other black divisions did. Yet, be-
cause of racial conditions which will be examined below, the War De-
partment was dissatisfied with the performance of black soldiers and
weighed their usefulness and efficiency in planning their future
service.!

From the end of the First World War and into the early years of
the Second World War, two contrasting attitudes affected War Depart-
ment policy concerning the utilization of blacks. On one side was the
black community which pressured the President, as Commander in
Chief, as well as the War Department. Because the blacks were deter-
mined to persevere in achieving the promise of American life, their
impact during World War II differed from previous wars. They were
aided by organizations within the black community and by the propa-
2zanda war which emphasized the racist and undemocratic character of
the Axis powers. Their ability to organize and the political self-
consciousness and awareness that had developed in the black commu-
nity gave them the capability to exert pressure. What they worked for
was recognition of their rights commensurate with their sacrifice to
the national effort, and they expected that the federal government
would protect them as all soldiers in uniform.?

While blacks at the outset of World War II became vocal about
their rights within the military structure, others in the interwar era
continued to defend the needs of that structure, such as the right of
whites to be segregated from blacks and the Army’s requirement for
military efficiency. Army leaders weighed these views as they at-
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tempted to formulate black troop policy. In an early but key study, the
Army War College (AWC) evaluated the black in World War I. Com-
pleted in 1925 after several years of work by the faculty and student
body of the school, this memorandum reflected both the racist views of
American society and the attitude of military personnel toward black
soldiers.® This study became a decisive factor in influencing War De-
partment policy during the interwar years and led to the revision of the
War Department General Mobilization Plan. The motivation behind
the analysis was to attain “military efficiency”—how to utilize the
black in the most efficient manner. An evaluation of this study clearly
reveals the racial attitudes of Army officers and the social and military
factors which influenced their thinking.

The study consists of five References (A-E) analyzing “the physi-
cal, mental, moral and psychological qualities and characteristics of
the negro as a subspecies of the human family,” the performance of
blacks in all wars in which they had fought, the black officer, black
political activity during the war, and, finally, the overall mobilization
plan. The first section of the study is important because it reflects in
the officers’ conclusions the preponderant American view that blacks
were mentally inferior to whites. Recently, I. A. Newby had concluded
in his study of racism during the early part of the 20th century that the
overwhelming majority of Americans held or voiced anti-black atti-
tudes, believed in the innate inequality of the races, or objected to social
equality. He characterized the period through the 1920’s as a time when
racist thought reached its zenith and blacks were established “in their
place.” Scientists, social scientists, historians, and religious leaders
expounded these racist ideas, and journalists, politicians, and publicists
popularized them. For example, Madison Grant’s The Passing of the
Great Race (1916) and Lothrop Stoddard’s The Rising Tide of Color
Against White World Supremacy (1920) had a significant influence on
the thinking of the period and were widely read. Historians who re-
flected racist attitudes in their writings were James Ford Rhodes,
William Archibald Dunning, and Ulrich Bonnell Phillips, whose A meri-
can Negro Slavery (1918) had an influence on future history texts.* The
views in the above works closely parallel those expressed in the AWC
study, although in the latter it was held that the black man was physi-
cally unqualified for combat duty; was by nature subservient, mentally
inferior, and believed himself to be inferior to the white man; was sus-
ceptible to the influence of crowd psychology; could not control himself
in the face of danger; and did not have the initiative and resourceful-
ness of the white man.?

The authors of the War College study also relied upon the results
of intelligence tests administered during the war. Civilian psycholo-
gists had prepared these tests, the objective of which was to aid the
War Department in segregating the mentally incompetent, to classify
men according to their mental ability, and to assist in the selection of
qualified men for responsible positions.¢ The proper utilization of man-
power was of utmost concern to the Army and it could only accept

2



The War Department

President
Secretary
of War
(S”";”") Assistant Secretary
of War for Air
(Lovett)

Chief of Staff
( Marshall)

War Department General Staff

Army Army Army
Service Ground Atr
Forces Forces Forces

( Sommervell) ( McNair) (Arnold)

Source: Craven and Cate, AAF in WW/I, 6:31,
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those who met the minimum standards. These standards were rigid
and no adjustment was made for factors that could influence test
scores, such as educational opportunities, and environmental and eco-
nomic background. The AWC study did include some data demonstrat-
ing environmental effects, for example, the fact that blacks from the
North had higher scores than those from the South.” However, the
officers did not take that into consideration. The report includes other
observations about blacks’ mental ability. It points out that those who
were recognized as showing “marked mental attainments” had a “heavy
strain of white blood.” But, for the average individual “the cranial
cavity of the negro is smaller than the white; his brain weighing 35
ounces contrasted with 45 for the white.” Based on these factors, the
AWC memorandum concluded that the black did not have the mental
equipment to compete with the white.?

Another viewpoint prevalent in the memorandum is the belief that
the black was immoral: “his ideas with relation to honor and sex rela-
tions are not on the same plane as those of our white population.” The
study adds that “petty thieving, lying, and promiscuity are much more
common among negroes than among whites.” Next, it points out that
blacks evolved from “mediocre African ancestors,” and that this back-
ground, coupled with the slavery experience, did not develop leadership
material. Also, the study characterized blacks as possessing a “pro-
foundly superstitious nature,” a natural subservience, an instinctive
regard for the white man as superior, and a jolly, docile, secretive, and
unruly nature.

In addition, the authors of the study misinterpreted the perform-
ance records of black combat units—the 92d and 93d-—during World
War I by basing their conclusions on results without analyzing causes.
The 93d did satisfactory work because four of its regiments were at-
tached to the French and were treated with respect and dignity, but the
92d performed poorly. Many military observers concluded as a result
that the black man did not have the ability to function as a member of
an efficient fighting machine. The 92d, as many black units in both
world wars, was at a disadvantage, having to cope with inferior equip-
ment, poor training, a mix of both white and black officers, and was
expected to perform well despite such serious problems. A comparison
of the two divisions demonstrates that racial considerations were key
factors in black troop performance, and the Army might well have
learned that lesson from its World War I experience.?

What then is the significance of noting that the military authors
of the AWC study were willing to accept inherent mental inferiority
over environmental factors as a causal explanation for black behavior?
It establishes the impact of racism upon the minds of these field grade
officers of the 1920’s who, generally speaking, would become the com-
manders in World War II. The importance of their early learning can-
not be overstated in understanding their subsequent behavior.

Despite their racial criticisms and because of manpower require-
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ments, the authors of the memorandum later were willing to give
blacks another opportunity to demonstrate their capabilities. However,
they did stress the importance of better quality control in their training
and utilization. Specifically, they suggested that 20,000 blacks be
assigned to combat batallions, enough to fill an infantry division, and
another 150,000 enter other units as Engineers, Quartermaster Corps,
Artillery, Air Service, and Cavalry. While the War College study
recommended that black soldiers should be utilized in many different
capacities, it still maintained that they be organized in segregated units
commanded primarily by carefully selected white officers.!® The War
College evaluation did suggest, however, that black officer candidates
attend the same training camps as white candidates, although grouped
separately. The officers believed that by giving black soldiers the same
opportunities as whites to qualify for commissioned grades, they would
be forced to measure up to the same standards as whites. This sugges-
tion was adopted in World War IL.!!

There were later AWC studies completed during the interwar pe-
riod that also had considerable impact upon subsequent War Depart-
ment policy. The War Department Personnel Division examined one
completed in mid-1937 and forwarded it to the Chief of Staff. This
study became the basis for the Army’s Protective Mobilization Plan.
According to the plan, black soldiers would comprise 9 percent of the
total mobilized strength, but would serve in segregated combat and
noncombat units. Included was a list of organizations into which blacks
could be mobilized; yet the Air Corps was not among them.!2

The importance the War Department attributed to these studies is
illustrated by a response in a letter from Secretary of War Henry
Stimson to the National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People (NAACP) which called for the integration of blacks into the
armed forces:

The success of the National Defense Program can best be estab-
lished by united support of the War Department plans, which have
been worked out after years of study by those who have devoted
their lives to these questions. Unity can be destroyed by attempt-
ing to establish a program which is contrary to the War Depart-
ment’s plans, by those who are not familiar either with the prin-
ciples involved or the requirements of such plans.!3

In addition to the AWC studies, there were other factors that influ-
enced World War II racial policy. The War Department viewed the
racial situation as a product of American society and believed that the
military should avoid becoming entangled in the country’s social prob-
lems. The military should uphold the status quo without offering
blacks any concessions beyond those they had in civilian life. In
September 1940, Gen. George C. Marshall, Chief of Staff, answered an
inquiry from Senator Henry C. Lodge, Jr. in which he reiterated this
viewpoint. It was society that had created the conditions which made it

6



Secretary of War Stimson Assistant Secretary of War McCloy

necessary for the War Department to follow a policy of segregation,
and Marshall felt that it was important not to ignore those conditions.
An extensive campaign to force a change could have a destructive effect
on military efficiency and the military was not the proper vehicle for
critical social experiments.!4 Segregation had been successful for a long
time, and this success was interpreted from the perspective of white
soldiers, who, he believed, performed better under this system. He con-
tinued this line of reasoning in a response a year later to a report from
the Civilian Aide to the Secretary of War, Judge William Hastie.!s
Hastie had advocated an end to segregation which Marshall saw as
“tantamount to solving a social problem which has perplexed the
American people throughout the history of this nation.” He maintained
that “experiments within the Army in the solution of social problems
are fraught with danger to efficiency, discipline, or morale.” 16

Although Secretary of War Stimson realized that segregation was
repellent to a large number of blacks, he believed it was necessary
because it was the tradition of the Army and because most whites pre-
ferred not to mix the races in the military. Later in the war, Assistant
Secretary of War John McCloy and Jonathan Daniels of the White
House Staff discussed segregation. They mentioned that very early in
the war the President and Secretary Stimson had “decided against
mixed units, that they would adhere to the traditional policy of the
Army in this respect.” McCloy agreed with the policy and maintained
it was “an excellent idea although ‘We will undoubtedly have blood
on our heads for it.”” 17

The General Staff echoed Marshall’s sentiments when Judge
Hastie again questioned segregation.!8 Their position is best summa-
rized in an address given by an officer of the War Department Adjutant
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General’s Office late in 1941, and the speech characterizes the views of
many within the department:

Charges have been made that the War Department and the Army
pursue a policy of discrimination. The ramifications of this subject
are manifold and must be treated with candor or not at all. The
Army did not create the problem. The Army is made up of indi-
vidual citizens of the United States who have pronounced ideas
with respect to the Negro just as they have individual ideas with
respect to other matters in their daily walk of life. Military order,
fiat or dicta, will not change these viewpoints. The Army then can-
not be made the means of engendering conflict among the mass of
the people because of a stand with respect to Negroes which is not’
compatible with the position attained by the Negro in civilian life.
This principle must necessarily govern the Army not only with this
subject of contention, but with respect to other dogma be it reli-
gious, political or economic. The Army is not a sociological labora-
tory; to be effective it must be organized and trained according
to principles which will insure success. Experiments to meet the
wishes and demands of the champions of every race and creed for
the solution of their problems are a danger to efficiency, discipline
and morale and would result in ultimate defeat. Out of these fun-
damental thoughts have been evolved broad principles relating to
the employment of all persons in the military service.!®

Another attitude prevalent among military leaders as General
Marshall and Gen. Henry H. Arnold, Chief of the Air Corps, was prag-
matism, i.e., adopting the most expeditious plan to get the job done.
Once the United States declared war on the Axis powers, the generals
concerned themselves with victory and were interested only in strate-
gic military considerations and not in ideology or social problems. In
terms of individuals, the most economic utilization of manpower and
military necessity were critical to the exclusion of less pressing issues.
In the fulfillment of their mission, military leaders tended at the start
of the war to curtail those activities for the advancement of the black
race that interfered with the systematic administration of the Army or
that jeopardized the war effort. Thus Secretary of War Stimson was
disinterested in the 1941 March on Washington Movement. He called
it “one of those rather harassing interruptions with the main business
with which the Secretary of War ought to be engaged—namely, in pre-
paring the Army for defense.” 20

The plans and studies of the interwar period, the attitude of the
nation, and the attitude of military leaders all accepted segregation as
the most efficient approach for the utilization of blacks. Under the “sep-
arate-but-equal” doctrine sanctioned by the Supreme Court in Plessy
vs Ferguson (1896), segregation was legal and would not be diserimina-
tory if segregated facilities and training were equal. Throughout the
war, then, the War Department emphatically maintained that segrega-
tion was not discriminatory, and was indeed the most efficient way to
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run the Army. This key argument for maintaining segregation appears
in a memorandum which states that the AAF “can do a better job with
less trouble by segregation than they can by intermingling the races
with the problems which such intermingling are bound to cause.” Two
letters in 1944 evidence the War Department’s argument that segrega-
tion was not discriminatory. First, Secretary Henry Stimson wrote to
Congressman Louis Ludlow that “all our military personnel is distrib-
uted and employed solely in conference with military considerations
which, of course, are entirely unrelated to racial derivation.” Secondly,
Assistant Secretary John McCloy wrote to Roy Wilkins of the NAACP
that “the Army has labored most diligently in an effort to avoid dis-
crimination against any individual or group, and all its personnel
policies have been set for the past many years without regard to race or
creed.” Both remarks seemed to ignore the basic question of racial in-
equity in a segregated military. Brig. Gen. Noel Parrish, who had been
commander of the all-black flying training base at Tuskegee, notes that
top military leaders, such as General Arnold, simply did not wish to
get involved in the race controversy because of the potential difficulties
and violence that might result, hindering the war effort.2!

We have seen thus far in assessing War Department policy before
and during World War II, that the racial beliefs of American society
and of the AWC studies had a great impact. The War Department saw
itself as a product of American society, therefore, Army racial policy
should reflect civilian practice and black soldiers should receive no
more than they had received in civilian life. Since the majority of the
American populace approved segregation, the War Department
could not accept integration within the Army. The black was perceived
by most white Americans as inferior; thus, the Army should not depart
radically from that which the majority accepted. The Army saw itself
as a servant of the state, not as an instrument of social change. It
should operate in terms of military needs and efficiency, and its leaders
strongly believed that military effectiveness and morale dictated
segregation.

II

After the Civil War, Congress authorized blacks to join only four
black Army regiments: the 9th and 10th Cavalry and the 24th and 25th
Infantry. These units were normally at full strength, and the re-enlist-
ment rate among its men was very high.?2 By the end of the 1930’s,
however, the black community began to devote greater attention to the
lack of opportunity in the military services. The military was a source
of employment for many who continued to feel the effects of the great
depression. The pay, food, and clothing provided by the military offered
them an exceptional opportunity. To be denied the right to serve was
interpreted by blacks as an example of economic diserimination.2?

Another issue was taxation without representation, a favorite
theme played up by the Pittsburgh Courier, a weekly black newspaper.
Blacks paid taxes that supported the Armed Forces; yet, the military
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denied them an equal opportunity to serve. As tax-paying citizens,
then, they were not given their due within the American system.2¢ Also
blacks became skeptical over the issue of having to “prove themselves”
by fighting for the right to serve. They believed that they had clearly
demonstrated their ability in other American wars.2

Another sensitive issue among blacks was the belief that segrega-
tion implied inequality. Regardless of how honest or sincere the War
Department might have been in insisting that segregation was the best
course, the department failed to see what it really meant for the Amer-
ican black, i.e., second-class citizenship in a subservient role. Gunnar
Myrdal, the Swedish sociologist who studied the American race prob-
lem, concluded that the basis of American segregation was the anti-
amalgamation doctrine—the idea that crossbreeding was considered
undesirable. As a result, a caste line was drawn between whites and
blacks. The idea was intolerable, for it implied that blacks were infe-
rior to whites and that miscegenation was a threat to white “racial
purity.” 26 Equally frustrating was the hypocrisy of the Army segrega-
tion policy maintained during a war fought for the preservation of
democracy, as blacks viewed segregation as the very antithesis of the
American democratic system.?

Especially irritating for blacks was the apparent contradiction
between the American Creed and the reality of American racial prac-
tices. Myrdal focused on this paradox, which he called “an American
Dilemma.” The American Creed, he believed, was composed of the
ideals of “the essential dignity of the individual human being, of the
fundamental equality of all men, and of certain inalienable rights to
freedom, justice, and a fair opportunity.” 2 This Creed called for equal
treatment for all, but in the military and in society blacks were to know
“their place,” and the reality of American life was a racial system
working against them. White Americans told them that military serv-
ice was the real test of patriotism, but blacks were denied the full
opportunity to exercise that privilege.?? Once the United States entered
the war against fascism, this contradiction became more obvious, since
World War II stood for the preservation of democracy against totalitar-
ian and racist Axis powers. Blacks were unrelenting in pointing out
that the Four Freedoms and Jim Crow ideology were contradictory,
and that black Americans were fighting abroad for a democratic ideal
that did not exist at home.3°

Disrespect for blacks in uniform became another source of diffi-
culty for black servicemen. When large numbers entered the Army,
many soon encountered racial problems in and around their camps,
obvious cases of discrimination and prejudice. But a further issue was
herein implied—disrespect for the uniform of the United States mili-
tary. All military men were regularly required to wear their uniforms
and in American society the uniform normally commanded respect.
However, numerous discriminatory acts were perpetrated against
black soldiers and these were serious injustices because the military
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institution was for them one of the few symbols of what America
represented.®!

There was concern that because of constant black agitation for
equal treatment and pressure on the War Department, many whites
and even some blacks would come to believe that the more militant
were anxious for an Axis victory. As a result, some American war
propaganda was directed at blacks and correspondence sent to black
leaders emphasized that they had much to lose if the Axis won the war.
While most remained vigorous in their support of the war effort, they
were determined to take advantage of the situation to improve their
own position.3? Also, they believed that their full integration into the
American military structure would be the most efficient way to defeat
the Axis powers.??

To exploit black hostility toward some precepts of American soci-
ety, several left-wing groups made definite appeals for black support,
with little success. The Communist Party perhaps made the most
serious effort to influence black malcontents, claiming some as impor-
tant party officials, including James W. Ford, the Party’s perennial
candidate for the vice-presidency. There were two primary reasons for
the Communists’ failure to attract black recruits. First, blacks re-
mained loyal to America and rejected those ideas which appeared to be
un-American; and second, the Party’s position was ambiguous, waver-
ing according to the changing views of the Soviet Union. For example,
the Party reversed its position against the United States entering the
war after the June 1941 German attack on Russia.** Later in the war,
Ben Davis, Jr., a black Communist leader, reiterated the prewar
approach, proclaiming that those who called the war a “white man’s
war” were aiding fascism. The struggle for black rights was necessary,
but he implied that victory against Germany was more important.?*

An important theme which grew out of the early war period was
the slogan: Double V. This rallying symbol, popularized in early 1942
by the Courier, stood for victory against fascism abroad and racism at
home. The idea had been expressed earlier and at the 8 December 1941
NAACP Board of Directors meeting, a consensus had decided that:

Though thirteen million American Negroes have more often than
not been denied democracy, they are American citizens and will as
in every war give unqualified support to the protection of their
country. At the same time we shall not abate one iota our struggle
for full citizenship rights here in the United States. We will fight
but we demand the right to fight as equals in every branch of mili-
tary, naval and aviation service.*

Throughout the war, black people, applying the concept of the
Double V, struggled to remove the contradiction between the claims of
American democratic ideology and the racial inequalities evident in
American life. The attitude of the black community toward the war
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was based on two considerations: as loyal Americans, they were patri-
otic and loyal, and expressed their suppert for the military buildup and
war effort; but, at the same time, they were embittered over their
treatment by the military and their inferior social status within Amer-
ican society. For example, they interpreted their placement in service
units as a dénial of their right to serve and fight. Black support of the
Double V idea was neither a rejection of the draft and of participation
in the war nor an acceptance of Nazi ideology. Although some whites
and blacks believed that agitation for rights and privileges might
hinder rather than help the war effort, the majority of black leaders
did not relax their protest activities for the duration of the war.3”

In analyzing these issues it is obvious that by 1942 a black con-
sciousness had evolved and was an important factor in pressuring for
social change. Throughout the previous decade, black organizations
pressed for a greater role in the national defense, directing their efforts
~ primarily at restrictions in the Army and Navy and the exclusion policy

of the Air Corps. The Pittsburgh Courier provided early leadership in
that movement; in February 1938, it launched with much fanfare a
crusade to open up all units within the United States military to
blacks.®® Almost every issue in the Courier during that year contained
some comment on the campaign and the discriminatory practices of the
military. Support was soon generated in other newspapers, by the
NAACP, and by numerous individuals and organizations from around
the nation. In April all participating organizations formed a steering
committee to consolidate their efforts for equality in the military.3®

Whenever Congress proposed legislation on the role of blacks in
the military, the Courier took assertive action to influence the debate.
It wrote to members of Congress, appealed to its readers to do the
same, and published letters in its various issues from Congressmen
demonstrating support. The Courier made the Air Corps its special
target and demanded an all-black infantry division to give blacks an
opportunity to prove their capabilities.4

In the meantime, Crisis, the NAACP publication, and Opportu-
nity, the voice of the National Urban League, also took strong stands.
Crisis noted that there was a similarity between the plight of Jews in
Germany and blacks in America; another editorial pointed out that
“Negro Americans are not very enthusiastic about going to war for the
Stars and Stripes.” 4 Opportunity supported the Courier’s 1938 cam-
paign and called on the military to give them an opportunity to serve in
every branch of the service and to obtain every rank they are capable
~ of attaining.# :

As the War Department announced that new openings would be
made available to blacks, the Courier, in particular, interpreted each
victory as a direct result of its long fight,* although it was not im-
pressed with token successes. For example, the newspaper viewed the
establishment of the Civilian Pilot Training Program (CPTP), a train-
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ing agency for civilian pilots who would eventually serve in the mili-
tary, as a program for whites and not as a sign that the Air Corps
would accept blacks into its ranks.

The naming of five Negro schools where students may receive
training as air pilots and mechanics is a step in the right direction
but only a short step. No Negroes have been admitted to the Army
Air Corps and there is not the slightest indication at this time that
any will be.#

During the early 1940’s, the black community continued its appeal
to the Federal Government and War Department to improve the plight
of blacks in the military. In May 1940, the Courier launched the Com-
mittee on Participation of Negroes in the National Defense Program
with Howard University Professor Rayford W. Logan and the noted
lawyer Charles H. Houston as key leaders. Although the newspaper
brought together several national organizations, it did not receive the
support of the NAACP because the Courier was willing to accept the
“practicality of separate divisions” while the NAACP was not. The
Committee performed a variety of functions including representation
before Congressional committees, appeals to Congress and the Presi-
dent, conferences with military men, and pressure on the Democratic
and Republican national conventions to influence their campaign.*

In the fall of 1940, the black community and the War Department
confronted each other, bringing about significant results. Because of a
request by Walter White of the NAACP to Mrs. Roosevelt, on 27 Sep-
tember 1940 the President, his Assistant Secretary of War, Robert P.
Patterson, and the Secretary of the Navy, Frank Knox, met with three
representatives of the black community: Walter White, A. Philip Ran-
dolph, and T. Arnold Hill. One of the demands the black leaders pre-
sented to the President was:

Immediate designation of centers where Negroes may be trained
for work in all branches of the aviation corps. It is not enough to
train pilots alone, but in,addition navigators, bombers [sic], gun-
ners, radiomen, and mechanics must be trained in order to facili-
tate full Negro participation in the air service.*

Secretary Stimson, who did not attend, interpreted the meeting as
satisfying black politicians “who are trying to get the Army committed
to colored officers and various other things which they ought not to
do.” Having observed World War I, he did not believe that blacks could
become good officers as “leadership is not imbedded in the negro race
yet.” 47 At the meeting, President Roosevelt made a few promises, but
nothing concrete evolved. However, when the War Department issued
a policy statement in October, Roosevelt’s press secretary Stephen
Early insinuated that the three black leaders had agreed to the depart-
ment’s statement, including the provision for segregation. This caused
consternation within the black community and led subsequently to a
letter from the President to the black leaders regretting the misinter-
pretation.*®
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Judge Hastie General Davis

The October policy statement was particularly significant, for it
was the first official War Department announcement regarding the
question of black utilization. It stated that they would be utilized on a
“fair and equitable basis,” in proportion to the black population of the
country, and in each major branch of the service. Blacks were being
given training as pilots, mechanics, and technical specialists, and that
training would be accelerated; and as soon as the necessary personnel
had been trained, black aviation units would be formed. The official
stand on segregation was reiterated: “the policy of the War Department

Walter White

14



is not to intermingle colored and white enlisted personnel in the same
regimental organization.” ¥ The letter became official policy for the
duration of the war, particularly the statement which banned racial
intermingling. However, it was misleading. Blacks were receiving avia-
tion training, but the War Department implied that it was conducting
the training when, in fact, civilian organizations were furnishing the
education facilities.

Black pressure on the government, on the military, and on both
major political parties increased as the November 1940 election ap-
proached. An extensive letter writing campaign followed, and the Of-
fice of the Adjutant General complained that the letters were “agitating
the question.” 5 Secretary Stimson believed that blacks were “taking
advantage of this period just before [the] election to try to get every-
thing they can in the way of recognition from the Army.” He did not
see that activity as being in the best interest of sound national de-
fense.’! The Democrats were sufficiently concerned about the black
vote to appoint three blacks to important positions. Col. Benjamin O.
Davis became the first of his race to achieve the rank of Brigadier
General; Judge William Hastie was appointed Civilian Aide to the
Secretary of War; and Major Campbell C. Johnson was appointed Exec-
utive Assistant to the Director of Selective Service.?? All three appoint-
ments attracted much attention in the black press, making the
headlines in the Saturday, November 2d editions preceding election
day. Generally, there was enthusiastic praise from the black commu-
nity. *

Following the election, black community pressure did not slacken,
but intensified. The same month, the NAACP offered legal aid to any-
one who had been refused entrance into the Army or Navy because of
color, and it conducted a letter-writing campaign to get the Air Corps
to accept blacks.5* The Courier continued its campaign, asking its read-
ers to put pressure on the corps. The Pittsburgh paper momentarily
thought it had won the struggle when the President’s secretary an-
nounced that blacks would be trained for aviation service by the Civilian
Aeronautics Authority (CAA) in cooperation with the Army, but a few
weeks later, the Courter noted that “the promises of army air training
are on paper, and rather vague at that.” At the end of the year, an edi-
torial stressed the overall difficulty in recruiting pilots and succinetly
pointed out that the Air Corps “would rather be short than democratic”
as that service still excluded blacks.*

In November Dr. Malcolm S. McLean on the occasion of his inaugu-
ration as the Institute’s sixth president, convened a 2-day conference at
Hampton Institute to discuss the participation of blacks in national
defense. The meeting brought together nationally prominent black and
white leaders, and Mrs. Eleanor Roosevelt and Mrs. Edith Willkie were
among the sponsors of the affair. This assembly concluded that the
black had “not been accorded equitable participation in any branch of
the arms and services.” Specifically, the AAF had not yet implemented
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A. Philip Randolph

(1. to r.) President Roosevelt, Alabama Governor Chauncey Sparks,
Maj. Gen. B. K. Yount and Maj. Gen. Ralph Royce tour Maxwell Field, April 1943.
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Public Law 18 (3 April 1939) which authorized an air school to prepare
blacks for military service, and that only a few had been appointed to
West Point.5¢

But results were attained in January 1941, when the War Depart-
ment announced the formation of an all-black Pursuit Squadron and

the training of black pilots at Tuskegee. However, the NAACP disliked
the idea of segregated training, although it was a step in the right di-
rection, and noted that we “can be forced to accept it, but we can never
agree to it.” 7 The National Airmen’s Association, a black organiza-
tion, was more vocal in its opposition to segregated training. At its Jan-
uary meeting in Chicago, it passed a resolution condemning the estab-
lishment of the all-black squadron, stating that they would rather be
“excluded than segregated.” 8

The NAACP continued its surveillance of the Air Corps. It offered
legal assistance to anyone interested in pursuing the matter through
the courts; its branches wrote to the War Department protesting con-
ditions; and in early 1941, it encouraged blacks to enter the Air Corps
and asked those who were interested to write to the NAACP office. By
3 April 1941, 264 replies were received and in May Walter White sent
each candidate an application form. In attempting further to break
down the segregated training at Tuskegee, White asked the applicants
to request that training be given at the training school nearest their
residence.?®

In spite of the success in opening up the Air Corps to blacks, the
NAACP and many black organizations were in a dilemma concerning

Mrs. Eleanor Roosevelt during a 1943 Pacific area tour.
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Tuskegee. Although they were strongly against any kind of segrega-
tion, especially in the Army, they had to admit that Tuskegee was,
nonetheless, an opportunity to fly in the Air Corps. But their opposi-
tion to segregation remained primary, and Walter White and the
NAACP Board of Directors were indignant over an article that ap-
peared in the New York Amsterdam Star-News (31 January 1942)
written by Mr. William Pickens, a member of the NAACP executive
staff. Pickens portrayed Tuskegee as an opportunity for blacks to prove
themselves, thus fighting segregation by achievement. The Board felt
that Pickens “advocated segregation in the Army, taking a position
directly opposite to that maintained by the Association.” Pickens re-
plied that it was imperative that they win the war because a fascist
victory could impose a more oppressive form of segregation. He op-
posed segregation, but at the same time was realistic about the war
mission.$°

The conflict in 1941 between the black community and the Federal
Government focused on the proposed March on Washington. Although
the March on Washington Movement (MOWM) did not directly bring
about improved racial conditions in the military, it was important for
the pressure that was brought to bear on the government. NAACP and
National Urban League officials participated in the movement, al-
though the two organizations were reluctant to give it official support.
A survey of their journals shows that between January and July no
attention was given to the MOWM. In addition, the Courier did not
lend support because it believed that mass action would be unsuccess-
ful and would embarrass blacks.5!

Organized by A. Philip Randolph, the purpose of the MOWM was
to have 100,000 supporters march in Washington on 1J uly 1941 to show
their support for the campaign for equal rights in the defense effort.
MOWM'’s first important meeting was held on June 13th in New York
City. Mayor La Guardia and Mrs. Roosevelt, present at the gathering,
opposed the march, while Randolph and White favored the idea. Mrs,
Roosevelt urged the black leaders to halt their plans, promising to
speak to the President, but Randolph was adamant in continuing prep-
arations. White and Randolph then met with the President on June 18th
when Roosevelt appealed for an end to their plans, but again the black
leaders refused. In response to a meeting on the 24th, Roosevelt issued
the following day Executive Order 8802 establishing the President’s
Committee on Fair Employment Practices (FEPC). With their goal
achieved, the black leaders cancelled the July 1st march. Herbert Gar-
finkel, a sociologist writing on the MOWM, portrayed this meeting with
Roosevelt as a poker game with the threat to have 100,000 supporters
march a bluff. Other historians hold that the President emerged in a
stronger position, implying the FEPC was a shrewd move to pacify
some militant minorities, for during the course of the war the FEPC
was never an effective organization. Whatever the results, the move-
ment did demonstrate that blacks were willing to be assertive to insure
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their full participation in the national defense effort and that they had
the political power to reach the President with their demands. It is
apparent that black leaders did have considerable political punch.5?

A further example of black pressure, a month after the outbreak
of the war, occurred when 70 representatives of 18 national black or-
ganizations met in New York to discuss the question: “How Negroes
can contribute their efforts to winning the war and at the same time
continue to fight for their rights as American citizens.” By a 2 to 1
majority, they supported a resolution by Judge Hastie that the Ameri-
can black generally was not “whole-heartedly, unselfishly, all-out in
support of the present war effort.”

That same month Crisis carried two news accounts of the attitude
of the NAACP toward the war which were in marked contrast to the
“Closed Ranks” editorial of W.E.B. DuBois, composed during World
War I. DuBois had written in 1918 that during the war blacks should
“forget our special grievances and close our ranks shoulder to shoulder
with our own white fellow citizens and the allied nations.” He added
that they make “no ordinary sacrifice, but we make it gladly and will-
ingly with our eyes lifted to the hills.” ¢ On the other hand, a January
1942 Crisis editorial was titled: “Now is the Time Not to Be Silent.” The
editors declared that they had to speak out in the truest patriotism,
“single to the peace whick must be won.” But, they took a Double V
approach in noting that although blacks were loyal and patriotic and
would devote their fullest support to the war effort, the fight against
Hitlerism began in Washington. Thus, the people of America had to
gird and sacrifice “for freedom for everyone, everywhere, not merely
for those under the Hitler heel. . . . A Jim Crow army cannot fight for a
free world.” Later in that same issue there were excerpts from an
NAACP December press release, referring to World War I when blacks
were taken to a mountain-top and given promises but after the war met
the KKK and lynchings: “declarations of war do not lessen the obliga-
tion to preserve and extend civil liberties here while the fight is being
made to restore freedom from dictatorship abroad.” &

It is clear that the pervasiveness of traditional racial ideas held
by the majority of the American public and solidified by time and prac-
tice made the black struggle for equal rights arduous and lengthy.
Blacks expressed in different ways the idea that they would not
simply accept things as they were and were willing to fight for their
right to participate in the military establishment. The War Depart-
ment gradually altered its policies, accepting black soldiers and im-
proving their treatment, as will be shown in the following chapters.
The black community organized to meet this challenge and to fight for
its rights—and when participation was achieved, it continued to fight
for fair treatment.%6
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Chapter I1

THE ARMY AIR FORCES: EARLY POLICIES
AND PRACTICES

During the period of the military buildup leading to World War II,
leaders of the Army Air Forces (AAF) hesitated to utilize blacks. Air
Corps officers believed that they were incapable of performing well in
flying roles, and since military efficiency overshadowed all other con-
siderations, the utilization of black men was deemed impractical. Pri-
marily because the War Department received constant pressure from
black organizations and individuals and in turn the department pressed
the Air Corps, were AAF units opened up to blacks. This chapter will
illustrate how coercion originating with civilian sources and from the
War Department eroded the AAF exclusionist policy. Once the AAF
accepted blacks into its ranks, local communities and military leaders
protested having black soldiers stationed in their areas. But as a result
of War Department pressure, the AAF was forced to deploy them to all
of its stateside bases and to many overseas sites. Institutional and per-
sonal discrimination, however, persisted and blacks did not obtain fair
and equitable treatment in the AAF. In addition, this chapter will
examine the integrated AAF Officer Candidate School established at
Miami Beach, Florida.

I

During the First World War, official Air Service policy toward
blacks maintained that since “at present time no colored areo [sic]
squadrons are being formed,” and it was impossible to mix blacks with
whites, no black recruits could be accepted into the Air Service. The
service informed qualified blacks attempting to enlist that “applica-
tions from colored men for this branch of the service cannot be consid-
ered for that reason.” And they were told that they could apply later if
the Air Service decided to form black flying squadrons.! Throughout
the 1920’s and 1930’s such reasoning prevailed. In 1922, the Chief of the
Training and War Plans Division noted that although “there is no re-
striction placed by law or regulation on the race of applicants for ap-
pointment as flying cadet,” it was impossible to form black or integrated
units. There was therefore “no justification in training negro cadets.”
A further measure, similar to the post-Civil War “grandfather clause,”*

* The “grandfather clause” was a Southern tactic to deny the vote to blacks. In effect it
maintained that if a man did not vote in the election of 1860, neither he nor his offspring
could vote thereafter.
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complicated the application procedure. During the interwar period, the
Air Service Reserve Corps only accepted those officers with previous
Air Service training. Since the Air Service had not granted commissions
to or trained blacks, the latter could not be accepted for the Reserve
Corps. This requirement is understandable when one considers the
reduced needs for a peacetime force, but it was a definite barrier to
blacks.?

In the 1930’s, rejection of blacks by the Air Corps remained an in-
stitutionalized practice as black applicants time after time received the
standard reply that “there are no organizations in the Army A.C. made
up of colored men and none are contemplated.” Therefore, there are “no
colored soldiers in the Army Air Corps.” * One qualified young black
applicant who had attempted to enter the Air Corps was Cadet B. O.
Davis, Jr. of the United States Military Academy (USMA). The Acting
Chief of the Air Corps furnished the response that since there were no
black units within the Air Corps, were he to attend the Air Corps Train-
ing Center after graduation, “there would be no unit to which to assign
this officer.” He also added that the disapproval of Davis’ application
“might be considered a precedent in like cases until such time as the
War Department sees fit to constitute colored flying units in the
Army.” 4 The War Department supported the Air Corps’ position. Sec-
retary of War Harry H. Woodring, in a memorandum to the President,
stated that there were no black Air Corps Reserve officers and no black
Air Corps units, and therefore “there has been no necessity to accept
negro applicants at Air Corps schools.” 5

Until 1939 the Air Corps had succeeded in excluding blacks.® How-
ever, black and white leaders and organizations were no longer willing
to accept such racist practices and challenged this exclusion policy. In-
tensive political pressure was applied upon Congress, the President,
Secretary of War, and War Department, and through them, upon the
Air Corps. Gradually the Air Corps altered its policies, backed down
and admitted blacks.

In 1939 and 1940, Congress enacted three laws which were to have
a significant impact upon blacks and the AAF. On 27 June 1939 the
Civilian Pilot Training Act established the Civilian Pilot Training Pro-
gram (CPTP), directed by the Civil Aeronautics Authority (CAA), with
the purpose of creating a reserve of civilian pilots to be called in the
event of a war emergency. Blacks participated in this program through
units established at six black colleges: Tuskegee, Howard, Hampton,
North Carolina A&T, Delaware State, and West Virginia State, at two
noncollege institutions created in the Chicago area, and at other schools,
primarily in the North, which accepted them. This program proved to
be an effective source of white and black manpower for the AAF.”

Far more controversial was Public Law 18 (PL 18), approved on 3
April 1939. The law provided for the large-scale expansion of the Air
Corps. One section stipulated that civilian schools would be contracted
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to conduct primary flying training for the AAF, and at least one of
these schools had to be designated for the training of blacks. Since these
contract schools were to provide pilots for the military, blacks assumed
that they would enter the AAF, although the law did not explicitly state
this. However, the AAF continued to exclude them for the next 2 years,
and military leaders resisted and even refused to acknowledge the full
implications of the law. Although the AAF was enthusiastic about the
expansion ordered by PL 18, it vehemently opposed black training. Air
Corps leaders believed that the provision was “superfluous” and that it
might result in political pressure being directed against the Secretary
of War to admit blacks into the Air Corps. In openly ignoring this stip-
ulation, AAF officials were certain that the War Department would not
press the issue because the “War Department did everything possible
to prevent the insertion of this proviso, prior to the enactment of this
law, and were unsuccessful.” The AAF treated the matter with levity
and its Plans Division tried to circumvent the law by noting that while
one school must be designated for blacks, no one actually had to be
trained.®

Finally in 1940, responding to pressures from black and civil
rights groups, Congress inserted in the Selective Training and Service
Act of that year two provisions which specified that there would be no
discrimination because of “race and color.” These stipulations applied
to the opportunity to volunteer for induction into the military and to
selection and training. The effect was to require the War Department
to accept blacks in numerical proportion *o whites.?

However, the Air Corps continued to resist the pressure placed
upon it to accept blacks. In mid-1940, the Operations Division of the
War Department reevaluated current departmental policies regarding
black mobilization planning and peacetime augmentation. The division
notified the Air Corps in a memorandum that if the latter did not wish
to utilize blacks, it had to provide valid reasons. In addition, the memo-
randum drew attention to a complaint made by Rayford Logan before a
Congressional Committee on 14 May 1940. Logan represented the
Courier’s Committee on the Participation of Negroes in the National
Defense Program, and the Operations Division stressed that he repre-
sented 5 million black people. Logan testified that “the amendment
adopted authorizing training of Negro pilots had not been complied
with by the War Department.” Blacks had applied for admission to the
Glenview, Illinois school established by PL 18, but were told “that no
separate units had been set up to accommodate Negroes for training,
and therefore, it would be impossible to accept people of that race.” 10

In reply to the Operations memorandum, Gen. Henry Arnold,
Chief of the Air Corps, reiterated the argument that had been Air
Corps policy for the preceding 20 years—that since there were no black
units in the Air Corps, there was no way to utilize them. Furthermore,
he demonstrated genuine racial bias by stating that “negro pilots can-
not be used in our present Air Corps units since this would result in
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having negro officers serving over white enlisted men,” creating “an
impossible social problem.” As for technical training, Gen. Arnold
adopted a stalling tactic by noting that it would take several years to
train black enlisted men to become competent aircraft mechanies.!

The Operations Division supported the Air Corps’ position and in-
corporated Arnold’s reply into its own detailed six-page report to the
Chief of Staff. The report pointed out that “the training of white and
negro pilots in the same unit is out of the question,” and retorted that
the Glenview, Illinois School of Aeronautics did fulfill the requirement
for black pilot training as stipulated in PL 18. The division also ex-
plained that the reason the Illinois unit was called the “Demonstration
Unit” by the CAA was because its purpose was to “demonstrate the
adaptability of the negro to flying instruction.” The report echoed the
Air Corps’ concern that 35 of 125 black civilian pilots had allowed their
licenses to expire and this evidenced a definite lack of enthusiasm. It
continued with a point by point rebuttal of Logan’s testimony before
the Senate Appropriations Sub-Committee. It then discussed two pos-
sibilities for training blacks, were they to be accepted into the Air
Corps. One suggestion was for the expansion of an existing facility, but
with “the segregation of white and colored classes both in ground and
air training;” and the second proposal called for “the creation of a spe-
cial Air Corps school where such training could be given.” Both pro-
posals, however, had their shortcomings and could cause complications
in social and recreational activities, since the schools would be located
in the South. The second would be expensive, since the few applicants
enrolled would make the cost per student ratio quite high. The alternate
suggestion was also impractical because there was a shortage of train-
ing bases to meet current expansion needs. Ironically, if a black were
trained as a pilot there were as yet no separate black units he could
join and it was still contrary to War Department policy racially to mix
units. Such circular logic had dominated military thinking ever since
the question to use blacks in the Army had originated. Furthermore,
the Operations Division expressed concern for Air Corps effectiveness
in having white units work side by side with black units. There was fear
that racial proximity might destroy morale, since a very close associa-
tion between pilots and mechanics was necessary. Moreover, by includ-
ing a page of negative comments about black officers serving in World
War I, this memorandum implied that they would not make good
officers. And, finally, Operations noted that “there are no negro pilots
in the armed services of any of the world powers.” 2

The report contained no positive statements for the use of blacks
in the AAF, and recommended that there be no change in existing War
Department policies regarding black pilot training; other divisions—
Personnel, and Intelligence—and the Secretary of War concurred. The
report apparently reflected the thinking of top officials in the War
Department and clearly established the attitude of the Air Corps.'

But, by the end of 1940, continued popular pressure and Army
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officials forced the Air Corps to develop suitable plans for the utiliza-
tion of blacks and to accept its share of the Selective Service quota. The
Selective Service Act required that many blacks enter the military,
and the Army Ground Forces and Services of Supply insisted that the
only fair method of distribution was to spread blacks equitably
throughout the Army; otherwise the nonflying units would carry an
unfair burden.

Therefore, the AAF planned for the establishment of a black flying
unit. Since there would be a limited number of enlisted blacks needing
training, the Air Corps did not want to create a special school that
would draw from its short supply of qualified instructors and super-
visors. So, the Corps adopted the expedient to organize technical train-
ing at an established facility, and Chanute Field, Illinois was chosen.14
Tuskegee was selected as the site for pilot training, and the Air Corps
notified Training Command in early November to prepare for its for-
mation and organization. However, this new training requirement
became an added burden for the taxed Air Corps, even though there
was a small number of men to be trained. Tuskegee would be “fully
equivalent, with respect to the character of living conditions, facilities,
equipment and training, to that provided for white personnel under
similar conditions.” 15

Brig. Gen. W. R. Weaver, Commanding General of the Southeast-
ern Air Corps Training Center at Maxwell Field, to which Tuskegee was
attached, proceeded with the AAF plan. Black pilots were to be trained
under the supervision of 11 white officers and 15 white noncommis-
sioned officers until such time that a sufficient number of black airmen
could be trained to replace them. However, in accordance with Army
Regulation 95-60, the Commanding Officer at Tuskegee had to be
white. And to profit from past experience, it was also believed that the
commander of the black 99th Squadron should be a white officer for an
indefinite period of time. The AAF plan provided for the training of
only 45 black officers during the first year of operation. General
Weaver wanted a “safe and satisfactory air field,” and advised Mr.
G. L. Washington, Director of Aviation Training at Tuskegee, that
“the negro population deserved a successful experiment in flying train-
ing; the success of negro youth in the Air Corps hinged upon the fate of
the Tuskegee project.” 16

On 16 January 1941, the War Department announced the forma-
tion of the 99th Pursuit Squadron, a black flying unit, and of the Tuske-
gee training program. This announcement came a day after Howard
University student Yancey Williams filed suit against War Depart-
ment officials to force them to consider his application for the Air
Corps. The suit was apparently withdrawn following public notice on
the 16th.!7

Why did the Air Corps decide on a pursuit flying mission for
blacks? The decision appears to have been based on racial factors. A
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pilot sitting in a single-seat fighter aircraft necessitated a limited black
training program. Had bombers been selected, there would have been
the additional need for bombardiers, navigators, and gunners, placing
a greater strain on the segregated facilities. Another possible explana-
tion was that pursuit flying provided the most basic manner by which
to introduce blacks to flying, for as they gained more experience, they
could proceed to more complex aircraft.!®

Judge William Hastie later offered two other explanations for the
pursuit flying decision. He maintained that pursuit flying was the
most difficult type of combat flying and perhaps some officers had
selected it, hoping the black man would fail, while other officers may
have felt that success in that type of flying would demonstrate that he
was capable of any type of combat flying."

In spite of the admission of blacks into flying training, Air Corps
leaders were reluctant throughout the war to expand their training
program and combat role. Because of this resistance, the entire flying
program for black pilots suffered, the result of which was a sluggish
program that progressed slowly through each phase until pressure
forced the AAF to take some action. This hesitation is evident from
correspondence and memoranda. In mid-1942, Judge Hastie suggested
including black colleges and universities in the new Enlisted Reserve
Program to create a pool of aviation cadets. In a discussion with the
Directorate of Individual Training, the Air Staff concluded that blacks
did not do well in World War I under their own officers “due to the
emotional characteristics of the race.” And so it was up to the 99th and
100th Pursuit Squadrons to prove the black’s ability in the Air Corps.
“A test by fire,” those responsible for training contended, “is the only
one of recordable worth.” 2

II

Although publicity surrounding the formation of Tuskegee and the
pursuit squadron occupied much space in the press and the attention of
many both in and out of the AAF, the vast majority of blacks were in
support rather than in flying units. Most served in units such as Avia-
tion Squadrons, Air Base Defense Units, Quartermaster Battalions,
Ordnance Companies, Transportation Companies, and others.

Throughout 1941, as the War Department prepared to accept
blacks, the AAF made plans to receive its full quota ' and by mid-1941
it included 2,250 black men. To facilitate the task of absorbing these
new recruits, the AAF organized them into 9 Aviation Squadrons of 250
men each to be stationed at various bases throughout the South—
Langley Field, Virginia; Maxwell Field, Alabama; Daniels Field and
Savannah, Georgia; Barksdale Field and Camp Livingston, Louisiana;
Dale Mabry and MacDill Fields, Florida; and Jackson, Mississippi.?2
These squadrons would perform routine duties at the fields, including
labor tasks requiring maintenance, truck driving, interior guard duty,
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assistance around hangar areas, airdrome maintenance, and other
housekeeping and labor chores.?* Three considerations clearly affected
the decision to utilize blacks in specially created units. First, they could
not be mixed with white soldiers, as that would have been against War
Department policy and counter to the racial attitudes of military
leaders. Second, blacks had not proven themselves to be capable of
performing technical jobs. Finally, the main reason emphasized
throughout the war was that blacks did not do well on the Army
General Classification Test (AGCT), which the Army utilized in deter-
mining the skill potential and educational background of incoming
civilians. The test was not referred to as a measure of intelligence but
was designed to measure learnability and trainability for military
duties. The key factor was the “individual’s fund of knowledge and his
ability to use it.” ¢ Based on the test results, inductees were placed in
one of five categories. The scores were arranged so that 100 represented
the expected median for all those tested, and while the average score
for whites accepted into the AAF was approximately 107, for blacks it
was about 79.% Reflected in these scores were the social, educational,
and economic handicaps under which blacks lived in America, the
limited opportunities they had to gain experience in technical areas,
and the disparity between educational opportunities offered to whites
and blacks.?¢ Although blacks had requested technical training, the
AATF often refused their applications, since it did not believe that train-
ing those with low scores was the most prudent use of manpower. The
AAF did not consider itself to be the proper agency to compensate
blacks for their environmental handicaps and deficiencies, nor did it
believe war to be the most opportune time for such a task.2’

By late 1941, the Air Corps had programmed a force of 9 squadrons
with 250 men each. But following the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor,
Selective Service quotas required all branches of the War Department
to accept greater numbers of blacks. The Navy was not required to
accept Selective Service recruits—neither white nor black, while the
Army was obligated to accept even more than its proportional share.
Secretary of War Henry Stimson believed that the N avy acted like a
“spoiled child” in this matter, and he did not like the “misbehavior” of
the President’s “pet arm”; however, there was little the Secretary could
do.?® Meanwhile, the AAF had to plan for each base to accept black
personnel from one Aviation Squadron and approximately 150 men
from the Arms and Services (ASWAAF). The latter was a rather ran-
dom official designation for a variety of units which operated with
AAF units but were on loan from other arms and services. The ASW
AAF averaged between 20 and 25 percent of the total strength of the
AAF during most of the war and were generally trained by the Army
Service Forces (ASF). The ASWAAF too had to maintain a proper ratio
of blacks.? But in January 1942, the War Department notified the AAF
that its quota of blacks would be 53,299 by the end of the year, rejecting
the AAF proposal for a 44,207 maximum. With the addition of the
24,293 men from the ASWAAF, the AAF had a total then of 77,592
blacks, excluding proposed future increases. In an effort to facilitate
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the incorporation of this influx of men, the War Department informed
the AAF that black Air Base Defense Units could be formed where
necessary. These units would be responsible “for the protection of the
Air Bases against riots and the possibility of parachute troops and air
raids.” 30

The AAF forwarded its utilization plan to the Chief of Staff in
April. Generally, the AAF maintained that it should determine the
number and utilization of blacks. It recommended that “allotments of
colored personnel to the Army Air Forces be limited to that which may
be efficiently employed in Army Air Force units.” If the AAF disre-
garded local opposition and assorted objections to the assignment of
blacks at various bases and assigned to each facility an Aviation
Squadron and ASWAAF personnel, and if it added to this number
those participating in the Little Joe Task Force in Liberia and those
assigned to the Tuskegee school, the AAF reasoned it could effectively
utilize only 57,403 men. The AAF was opposed to Air Base Defense
Units, for the additional 400 blacks at one half of all AAF bases would
increase the black percentage at those bases to 25 percent. If the addi-
tional 20,189 were organized into Pursuit Squadrons, 16 of the 31
authorized pursuit groups would be black. This was a commitment the
AAF was not willing to make until it had tested black pilots in combat.
There was a recommendation that black units be stationed at all 124
AAF bases as construction was completed. In addition, it was hoped
that the War Department would relax limitations on shipments outside
the continental United States so that the AAF could absorb some over-
seas. Finally, General Arnold suggested that the commanding officers
of each station use them “in the maintenance and care of Air Force
equipment as well as the Air Base grounds.” The War Department re-
jected the AAF plan for a reduced allotment and was resolute in its
decision that the AAF utilize its full share.?

In attempting to absorb this tremendous influx of black recruits,
the AAF organized the majority of them into units assigned to jobs
which did not require high skill levels. In fact, many of these units were
really labor battalions and had been so designated in World War 1.32
The AAF argued that this type of unit would be the most advantageous
in utilizing a pool of unskilled men, and the jobs, although routine and
perhaps menial, were essential for a modern military fighting machine
to operate efficiently. The AAF pointed out that whites with low AGCT
scores did perform similar functions.?® The overall plan called for ap-
proximately 700 black service troops at each base to be assigned to a
Truck Company, a Medical Detachment, a Quartermaster Detachment,
and an Air Base Defense unit. However, the majority were assigned to
Aviation Squadrons, and these units attracted great attention because
of the sheer numbers of men involved in undefined tasks.’* Judge Wil-
liam Hastie, the Civilian Aide, was quick to investigate and complain,
and he considered objectionable three aspects of the proposed Aviation
Squadrons: first, they were segregated units; second, they seemed to
have no mission except to absorb black recruits; and third, on many
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bases they were assigned to “pick and shovel” jobs which were con-
sidered common and menial. He particularly objected to the lack of
mission, and in a memorandum to General Henry Arnold he supplied
examples of two squadrons that received no specialized training and
were employed exclusively to pick up rubbish and to do janitorial work.
When there were no menial jobs for them to perform, they drilled to
pass the time.3%

Nonetheless, the AAF, supported by the War Department, did not
alter its policy that lower intelligence, educational background, and
leadership levels dictated the utilization of blacks.?¢ As a result, morale
and performance were definitely affected in those units where they
functioned without any real purpose or were interrupted in their train-
ing to do housekeeping chores. Members of the 857th Engineer Aviation
unit at Eglin Field, Florida were frequently called from their training
to work on menial, unrelated jobs for the post.’” The 8th Aviation
Squadron at MacDill Field in Tampa reported that during the first two
months of 1942 its duties consisted of policing the squadron area and
maintaining base runways and lawns.® Blacks in these units objected
to their assignment to labor tasks, and “unit after unit” disclosed that
they resented the fact that they were exclusively black. Also, some
complained that the “high-fallutin” name of Aviation Squadron was
offensive, for it was simply window-dressing to deceive the public. “If
they’re going to put us in labor battalions,” asked a black serviceman,
“why don’t they at least call them labor battalions?” The situation
inevitably resulted in poor morale which led to AWOL (Absence With-
out Leave), drunk and disorderly conduct, failure to obey orders, insult-
ing language, and breaches of discipline.?®

The Women’s Army Corps (WAC) reported similar problems.
Many of the unskilled black women who entered the service were still
unassignable by the middle of the war. A large number were sent to
bases as unskilled personnel and local commanders were hard pressed
to assign them tasks.4

In addition to morale problems caused by the haphazard assign-
ment procedures, black pilots and those in technical jobs also experi-
enced numerous frustrations. Entering into these AAF programs was
as difficult for blacks as it was for whites. Blacks with an acceptable
educational background usually preferred the technical areas, espe-
cially flying. But the restricted facilities at Tuskegee coupled with
short-sighted AAF plans created numerous problems, including a size-
able backlog of qualified applicants waiting to enlist. Since the War
Department and AAF upheld segregated training, blacks were not
permitted to attend a number of other AAF technical training and fly-
ing centers because of a lack of segregated facilities. White candidates
entering flying training had at times to wait a few weeks before begin-
ning training, while a much longer wait was usually in store for black
candidates. In the fall of 1941, the AAF planned to assign 10 to 12
blacks every 5 weeks to Tuskegee. With the number of candidates avail-
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able at that time, Judge Hastie estimated that some would have to
anticipate a delay of up to 3 years. The Army did permit Air Corps
applicants a 1- to 2-month deferment from the draft while they waited
acceptance or processing. This procedure well satisfied white candi-
dates, but black candidates had a long wait and this deferment was
insufficient. If the complaints of Judge Hastie are accurate, some
qualified black men were drafted before the AAF could accept them for
segregated training. There was the added concern that they might pass
the maximum eligible age requirement of 26 years.4!

Jesse Williams of New York City was accepted as a future army
aviation cadet in 1941. The AAF advised him that if he were called up
by his draft board, he would be placed into a deferred classification
pending enlistment as an air cadet; but in January 1942, his local Board
denied his deferment. Mr. Williams charged that his Selective Service
appeal agent made remarks indicative of racial prejudice, and when
he did not report for his physical examination, he was taken into cus-
tody by the FBI. The NAACP then took up his defense with the New
York Director of Selective Service and the US Attorney for the South-
ern District of New York. This pressure was effective, because on Feb-
ruary 18th Williams received a telegram from the War Department
notifying him to report the following morning for induction into the
Air Corps.*?

Progress in expanding AAF assignments for blacks remained slug-
gish and delays were commonplace. The AAF vigorously maintained
that the number of men called coincided with existing vacancies, and
any other policy would be wasteful and serve no useful purpose. In
response to a War Department memorandum that AAF policy ap-
peared to be discriminatory against blacks, Maj. Gen. Millard F. Har-
mon, Chief of the Air Staff, defended the force’s position. He suggested
that the backlog of black applicants for pilot training could be allevi-
ated by opening up the Enlisted Reserves to blacks, but the General
was concerned at the same time that this might create a haven to avoid
the draft and to enjoy extended civilian status while awaiting pilot
training. Harmon’s memorandum did stipulate that if a vacancy oc-
curred within 12 months, the AAF was willing to permit blacks to enter
the Enlisted Reserves.4

In some instances strict adherence to policies affecting black pilots
became detrimental to their morale. Many qualified pilots were
thwarted in their attempts to advance because the AAF uncondition-
ally had refused to permit them to engage in anything but pursuit fly-
ing. Because of this restriction, when a black pilot candidate washed
out of pursuit flying, he had no alternative training program to enter,
while there were numerous alternatives open to whites. Hastie reported
that two black transport pilots had no choice but to go to Canada in
order to get war service.4* Also, Robert Terry, who had qualified as a
service pilot, was turned down by the AAF in 1942. The AAF argued
that since there were so few black service pilots, it would be impractical
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to organize them into a black unit. He was given two alternative
courses: he could apply to Tuskegee as an instructor or he could enter
the Army Ground Forces as a liaison pilot.*®

Ironically, these early acceptance restrictions imposed on black
pilot training candidates resulted by the middle of the war in a short-
age rather than a backlog of qualified applicants. A large number of
blacks in the meantime had been drafted or had reached the maximum
age limit, had joined other services, or had obtained work deferments.
Further, because of the limited educational and technical opportunities
available to blacks in American society, there were fewer entering the
service with technical experience. The AAF attempted in 1943 to sup-
plement this dwindling reserve by lowering the minimum qualification
standards below those required for whites. In the spring of 1944,
Truman Gibson reported that while the average Stanine score required
for whites was six, for blacks it was lowered to four.4

There were additional problems for blacks attempting to enter
technical training. An example of the illogic that plagued black prog-
ress throughout the war was a report by Air Staff Personnel that “the
race of an individual is immaterial to eligibility for admission to avia-
tion cadet courses of training.” But, Personnel continued, “the number
of Negro candidates assigned to any particular course of aviation cadet
training will not exceed the number of graduates that can be utilized in
Negro units of the AAF.” 47 It is apparent that the second statement
contradicts the first, yet the AAF and War Department continued to
maintain that segregation did not restrict opportunities for blacks in
the military. Clearly it did, and in the case of technical training it
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operated in a discriminatory fashion against young blacks of good
education and training.

The areas of flying and technical training became most vulnerable
issues for the AAF, and were constantly under attack by black leaders.
Judge Hastie, Truman Gibson, and Roy Wilkins were most persistent
in exploiting the weaknesses in the AAF’s argument over segregation.
In 1942, Hastie wrote to Assistant Secretary Robert Lovett, submitting
the names of four black men with scientific and other educational pre-
requisites for aviation cadet appointments in the field of meteorology.
At that time the AAF needed 10,000 meteorologists within a 12- to 18-
month period, and since there were only seven vacancies for blacks,
many with the proper qualifications were refused entry into the pro-
gram.*® In mid-1943 Roy Wilkins wrote to Assistant Secretary McCloy
citing examples of how the AAF had failed to make full use of black
technicians and specialists. He noted the rejection of black civilian
pilots who had applied for service pilot appointments and of black
mathematicians who had applied as aviation cadets in meteorology. He
mentioned that the AAF did not admit blacks who had excelled in the
Photography School at Lowry Field, Colorado to advanced training at
Yale University as it did whites. He recalled another case, where the
AAF assigned a black Phi Beta Kappa graduate with special advanced
study in biology and biochemistry as a laborer in a Signal Construction
Battalion at Biggs Field, Texas. Wilkins requested that the War De-
partment assign, train, and advance skilled blacks based on their merit
and potential usefulness.*®

111

Once blacks had been accepted into the AAF, other problems con-
tinued to hamper their advancement. After the plans for expansion
were developed, there was the persistent obstacle of where to station
them. As early as 1941, reacting to announcements that blacks were
scheduled for assignment to specific bases, commanders and spokes-
men for local communities registered a barrage of complaints with the
War Department. In early 1942, the AAF issued a memorandum to its
stations and surveyed possible locations for the stationing of blacks.
The replies must have been disheartening. Most bases reported that
either the military commanders or the local communities did not desire
them at their locations. Some would accept only a limited number, and
others would only accept southerners. Negative replies were submitted
by bases throughout the country, though mainly from southern com-
munities with large black population centers or from those without a
significant black population, as the following table indicates. The table
is based on a random selection of the bases and illustrates their varied
responses.®?

One of the first protests over the assignment issue occurred in
April 1941 when some blacks were stationed at Eglin Field, Florida.
The Commander of the field’s Flying School did not want any sent to
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his site, arguing that the nearest recreational facilities were in Pensa-
cola, 50 miles away. Second, he stressed that they were very unpopular
in the immediate vicinity of the field, especially with the “lower caste
white population,” and he thought this could lead to serious conflicts.
Finally, the Commander noted that additional funds were needed to
provide a separate mess, barracks, day rooms, and other facilities for
the 32 blacks scheduled to arrive. However, 3 months later, the authori-
ties at Eglin appear to have changed their position. The AAF planned
to assign approximately 1,000 black enlisted men from Engineer Avia-
tion and Quartermaster units to do large-scale clearing operations at its
satellite fields, and the soldiers were made welcome. Pragmatism was
a decisive factor in overriding prejudicial attitudes.>

In November the Central Flying Training Command (CFTC) was
informed that five Texas fields would each be required to accept a com-
pany of blacks from the 34th Quartermaster Regiment, although the
CFTC had urgently requested that they not be assigned to its com-
mand. Officials pointed out that one of the fields, San Angelo, had very
limited facilities for blacks both on and off base, and that at Ellington
Field, near Houston, feelings were still taut from the 1917 race riot
between the 24th Infantry and the local white population. In spite of
these objections, blacks were sent to Texas.5?

Complaints concerning stationing black troops were not restricted
to the South. The West Coast Training Center requested a prohibition
on their assignment to Taft and Bakersfield, California due to the lack
of a black population in the area and the possible hostility of the local
people. The AAF replied that since each base had to accept its quota, it
was necessary to station black Truck Companies at Taft and Bakers-
field.>®* During 1941 and 1942, the AAF responded essentially in the
same manner to all protesting stations.>

Local citizens were also vocal in their opposition to bringing black
soldiers into their communities. During the early part of the war and
most noticeably in the South, civilians wrote or had their Congressmen
write to the War Department and the AAF. Generally, their letters re-
flected racial fears about the disproportionate number of blacks in the
area. Local citizens expressed concern that since there was a shortage
of recreational opportunities for them, the latter might use white facil-
ities as a result. The volume of correspondence was considerable, but
the AAF response was standard, stressing that it was aware of the con-
cerns of local citizens, that the AAF had its quota and must assign
blacks to all bases, that the Army was doing everything possible to
provide adequate recreational facilities, that the AAF hoped civilians
would cooperate, and that blacks were members of the Armed Forces
and deserved to be treated as such. For example, the AAF responded
to a Senator that since it was War Department policy to use “colored
troops in all branches of the Army,” it was “necessary to assign colored
tsroops in practically all Air Corps Stations in the continental United

tates.” %
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In 1942 the citizens of Eagle Pass, Texas, through Congressman
Milton West, raised objections to the assignment of 800 black soldiers
nearby. General Arnold sent the standard reply that there would be at
least one squadron at every AAF station in the United States. One
month later Congressman West, not to be deterred, issued another pro-
test and now introduced as a factor the fear of trouble with the Mexi-
cans in the area. West added, “everybody knows what a negro can do
with a razor—the Mexicans are pretty handy with a knife.” General
Arnold, in his Digest of correspondence, comments that West “didn’t
care to do business with Judge Hastie—couldn’t even call him ‘Mister’
—Tlet alone ‘Judge.”” General Arnold did advise Hastie of the situation
—*“with modification.” 5

Later that year, when word leaked out that Jefferson Barracks,
Missouri might be used as a black training base, numerous letters were
sent to the War Department in protest. One objection came from the
Secretary of the Lemay, Missouri Public Library Board stating that
the townspeople did not “believe that a wholesale influx of northern
negroes in uniform would breed pleasant relationships for either the
whites or the blacks.” 57

Not all civilian protests originated in the South. The Spokane,
Washington Chamber of Commerce did extensive research to back up
its point, that based on a 1940 census, while only 90 black families
resided in Spokane, Geiger Field had 250 black troops and the Spokane
Air Depot had another 400. There were no recreational facilities for
them in the city and only 96 black females between the ages of 15
and 34. Also, most taxicabs were driven by white women and the local
population was concerned about unpleasant incidents. The AAF recom-
mended to Assistant Secretary McCloy that the standard response be
sent to Spokane and the issue was closed.’

Similarly, local opposition prevented the use of qualified blacks as
civilian instructors at some AAF bases in the South. Protests arose if
such instructors were assigned indiscriminately to southern bases. In
September 1941, when D. B. Delaney of Salisbury, North Carolina, was
appointed as a Junior Instructor at Keesler Field, Biloxi, Mississippi,
the Commandant of the school complained to his higher command not-
ing the problems which would arise if Mr. Delaney were permitted to
teach white students. No action was immediately taken because of Civil
Service rules, but the Technical Training Command indicated that if
Delaney could not maintain discipline in the classroom, his appoint-
ment would be terminated for inefficiency.’® In February 1943, there
were similar complaints from Mississippi, such as a Gulfport attorney
writing his Congressman and protesting the use of blacks to train
whites at some of the local bases. He complained that authorities re-
quired white soldiers “to address these Negro instructors Mr. and Mrs.
and to pay all deference to them as they would white women and gen-
tlemen occupying the same position.” He believed that white men could
not learn well under these conditions. In voicing his concern about

34




potential race conflict, the attorney added that unless military leaders
“gre mentally defective after these matters are properly called to their
attention they will right these wrongs here and all over the country.” 6
The same month, the governor of Mississippi sent a telegram to the
President on that subject, and later that month the AAF undertook to
transfer those instructors to schools in the North.®

These difficulties in the assignment of blacks concerned the War
Department and Secretary of War Stimson. The Assistant Chief of
Staff, Brig. Gen. Dwight D. Eisenhower, sent a memorandum to the
Chief of Staff listing areas of the world where the United States would
send troops, noting that in most cases either the local politicians or the
Army commanders did not want black troops stationed there. Hand-
written on the margin of this document were comments by the Secre-
tary of War, who realized that blacks would have to go wherever the
Army went. He notes next to the statement that the President of Pan-
ama wanted a black signal construction unit removed: “it is ridiculous
to raise such objections when the Panama Canal itself was built with
black labor.” Elsewhere he comments to the State Department’s nega-
tive reaction to black troops being stationed in Liberia: “Nonsense.” To
the Southern Defense Command’s fear to place black troops along the
coasts of Louisiana, Alabama, and Texas due to the high probability of
race riots he states: “No.” And in response to British authorities in
Trinidad who wanted white units instead of black units he comments:
“No: don’t yield.” The commander of US forces in Australia recom-
mended the withdrawal of black troops and again the reply was “No.”
Finally, the commanding general of the Second Army recommended
that maneuvers in his area exclude black troops because of disorders in
Arkansas; the Secretary remarks: “No, get the Southerners used to
them!” The War Department, under the prodding of Secretary Stimson,
took a strong stand in notifying local and overseas commanders that
they would have to accept their quota of blacks, and it is significant
that he played a leading role in that decision.®?

v

With the acceptance of hundreds of thousands of men into the
AAF during the early part of the war, there was a noticeable deficiency
in the expansion program—no provision for the training of nonflying
officer personnel. Prior to World War II, pilots had performed all
administrative duties, but with the increased sophistication of flying
this was no longer practical. The AAF finally realized the need for a
ground school to train 12,000 officers, including blacks. Late in 1941,
the AAF pressed the War Department for its own administrative
school, and on 17 February 1942 the AAF designated Miami Beach,
Florida as its Officer Candidate School (OCS). Six days later the first
class entered and utilized existing civilian facilities. The Adjutant Gen-
eral directed in April that a proportionate share of each OCS quota be
allotted to blacks. As a result, most OCS classes included blacks, and
the official histories report that “few difficulties were encountered.”
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With the exception of sleeping quarters, black candidates were com-
pletely integrated into the program, but outside the school area they
had to abide by local customs.$

The relative ease with which the program accepted blacks con-
trasts sharply with the opposition which resulted when the AAF first
announced that they would go to Miami Beach. First, the local com-
mander opposed their stationing in the area. In a detailed letter to his
commanding general he spelled out the zoning regulations of the Beach
area and the absence of a black civilian population. He added that if
blacks used the AAF facilities located in tourist hotels, it “would prob-
ably ruin their value as tourist hotels in the future.” 8¢ Representative
Pat Cannon from Miami also opposed the plan, and in a letter to As-
sistant Secretary McCloy indicated why blacks should not be sent to
the Beach. First, none were permitted to live on the Beach, and the
AAF should respect local ordinances and customs. Second, any hotel
used would be “doomed for all time as far as future white occupancy is
concerned.” And, civilian morale would be greatly affected if they
trained there. However, if the AAF were to proceed with the plan, he
suggested that they take advantage of housing accommodations in one
of the black sections of Miami.$5

Congressional pressure forced the Air Staff to reexamine its deci-
sion to include blacks in the Miami Beach program and to reconsider
the prospect of a separate black school, but military efficiency was an
overriding factor.5 A separate school would be costly in terms of the
small number of blacks trained and could lead as well to protests and
difficulties in locating a suitable site. If there were further doubts
about Miami Beach, Maj. Gen. George E. Stratemeyer, Chief of the Air
Staff, was clear when in reaction to Judge Hastie’s resignation he
stated in January 1943 that “I don’t want any colored school any place
to be conducted as a segregated school.” He stressed that he wanted
black officer candidates treated like whites and “they will go to the
same classes, to the same drills, and eat in mess halls the same as the
whites.” 67

In addition to money and efficiency, there is another explanation
for the AAF integration of OCS. Judge Hastie, in reflecting upon World
War II, notes:

I remember the War Department and War College studies which
followed the first World War were hostile to any future use of Ne-
gro officers, but at the same time took the position that, if they
must be used, they should be trained along with officer candidates.
I think this background was important in influencing the decision
to say nothing about race in the World War II officer candidate
school directives. Of course, this did not meet the problem created
by the widespread refusal of local commanders to approve or
transmit applications of Negroes, or even give them access to ap-
propriate forms until Secretary Stimson and [War Department
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Operations] indicated plainly that they expected substantial num-
bers of Negroes to be sent to these schools.®

Black men attended OCS throughout the war period, but in small
numbers because of their low AGCT scores. On 15 September 1942
there were 11 at the school and a year later there were only 18. When
the largest class (3,694) graduated in the fall of 1942, there were but 13
blacks among the conferees.®®

The official history of the OCS program at Miami Beach reports
good race relations as does an AAF inspection report. Air Staff Train-
ing dispatched an inspection team there in early 1944, and it observed
that there had been no confrontations between blacks and whites. The
Miami Beach Director of Training reported that some of the blacks
were very popular and there was no resentment by the white candi-
dates.”

A black candidate who graduated in January 1944 maintained that
personnel treated him very fairly, although the school generally did not
promote blacks as regularly as whites. All recreational facilities at the
OCS were available, including the night clubs. Everyone wore uniforms
so club managers knew that those entering their clubs attended the
school and were, therefore, welcome. But the main problem was the
absence of black women on the Beach. When there was free time, the
blacks went to Miami for recreation. At the school there were only two
restrictions—rooms were segregated and they had to go to Miami for
haircuts. As for the attitude of whites toward this almost total integra-
tion, they really had no choice; if they behaved in a discriminatory
fashion they could be reported and washed out. And the instructors
were fair because they were well screened and very capable.”! Later,
when the school was moved to San Antonio and Maxwell Field, it was
reported that blacks were well treated and received a minimum of dis-
criminatory treatment.”

The treatment of blacks at Miami Beach demonstrates a trend that
the AAF might have applied to its entire training program. Instructors
and white students were briefed on how to treat blacks and were en-
couraged to deal with them fairly. Because the AAF took a strong
stand, the Miami Beach program was a success. Had military leaders
demonstrated a similar strength of purpose at other locations, perhaps
there might have been fewer racial problems. Yet, the AAF was unwill-
ing to make that commitment and viewed the integrated OCS as an
exception.

Throughout the Second World War the Army Air Forces became
progressively more flexible in its acceptance of blacks. At the end of
1942, there were thousands of black soldiers in the AAF, whereas there
were none the previous year. By June 1944, the AAF had 145,242 blacks
in its total force of over 2 million men. Though there were noticeable
breakthroughs for blacks entering the Army Air Forces, the AAF re-
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mained reluctant to accept them and had made repeated attempts to
restrict their progress. By April 1945 only 1 of 90 was an officer while
1/6th of the white force was commissioned. The AAF organized a vast
majority into segregated service units performing more or less routine
tasks about the bases, while most black officers were flying personnel
or worked in related jobs.”™ Any progress that was made resulted from
political pressure directed against the War Department, which then
exhorted the AAF to revise its policies. Despite the fact that War De-
partment officials often agreed with AAF attitudes, the War Depart-
ment did appear on occasion to be impatient with AAF intransigence.
In spite of the success of the OCS program to integrate blacks, almost
all black soldiers in the AAF served in segregated units and lived in
segregated facilities. The general reluctance of the AAF to utilize them
created tensions that erupted throughout the war. These conflicts will
be described in later chapters.
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Chapter I11

THE ARMY AIR FORCES: BLACK OFFICERS
AND FLYING UNITS

A large percentage of black manpower in the Army Air Forces
(AAF) was utilized in service units, yet most of the publicity, credit,
and glory went to the pursuit pilots. Though much money and effort
was expended on the flying program, the history of black flying units
reveals only partial success. The 99th Squadron and the 332d Group,
made up of the 100th, 301st, and 302d Squadrons, performed in a cred-
itable manner in the Mediterranean Theater. On the other hand, the
477th Group never completed its training for overseas deployment and
by the end of the war in Europe, had practically collapsed as a unit.
Although each unit was segregated, its success or failure depended
mainly on the attitude of those in the command structures. The 99th
and 332d were unique in the history of black units in the Army in that
all of their officers were black. Inspired by an opportunity to “prove
themselves” and led by a strict military disciplinarian, they performed
as well as any comparable white unit. However, the 477th represented
segregation at its worst. The key officers in this unit were white and
frequently used their positions as a stepping-stone for promotion and
reassignment to more important jobs. In addition, they were often
indifferent to the needs of the unit and were condescending toward the
blacks under their command. Thus, the 477th never performed its
mission.

The AAF conducted all basic training for black pilots at Tuskegee
Field, Alabama. At first, the 99th Pursuit Squadron, flying single-
engine fighter planes, absorbed all graduates. Later, the AAF organized
the 332d Fighter Group, which incorporated three other squadrons. The
99th completed its training and arrived in the Mediterranean Theater
in 1943. In the same year, the 332d moved to Selfridge Field, Michigan
where it completed its preparation for overseas deployment, arriving in
the Mediterranean in early 1944. Meanwhile, the AAF initiated plans
in late 1943 to form the 477th Bombardment Group to fly twin-engine
bombers. Tuskegee lacked facilities for conducting this new training
and it became necessary to send blacks to other fields. Hondo Field,
Texas received Navigation cadets, Midland, Texas trained Bombardiers,
and Mather Field, California accomplished some twin-engine transi-
tion training. The 477th began its training at Selfridge, but in mid-1944
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moved to Godman Field, Kentucky where it remained until March
1945. The unit then moved to Freeman Field, Indiana, where it re-
mained a month before returning to Godman. Units of the 477th now
joined with returning personnel from the 332d to form the 477th Com-
posite Group under the command of Col. B. O. Davis, Jr. At the same
time, replacement pilots for the 332d trained first at a satellite field
of Selfridge-—Oscoda—and then at Walterboro, South Carolina.!

Black flying units were confronted with a veritable maze of racial
problems, most of them created by the AAF. The AAF dogmatically
pursued a system of segregation that was almost impossible to main-
tain. It even went so far as to violate War Department regulations in
order to prevent the mixing of whites and blacks in officers’ clubs.
Understandably, many problems developed as a result of this uncom-
promising position. Primary was the psychological degradation impli-
cit in the idea of segregation. Then there was the problem caused by the
absence of black cadres to supplement black units. While a mixture of
new and experienced personnel comprised white units going into com-
bat, when the 99th began flying the Mediterranean in 1943, it consisted
entirely of personnel new to combat operations. Third was the friction
caused when commanders did not want black flying units in their oper-
ational areas. For example, in June 1945 there were discussions con-
cerning the possibility of sending a black flying unit to the Pacific;
Generals George Marshall and Douglas MacArthur approved, but the
AAF commander there opposed the idea. Gen. Henry Arnold wrote that
“it is 0. K. from the W. D. viewpoint to send them but when [General]
Kenney uses them down in Mindanao or Borneo don’t be surprised of
the criticisms that are received.” 2 Finally, there were restrictions on
the types of training open to blacks. Since the AAF considered their
use in flying as an “experiment,” it first employed them in single-
engine planes exclusively and only gradually permitted black pilots to
train in more sophisticated aircraft. Officials rejected some flying pro-
grams solely because of the fear that racial problems could arise. This
was true of the Transport Command, since providing adequate food
and lodging facilities created too great a problem for pilots flying
around the country, especially in the South.3

This chapter will examine then, the overall black flying program
with emphasis on Tuskegee, the combat performance in the Mediter-
ranean, the general treatment of black officers, and the early history
of the 477th.

I

Tuskegee Army Air Field was located near the town of Tuskegee
and Tuskegee Institute in southeastern Alabama. The AAF did every-
thing possible to build the complex into a first-rate training center and
to keep racial problems at a minimum. To a large extent, it was sue-
cessful in both objectives. The training blacks received was comparable
to that received by whites, and Judge Hastie noted that “the best of
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Maj. Gen. Walter R. Weaver delivers the inaugural address opening the new
Air Corps School for training black aviators at Tuskegee.

facilities and thoroughly competent instructors were provided for.” ¢
It is probable that political factors were responsible for the high caliber
of training and equipment at Tuskegee. One official history notes “that
the Tuskegee undertaking was considered by the War Department as
No. 1 priority” because of the “political pressure that had been brought
to bear upon the White House and the War Department to provide pilot
training for negroes.” Any delay could “seriously embarrass the War
Department.” 5

The AAF attempted to establish a “separate-but-equal” situation
at Tuskegee. But existing living and other conditions aggravated racial
problems and the segregated system compounded its own deficiencies.
For one, there was serious overcrowding. Overused facilities hindered
flying training and generally obstructed operations. An explanation for
this poor planning was the AAF’s attempt to solve the black training
program by placing all of its basic flight training at Tuskegee, but un-
fortunately, the facilities were not adequate to meet this demand. Once
the pilots were trained, the AAF did not immediately transfer them
into operational units. Overcrowding at Tuskegee became more acute in
1942 and 1943, as the 99th remained on the station until April 1943.
Two other organizations also strained its facilities. The 96th Service
Group, organized to support black flying units, received a minimal
amount of tactical training during 1942 because no training facilities
had been arranged. Only a year later did it finally receive training and
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then move to Selfridge. The 332d Group with its three squadrons and
support organizations also created problems until it made its move
to Selfridge in March 1943. While at Tuskegee, the Training Command
History reports that the 332d “had difficulties with its training in that
no adequate facilities existed on the station for its training and during
the time it was at Tuskegee practically no tactical training was accom-
plished.” Then in July 1943, the War Department further overtaxed the
base and assigned 50 liaison pilots to train for the Army Ground Forces.
Fifty aircraft of three different types and speeds already used the main
field, so liaison training was conducted at an auxiliary field.®

Another factor which contributed to the cramped facilities at
Tuskegee was, as the unit history designates them, the “unwieldly sur-
plus,” i.e., mainly nonflying personnel. Early in 1942, the AAF stopped
the practice of discharging those eliminated from the flying school,
made them privates, and retained them at Tuskegee. Unlike eliminated
white candidates who could be reassigned to other flying programs,
there simply was no other place for blacks. Consequently, by Septem-
ber 1943, the majority of the 286 eliminated cadets who were still at
Tuskegee had low morale. Besides having no real function, they were
embittered over racial conditions which they believed worked against
them, and the black press further fanned their discontent. By late 1943,
some did enter navigator and bombardier schools, but their departure
had no great impact upon the excessive numbers which continued to
increase.

In July 1943, Tuskegee received 25 Signal Corps officers from Self-
ridge. The Eastern Flying Training Command (EFTC) was well aware
that although these officers were not being assigned commensurate
with their training and background, retraining them was detrimental
to morale and not in the best interests of the service. Again, there
simply was no other place to send them. By the end of October 1943,
Tuskegee reported that there was an excess of 90 officers on the field
and that most of them were second lieutenants who were well trained
and anxious for proper duty. Then in December 1943, the Air Service
Command unexpectedly transferred to Tuskegee 30 Quartermaster offi-
cers from Daniel Field, Georgia. By this time blacks were attending the
Miami Beach OCS regularly and an average of seven of its graduates
per month arrived for nonflying assignments. At a 21 August 1944 con-
ference between key officers from Tuskegee and the EFTC, officers
revealed that there was then a wasted manpower surplus of 105 non-
rated black officers, including 75 AAF and 30 ASWAATF. In addition,
the OCS at San Antonio began sending eight more graduates each
month.?

The situation at Tuskegee was most frustrating for blacks, but it
also presented a serious problem to dedicated white officers who at-
tempted to bring order out of chaos. The histories of the EFTC for 1943
and 1944 were quite frank and critical in assessing this predicament and
noted that there was little that could be done. Col. Noel Parrish, the
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Tuskegee commander, made a concerted effort to function under the
circumstances; and his frustration is evident in a handwritten note
appended to a heavy file which discussed overcrowding. The note asked
-plaintively: “Why do they all come to Tuskegee?” 8

In addition to the problem of overcrowding, the Tuskegee com-
mander faced others that were “difficult and voluminous.” Because of
the structure of the black flying program, one of the greatest difficul-
ties encountered was that there were several commands with overlap-
ping operational control over black units. There was a continuous
stream of phone calls and exchanges with the Training Command,
Eastern Training Command, First Air Force, AAF Headquarters, and
others, and little or no coordination among them, since most communi-
cations were made outside the normal chain of command. This lack of
coordination particularly affected Tuskegee’s immediate headquarters
at Maxwell.?

Colonel Parrish had to make numerous trips to the Pentagon to
secure decisions on matters so involved that normal channels of com-
mand had failed to produce results.!® “Every promotion, every assign-
ment, nearly every decision,” he later stated, “had a black and white
side to it that we had to consider, as well as the purely military side and
the side of efficiency.” !

There were also difficulties with the local community. Tuskegee
was a typical southern town with its white control and Jim Crow sys-
tem of treating blacks. Black soldiers from the station reported harass-
ment from whites and tended to avoid the town and instead used the
social facilities either on base or at Tuskegee Institute. Also, the AAF
wanted to keep them on the base to prevent problems with local whites.
Base facilities, however, were quite good.'? But problems arose, none-
theless, and in early 1942, a black Military Policeman (MP) demanded
custody of a black soldier arrested by a civilian policeman. Although
the AAF believed that the MP had acted improperly, it indicated in a
report that there was a verbal understanding between the commanding
officer at the base and civil authorities for handling these situations.!?

Concern over maintaining proper relations with the town convinced
the AAF that only a white provost marshal with the rank of captain
could effectively represent the base. In 1942, EFTC recommended two
lieutenants, one black and one white, for promotion to captain. In its
letter of recommendation, the command requested that the white re-
ceive a date of rank 1 day in advance of the black, thus insuring that
the white would become the provost marshal.!

Relations on base and with the local community often depended on
the attitude of the commander. Colonels Frederick Kimble and Noel
Parrish were the two commanders at Tuskegee during the period it was
a full training facility, and there was a marked contrast between them.
Kimble was paternalistic and somewhat skeptical of the black’s ability
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Colonel Kimble Colonel Parrish

to fly an aircraft. He appeared to be blind to the racial problems in-
herent in the training of blacks in the South. In the spring of 1942,
two black airmen entered the white section of the PX, remaining there
until ordered to leave by an officer. This prompted Colonel Kimble to
write to his higher headquarters, complaining that not all bases were
following War Department policy as prescribed in the October 1940
policy letter. Many of his black personnel had been reassigned from
Chanute Field, Illinois which was partially integrated. Kimble com-
plained that he wanted all bases to practice segregation, which
was War Department policy, so that when AAF personnel travelled
from one station to another, there would be no misunderstanding over
the question of segregated facilities. Rejecting Kimble’s recommenda-
tion, Headquarters AAF emphasized the importance of local custom in
determining the policy at each station, and suggested that blacks arriv-
ing at southern bases from the North be briefed on the local racial
situation.!® Colonel Parrish noted that Kimble “continued the original
policy of fairly complete segregation. He continued it in the dining
facilities and established it in the toilet facilities.” ¢ However, Colonel
Kimble was able to approach his old contacts on the Air Staff to obtain
additional buildings for the base.??

The job of commander at Tuskegee required close coordination
with both whites and blacks, and while Col. Kimble was successful
with the former, he never was able to gain the respect and confidence
of thelatter. His attempts to maintain a strict segregated system under-
mined morale and this was played up by the black press. However,
Parrish’s long tenure as commander, from December 1942 until 1946,
made him especially cognizant of Tuskegee’s particular problems, and
he was able to work well with blacks and whites and to improve rela-
tions with the town.
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Colonel Parrish brought to his command at Tuskegee previous ex-
perience with black units. While supervisor of the black unit of the
Civilian Pilot Training Program (CPTP) at Glenview, Illinois, he had
consulted with University of Chicago anthropologists and had become
familiar with Myrdal’s study.'®* He was a student of practical psychol-
ogy and, in order to avoid misunderstandings, would occasionally
address local groups to explain a particular policy or incident. In Au-
gust 1944, he addressed the Rotary Clubs in Tallassee and Tuskegee
to explain a recent order concerning recreational facilities. He main-
tained that his upbringing in Kentucky—a border state—had been of
great advantage in dealing with white southerners.!® At Tuskegee, his
background proved indispensable, and the additional fact that he was a
professional AAF officer aided him in working with higher head-
quarters.

Basically, Col. Parrish was successful as the commander of Tuske-
gee. Morale, which had been low during the latter part of 1942 and early
1943, improved considerably, helped no doubt by the reduced over-
crowded conditions when tactical units were moved to Selfridge and
overseas in the spring. Under Parrish, segregation was reduced and he
enforced War Department directives about equality of treatment. He
earned the respect of the blacks, for as one black pilot remarked: “The
only thing that struck me was why have a white in charge of the base
when there were qualified blacks. But, if there had to be a white, he was
the best one.” 2 There was less official segregation, yet in other re-
spects, there was more as blacks started to take over the base. Parrish
did not force integration by making white officers live on base or join
the Officers’ Club, and he was the only white to join. Parrish comment-
ed that, “I had a few white instructors who were volunteers and who
were damn good instructors, and to force them to live out there on the
black base would have made life intolerable for them, socially and
otherwise.” 2!

The black press was generally favorable to Parrish. Crisis printed
excerpts from his farewell address to the 99th in the editorial section of
the March 1943 issue and said it was “worthy of note.” Parrish stated
that these pilots had a double responsibility to the nation and to the
black population of America. He remarked that the nation was not
perfect, but improving and hoped that the pilots would “fight and die
for a cause that is greater than any one life, or any one man, or any one
group of men.” Crisis commented that the speech contained honest
words spoken with sincerity. Parrish did not minimize or disregard the
problems, but called attention to the task at hand, “a task made espe-
cially difficult for this squadron by a situation which they did not
create.” 2

11

The 99th Squadron and 332d Group were the only black flying
units to enter combat, and they flew missions solely in the Mediterra-
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nean Theater. The 99th went to North Africa in April 1943, and flew its
first combat mission against the island of Pantelleria on 2 June. Later,
the squadron participated in the air battle against Sicily, operating
from its base in North Africa, and supported the invasion of Italy. It
moved to an advanced base in Sicily after the island’s occupation and in
September 1943 moved to a base on mainland Italy. Although the 99th
was successful in its primary mission of strafing, the pilots did not
gain the glory of shooting down more than a handful of enemy aircraft
until early 1944. From then until the end of the war, the squadron
regularly engaged German pilots in aerial combat. It received its share
of successes, and gained recognition from high-ranking AAF officials
that it was an experienced combat unit.

In the meantime, three squadrons of the 332d Group—100th,
301st, and 302d—completed their training at Selfridge Field, Michigan
and in January 1944 deployed to Italy under the command of Col. B. O.
Davis, Jr. The Group at once entered combat, and successfully accom-
plished dive-bombing and strafing missions. In July, the 99th was
added to the 332d, and the Group participated in campaigns in Italy,
Roumania, France, Germany, and the Balkans, and earned the Dis-
tinguished Unit Citation. After the war, the senior AAF commander in
the Mediterranean, Gen. Ira C. Eaker, commented that the 332d “did a
very good job.” 2

Lt. Gen. Ira C. Eaker and group commander Lt. Col. B. O. Davis, Jr. (right)
inspect an all-black fighter group of the Mediterranean Allied Air Forces.
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More important than the record of their combat performance is to
study the way in which black units were treated overseas and the im-
pact their performance had on decisions concerning the future utili-
zation of black pilots. Three sources are available for evaluating the
general acceptance of these pilots in the Mediterranean Theater: state-
ments made by senior AAF officers, the attitude of the pilots them-
selves, and reports stemming from a visit by Walter White. In general,
it can be said that within the framework of segregation, they were
treated well in terms of facilities, recreational provisions, combat re-
sponsibilities, and general attitude. Both Generals Eaker and Barney
Giles of the Air Staff, in discussing the role of the 332d in 1945, com-
mented that the group should “be given a thoroughly square deal.” At
the same time, Eaker wrote to a British officer that “there is absolutely
no discrimination against our colored fighter pilots.” Eaker added that
the pilots “are rendering excellent service and are receiving the support,
encouragement, and consideration in exactly the same measure as our
white pilots in this command.” 24

Two black pilots reported that although they did not like the segre-
gated framework, they felt that their accommodations were acceptable
and comparable to white units. White crews appreciated the work the
pilots of the 332d did to protect the bombers and often personally
thanked them. But the segregated system was “a slap in the face” and
did not make them feel that they were treated with the respect and
courtesy due members of the armed forces.?®

Finally, Walter White, while travelling through the Mediterranean
Theater in early 1944, noted that the closer whites and blacks were to
the fighting, the better they appeared to cooperate. When the 99th was
a part of the 79th Fighter Group, composed of four squadrons—one
black and three white—they worked well together and there were no
problems. “Whatever prejudice, created by race and environment,
existed on either side when the group was activated,” White reported,
“began to seem a bit superfluous and even silly in the face of death and
danger.” Although southerners comprised over 40 percent of the three
white squadrons, the fliers and ground crews at Capodichino Air Field
at Naples functioned well, and they joined together at a dinner party
held at the luxurious Allied Officers’ Club to celebrate the first anni-
versary of the 79th. This was done in spite of an order prohibiting
whites and blacks “from associating in any place where there was
dancing.” Because of their success, White proposed that the 99th re-
main with the 79th instead of being transferred to the all-black 3324,
as had been suggested, and that instead the AAF send a white squadron
to join the 332d.26

The military’s appraisal of the 99th during 1943 was critical of its
effectiveness and this influenced the War Department and AAF re-
garding the question of the expanded utilization of blacks. However, an
objective evaluation of the 99th’s performance was as difficult then as
it is now. There was no consensus, although in 1943 top AAF command-
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General House Colonel Momyer

ers generally reported unfavorable results. Unfortunately, these com-
bat reports were not a valid measure of unit performance as they
simply compared the statistics of sorties, combat skills, and enemy
aircraft and did not take into consideration the unique elements of each
battle.?”

The first evaluation of the 99th, conducted in September 1943, was
inauspicious. Maj. Gen. Edwin J. House, Commander of the XII Air
Support Command, sent a report to Maj. Gen. J. K. Cannon, Deputy
Commander, Northwest African Tactical Air Force, in which he quoted
at length from one of his group commanders, Col. William Momyer.
Colonel Momyer reported:

The ground discipline and ability to accomplish and execute orders
promptly are excellent. Air discipline has not been completely
satisfactory. The ability to work and fight as a team has not yet
been acquired. Their formation flying has been very satisfactory
until jumped by enemy aircraft, when the squadron seems to dis-
integrate. This has repeatedly been brought to the attention of
the Squadron, but attempts to correct this deficiency so far have
been unfruitful. . . . The unit has shown a lack of aggressive spirit
that is necessary for a well-organized fighter squadron. . .. Up to
the present moment, the 99th Squadron averages approximately
28 sorties per man. Their operations since being placed on combat
duty have been considerably easier than past operations due to the
nature of the tactical situation. However, the Squadron Com-
mander of the 99th requested during the battle of Sicily to be re-
moved from operations for a period of 3 days, and longer if possible.
The reason given was that his pilots were suffering from pilot’s
fatigue. . . . Based on the performance of the 99th Fighter Squad-
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ron to date, it is my opinion that they are not of the fighting caliber
of any squadron in this Group. They have failed to display the ag-
gressiveness and desire for combat that are necessary to a first-
class fighting organization. It may be expected that we will get less
work and less operational time out of the 99th Fighter Squadon
than any squadron in this Group.

General House then added:

On many discussions held with officers of all professions, includ-
ing medical, the consensus of opinion seems to be that the negro
type has not the proper reflexes to make a first-class fighter pilot.
Also, on rapid moves that must be a part of this Command, hous-
ing and messing difficulties arise because the time has not yet
arrived when the white and colored soldiers will mess at the same
table and sleep in the same barracks. No details in this connection
have been brought out because it is desired that administrative
features not be a part of this report. I believe it would be much
better to assign the 99th to the Northwest African Coastal Air
Foree, equip it with P-39’s and make the present P-40’s available
to this Command as replacements for the active operations still to
come -in this theater. It is recommended that if and when a
colored group is formed in the United States, it be retained for
either the eastern or western defense zone and a white fighter
group be released for movement overseas.

General Cannon basically agreed with House, noting that the pilots of
the 99th fell well below the standards of other fighter squadrons, be-
cause they were not eager to engage in combat, lacked aggressiveness,
did not possess and seemed unable to acquire the will to win or reach
an objective, did not have the necessary stamina, and were unable to
fight as a team under pressure. Finally, the Commander of the North-
west African Air Force, Lt. Gen. Carl Spaatz, added his approval to the
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report and forwarded it to Gen. Arnold. Spaatz was confident of the
fairness of the analyses of Generals Cannon and House and main-
tained that no squadron had been introduced more carefully into the
theater “with a better background of training.” 28

The issue of the combat effectiveness of the 99th was submitted to
the McCloy Committee, a special committee established in the War
Department for handling black troop policies. On 18 October 1943 the
Committee considered General House’s letter, based in large part on
Col. Momyer’s observations. In analyzing the significance of the letter,
Truman Gibson and Gen. B. O. Davis, Sr., of the Inspector General’s
office, acknowledged that Col. Momyer was a conscientious and dy-
namic leader. But, they could not overlook Col. Noel Parrish’s observa-
tion that the 99th was not a highly selected squadron, as many believed,
and that it was inexperienced in combat. When it arrived in the Medi-
terranean, the squadron was teamed with the 79th Fighter Group, a
veteran white organization, and immediately was at a disadvantage.
Because segregation had to be maintained, it was not possible for the
99th to profit from the experience of the white flight leaders. So Maj.
Gen. Ray Porter, the Operations Division representative on the com-
mittee, recommended that black leaders be replaced by whites, but
Gen. Davis advised against it. After further discussion, they agreed
that judgment should be reserved until Lt. Col. B. O. Davis, Jr., former
commander of the 99th and the General’s son, appeared before the
committee to state his case.2?

Colonel Davis had returned to the United States to assume com-
mand of the 332d Group, then training at Selfridge, and attended the
16 October committee meeting. After praising Momyer as a fighter
pilot, Davis proceeded to give his impressions of the report:

The squadron was handicapped in that no one in the
squadron had had combat experience. There was a lack of
confidence due to this lack. There is no question as to the
quality of training. In the first missions there were mistakes.
... After that confidence picked up and became part of the
squadron. . . . If there was a lack of aggressive spirit, it was
at first; later we had it. ... The report is a surprise to me—
that the squadron disintegrates when jumped was brought to
my attention only one time; the incident I mention. The reason
for that failure was inexperience; I have no excuse. . . . As to
my request that the squadron be removed from operations for
3 days, attention is invited to the following: The squadron
operated at a disadvantage due to having only 26 pilots as
compared to from 30 to 35 in other Squadrons. The reason for
this was that the standards set up for replacements—four per
month—didn’t come through. We were in combat two months
before we received replacements.

Davis concluded that he had no doubts about the success of the squad-
ron.%¢
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The analysis of the 99th by high-ranking AAF officers is typical
of the approach used in evaluating black performance during both
World Wars. The officers who evaluated black units failed to take
into consideration the impact racial factors had had upon the personnel
of the unit before and during the period it was in combat. The men of
the 99th were capable, trained, and qualified, and they could have
become members of any squadron and functioned well in combat.
They gradually acquired experience and confidence, and achieved an
expertise comparable to other squadron members. The only official
statistical analysis conducted on the 99th concludes that there was “no
significant general difference between this squadron and the balance
of the P-40 squadrons in the MTO.” 31

Further assessments were made after the war. The War Depart-
ment appointed the Gillem Board to study the role of blacks in the post-
war Army, and in October 1945 it heard testimony from three white
AAF officers concerning the 99th and 332d. Lt. Col. Louis Nippert of
AAF Personnel noted that the black fliers “had a fairly good record,”
but their main problem was that while most white units were com-
manded by officers with 10 years of flight experience,” black leaders
were relatively new to flying. Brig. Gen. Y. H. Taylor, the Group’s
former Wing Commander, commented that “the 332d was made into a
good outfit in 3 years with a commander who had himself flown only
4 years.” Bomber groups “welcomed the 332d as escort because they
stayed close and did not expose the bombers to attack by seeking out
combat. They would attend crippled bombers which had to turn back.”
But another wing commander was more critical. Brig. Gen. Dean C.
Strother rated the 332d as merely “satisfactory,” feeling that “it im-
proved with experience but was never up to the standard performance
of five white [fighter groups] with which it was associated.” In addition,
he thought the pilots were “substandard in leadership, initiative, ag-
gressiveness, and dependability,” and added that Col. Davis was
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responsible for 90 percent of its success and in his absence “the unit’s
efficiency deteriorated rapidly.” 32

The War Department and AAF devoted considerable attention to
the 99th in 1943, because there were discussions to expand the flying
role of blacks. Hastie’s sudden resignation in January brought some
changes, but the AAF was still reluctant to plan for more black pilots.
Yet, by the end of the year, final plans had been made for the formation
of a black medium bombardment group—the 477th—and personnel
for that unit would begin training at Tuskegee, Mather, Hondo, Ros-
well, and Midland Fields. Their home station would be Selfridge
Field, Michigan.33

Political pressures played a major part in the creation of the 477th.
General Barney Giles, an Air Staff officer, referred to the problem of
the use of blacks as “political dynamite” and believed that War De-
partment leaders would “be forced by public opinion into the decision
which thus far they have been unwilling to make.” 3¢ The Operations
Division of the Air Staff studied “the problem” and submitted a report
which called for a black medium bombardment group and associated
service units. Operations noted that there was “political pressure to use
Negro troops in more than one type of aviation,” and the 477th would
satisfy such a demand.3’

Although in 1943 the War Department and AAF generally believed
that the 99th “experiment” was not successful, they nevertheless went
ahead with the planning for and the implementation of a bombardment
group and prepared to send the 332d overseas to join the 99th in com-
bat.* While the 99th and 332d hereafter performed in a creditable
manner in combat, conditions in the meantime within the flying units
stationed in the United States took a turn for the worse.

III

In the last 2 years of the war, race relations affecting black flying
units at most stateside bases were poor. A key issue within the 477th
Group and other units that frequently precipitated racial conflict was
the base officers’ club. The treatment of black officers on the club issue
reveals the attitude of their white superiors and other AAF leaders.

There should have been no difficulty over the question of the utili-
zation of officers’ clubs as Army Regulation (AR) 210-10 was specific.
Officers’ clubs, messes, and similar social organizations had to extend
“to all officers on duty at the post the right to full membership, either
permanent or temporary.” If a club limited membership to a particular
military organization, it still had to “extend the right of temporary
membership to all officers on duty at the post.” ¥ In practice, however,
blacks were not afforded the right to membership. Base commanders
often found it difficult to accept them within the same social surround-
ings as whites at an officers’ club. The army expressed its traditional
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attitude about the importance of this social institution in a memoran-
dum to Judge Hastie:

The Army has always regarded the officers’ quarters and the
officers’ mess as the home and the private dining room of the
officers who reside and eat there. They are an entity within a mili-
tary reservation which has always enjoyed a minimum of regula-
tion and the largest possible measure of self-government. . . . For
a variety of reasons, problems arising in the officers’ home cannot
be solved by government fiat.3?

Thus, the concept of the “officers’ home” and the racial attitude of
many military personnel toward social equality ran counter to AR
210-10 and the desire of black officers to be members of an integrated
social organization. Where blacks were few in number or concentrated
at all-black bases such as Tuskegee and Godman, little could be done to
correct the abuse. But at Selfridge and Freeman, a large group of black
officers encountered segregation at the officers’ clubs and the outcome
was quite different.

Small groups of black cadets and officers attending AAF technical,
flying, and flying-related schools were treated fairly because they at-
tracted a good deal of public attention. Truman Gibson reports that at
Randolph Field all officers attending the School of Aviation Medicine,
including blacks, “were encouraged to use the Officers’ Club.” # The
report on the first class trained at Hondo, Texas notes that they “were
above-average material and have conducted themselves in an admira-
ble manner during the entire course of training.” ¢ A year later another
report observes that in spite of some difficulties, morale was excellent
among black cadets, and they received the same treatment as other
navigation cadets. Except for contact during normal duty hours, how-
ever, there was little or no social intercourse between white and black
cadets, and the unit history relates that both groups appeared to desire
it that way—an attitude of “distant but peaceful cooperation.” Sepa-
rate clubs were maintained for the black and white cadets, and since
there were no black officers on the station, the officers’ club issue did
not emerge.4!

There was a wholesome rapport at the bombardier school in Mid-
land, Texas. Black cadets and officers followed the same training
schedule as the rest of the detachment, flew with white cadets on
missions, and “all cadets ate in the same mess hall at the same time.”
Black cadets did have their own cadet club, but the unit history points
out that the facilities were equal to those of the white cadet club.4?
However, black officers utilized the officers’ club, and one reported
that he was treated well.*

On the other hand, conditions at those bases isolated from public
scrutiny were not so amiable. One report from Keesler Field, Missis-
sippi notes that the base excluded black officers from the main offi-
cers’ club although for a short time it billed them for membership
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without permitting its use. They used instead the NCO club on the
black side of the base. In another example, a black officer related that
when the AAF sent him and 19 others from Tuskegee to Orlando,
Florida to attend Intelligence School, they were not permitted to use
the white officers’ club; their club consisted of a converted barracks.

At Selfridge Field, the operational training base for the the 332d
and 477th, race relations gradually deteriorated. The most significant
racial incident of 1943 occurred when the white base commander shot
and wounded a black soldier. The commander had been drunk and
supposedly had stated: “I repeatedly gave instructions that I did not
want a colored chauffeur.” This incident was only one of several in a
base-wide scandal that implicated many in crimes such as misappro-
priation of property and salaries. The AATF later court-martialed the
colonel and retired him from the service.*

The Air Surgeon asked a consultant, Dr. Lawrence A. Kubie, who
had been conducting a psychiatric study of black pilots at Selfridge and
Oscoda, to examine the colonel. Kubie concluded that the episode was
attributable more to drinking than to racial feelings and that the com-
mander had simply panicked. As a result of his research, Kubie found
some interesting correlations about black pilots at the two fields. He
noted that morale suffered most when race relations deteriorated, and
segregation beyond basic training generated poor race relations, thus
hampering military efficiency. More crucial was the fact that the
existence of separate black units fostered an emotional build-up that
grew deeper and more charged as the war progressed; it followed that
minor incidents appeared to provoke major racial disturbances. Un-
pleasant contacts with whites further compounded the problem. For
example, Kubie found rapport to be better at Oscoda than Selfridge
because at Selfridge the whites tended “to wear the airs of white
superiority,” while the small number at Oscoda felt “pride in the Ne-
groes they were training.” One result of discriminatory treatment was
conversion hysteria—the development of physical symptoms caused by
an emotional problem. In this case, the hope of attaining freedom and
equality of opportunity contrasted with the harsh reality of segrega-
tion, created a frustration often causing a retreat into illness. More-
over, black physicians lacked the psychiatric background to handle
these cases involving “neuroses and neurotic character and behavior
disorders.”

Most significant, Kubie recommended that the AAF break up and
integrate all black units beyond basic training. He also wanted a spe-
cial committee to enforce orders against segregation and discrimination
and to compile codes of interracial conduct to disseminate to all per-
sonnel. However, recommendations of this nature were unacceptable to
the AAF, and some officials hastily classified the report, and filed it so
thoroughly that it was lost for almost 30 years. But the work remains
an important study for understanding some psychological repercus-
sions of segregation affecting black soldiers.#6
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Another report on conditions at Selfridge completed later in 1943
was based on a visit by Gen. B. 0. Davis, Sr. and Truman Gibson. They
found that the 332d was in an active state of training, that the racial
attitudes of blacks and whites on the post and in the local towns were
“superior,” and that the morale of the blacks was “excellent.” The two
attended interracial social functions and reported no problems.*

Yet, in the first 6 months of 1944, race relations at Selfridge rapidly
worsened and the AAF was forced to remove all black flying personnel
from the field. The precipitating factor was a dispute over the use of
the officers’ club. Added to this was the summer 1943 riot in Detroit
which created great anxiety for the War Department and AAF.

The new bombardment organization—the 477th—arrived at
Selfridge in early 1944. Although the men of the 477th were not respon-
sible for the officers’ club incident, its consequences definitely affected
their training. The initial confrontation took place on 1 January 1944
when three black officers visited the club and were told by the base
commander, Col. William L. Boyd, and another officer that they were
not welcome. According to the War Department Inspector’s report
completed later by Gen. Davis and Col. Harvey Shoemaker, Col. Boyd
“forbade Negro officers to use the Officers’ Club and employed insult-
ing language in conveying his views on this subject to a Negro officer.”
Then, Lt. Col. Charles Gayle, Commanding Officer of the 553d Fighter
Squadron, told the black officers in his command “that he would court-
martial for inciting a riot, the first man who stepped into the Officers’
Club.” 4 The AAF also investigated and its report defended the actions
of its commanders at Selfridge, noting that it had

established as a cardinal policy, explicit and definite directions
that recreational and social activities on each base, whereon col-
ored and white troops are stationed jointly, should be so provided
and handled as to avoid charges of discrimination or prejudice
towards members of either race.

The report mentioned that construction of a gym, service club, and
officers’ club was in progress. In addition, Col. Boyd was well sup-
ported, as he had been “especially selected for that duty.” The AAF
concluded by stating that “every effort is being made by this Head-
quarters to implement the expressed War Department policy concern-
ing the equality of treatment of all military personnel.” The AAF took
this stand with total disregard of AR 210-10 which stated that all
officers’ clubs would be open to all officers on the base. By refusing to
enforce the regulation, the AAF skirted the issue completely and
emphasized “equality of treatment.” 49

The following month because of pressure from the War Depart-
ment, the Air Inspector submitted another appraisal of the situation.
After the January incident, the base closed the officers’ club; since this
undoubtedly had been the cause of the confrontation, the inspector
concluded that the problem had been resolved, although he admitted
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that Col. Gayle had mishandled the matter. On the other hand, the Air
Inspector maintained that Col. Boyd had been impartial and restrained
and had rendered himself accessible to black personnel. Most signifi-
cant, the report reveals what the AAF believed to have been the main
source of this racial problem —the city of Detroit. The inspector noted
that Detroit “has always been a center of racial activities,” and “that
communistic elements are particularly active among Negroes at pres-
ent.” Furthermore, the AAF believed that the black press was at-
tempting to precipitate a racial incident and was playing up events at
the base. For this reason, then, the Air Inspector recommended that
blacks be moved from the area and from exploitation by the press. He
thought the best relocation would be one so remote that mail could
be censored to prevent adverse criticism from reaching the United
States.’® General Arnold agreed with the recommendation to remove
the blacks from Selfridge and was inclined to place them on Antigua or
Saint Lucia in the Caribbean. Since the Secretary of War would have
to approve the move, Arnold recommended a detailed study illustrating
the problems at Selfridge; and he especially requested that the “tie-in
with the local agitators in the City” be emphasized, noting their ad-
verse effect on training and discipline. Any location selected must have
a minimum of interference so that blacks could be properly trained for
combat. And so the Air Staff proceeded with plans to relocate the
477th, although Antigua and Saint Lucia were deemed impractical 5!

While the Air Staff made preparations for the move, the situation
at Selfridge had not improved with time as the AAF had hoped. Ten-
sions remained because the basic racial issues had not been resolved,
and the black press gave continuous coverage to them. Truman Gibson
wrote to Assistant Secretary John McCloy reminding him that Mich-
igan did have a civil rights law; that black officers had used the club
without incident in the past; that they had been stationed at Self-
ridge for more than a year and, until recently, no effort had been
made to provide them with club facilities; and that their living quarters
were inferior and unsatisfactory. Gibson correctly observed that while
certain conditions were taken for granted in the South, “it is quite
another matter to transplant those same conditions on a Northern post
in a state where there is a civil rights law and despite plain and explicit
Army regulation.” However, the War Department had not always en-
forced its policies and was often vague and ambiguous about what its
policies actually were. As a result, the AAF was able to get by with a
minimum of initiative on the whole issue of equal treatment.’2

Black pilots encountered further humiliation over the restrictions
placed on Wacs stationed at Selfridge. The base informed the women
that they could not walk around the base without an MP escort, and
female control tower operators were escorted to and from work. In
addition, the women were told that they could not socialize with blacks.
Once the black pilots left, the Wacs were given the freedom of the
base.?
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Meanwhile, Maj. Gen. Miller G. White of the War Department Per-
sonnel Division had been studying the Davis/Shoemaker report and
basically agreed with it, concluding that the War Department had been
lax in enforcing its policies:

It is obvious that the commanding officer at Selfridge Field, Col.
William L. Boyd, the commanding officer of the 553d Fighter
Squadron, and other officers at Selfridge Field deliberately and
intentionally violated explicit War Department instructions on
this subject. Either the War Department must enforce its orders
and regulations and demand complete compliance by commanders
of all echelons, or we must revise the instructions and permit
racial segregation and discrimination. The subject is a difficult one
and this division believes that the War Department must adhere
to its position and enforce its policy.*

The War Department accepted Gen. White’s evaluation that its direc-
tives had been violated by authorities at Selfridge; it authorized a
change of station, halted construction on the black officers’ club, and
relieved and reprimanded Col. Boyd.>

There were several AAF officers who made vital decisions on
racial questions involving Selfridge and later Godman and Freeman
Fields. Maj. Gen. Frank O’D. Hunter, First Air Force Commander, had
the greatest influence on race relations affecting the 477th during 1944
and 1945. In the spring of 1944, he visited Selfridge where he told a
black newspaperman that “Negroes can’t expect to obtain equality in
200 years and probably won’t, except in some distant future.” 3¢ Four
telephone conversations made in April and July 1944, between Hunter
and various Air Staff officers, reveal the attitude of these men. Some
criticism which Col. Boyd received concerned Gen. Hunter, because the
latter was particularly involved. Hunter and Boyd realized that the
real question was not comparable officers’ clubs but the issue of segre-
gation. Hunter admitted to Gen. Robert W. Harper, head of AAF
Training, that “I don’t think, in line with [what] they found out about
Boyd, I don’t think I'm qualified to command colored troops either.”
Hunter had told Boyd to stand firm and was embarrassed when the
Secretary of War reprimanded him. Hunter even tried to avoid men-
tion of the reprimand on Boyd’s Efficiency Report and conferred on
this matter with the Office of the Air Adjutant General. His conversa-
tion with Gen. Giles, Chief of the Air Staff, indicates that the Air Staff
also supported Boyd:

Giles: I told Gen. Arnold how you felt about it, that you didn’t
want anybody in your command taking the rap for some-
thing that you condoned.

Hunter: I didn’t condone it, I ordered it.

Giles: And that later on when they were excluded from the Club
you went up there and talked to the Commanding Officer
and told him to carry it on and that I concurred in that deci-
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sion with you . . .. I told General Arnold that we wouldn’t
let them join the Club and he approved.®

In a further conversation with Gen. William E. Hall, also an Air
Staff officer, Hunter complained that Hall and Gen. Harper were call-
ing direct to Selfridge “about all kinds of things.” He preferred that the
Air Staff go through him, and did not want to be responsible for con-
versations direct with his subordinates. Hall replied, “I'll tell you,
Monk, we had to get the answer the fastest way we could to keep Mr.
Stimson from slitting Barney’s [Giles] throat.” Hunter wanted to
know if the War Department had spies at Selfridge, since they seemed
to learn about the closing of the officers’ club almost immediately. Gen-
eral Hall responded: “It will surprise you that word came from Self-
ridge, probably through some clearinghouse in Detroit, to the White
House, to Stimson.” Hunter claimed that the club had been closed to
sand the floors. Hall added, “when you can’t polish the floors of your
officers’ club without explaining it to the Secretary of War, it does
make you wonder, doesn’t it.” 3

The above conversations demonstrate that Boyd was not the only
officer who should have been reprimanded, and that decisions involv-
ing Selfridge implicated a major field commander and the highest
levels of the AAF. Boyd, however, was in a most vulnerable position
and became the “sacrificial lamb.” The AAF clearly succumbed to War
Department pressure, but avoided the segregation issue by removing
black units from Selfridge. ,

In May, the 477th was transferred from Selfridge to Godman
Field, Kentucky, and the 553d to Walterboro, South Carolina. Official
histories make no suggestion that racial factors were largely respon-
sible for the move. The First Air Force history furnishes as reasons
“hazards and interruptions,” such as smoke from the industrial area
and winter weather. The history of the 477th states that the “transfer
was made to make use of better atmospheric conditions for flying.” *°

However, behind the scenes in the War Department and AAF,
among the black fliers, and within the black community, the real rea-
son for the move was no secret. Capt. Walter S. Brown, a medical doctor
stationed both at Selfridge and Godman, reveals in his personal corre-
spondence the growing tensions at the Michigan field and how the AAF
merely transplanted the racial problem to Godman. Brown writes that
in March morale among blacks was quite low as a result of a visit by
Gen. Hunter during which he stated that there “will be no race prob-
lem here for he will not tolerate any mixing of the races and anyone
who protests will be classed as an agitator, sought out and dealt with
accordingly.” Hunter added that he had gone out of his way to get a
separate club because “colored officers weren’t ready to be accepted as
the equal of white officers.”

In a renewed effort, blacks again attempted to integrate the club
as a test case of AR 210-10, but an informer revealed their plan. So,
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later in March, they filed applications to join the club, but Col. Boyd
rejected them. Brown wrote that Col. Robert Selway, the 477th Com-
mander, called a meeting announcing that “any officer under him who
uttered one word in protest would be given unsatisfactory in the per-
formance of his duties.” In anger, Capt. Brown added, “it’s really Ala-
bama in Michigan.” Two months later, Brown reported that the move
to Godman certainly had not resolved basic grievances, that morale re-
mained low, and that “pilots fly on psychological reactions within
their minds and with so much confusion existing they can’t possibly do
their best.” Reminiscent of Dr. Kubie's observations a year earlier,
Brown noted that there were no AAF psychiatrists there, and “the psy-
chological problems of these pilots are not understood.” Therefore,
flight surgeons did not ground pilots with flying fatigue to prevent seri-
ous neuroses, and Brown wrote Truman Gibson that “one thing I am
most convinced—namely—these pilots can take it for if they couldn’t
the whole bunch would have cracked up mentally long ago.” In July, a
memorandum from Gibson indicates that Brown was in a military
hospital and was “diagnosed as a psychoneurotic because of his inabil-
ity to adjust to conditions in the South.” ¢

While the 477th moved to Godman, the 553d deployed to Walter-
boro, South Carolina, where its primary mission was to provide re-
placement fighter pilots for the 332d, then in Italy. The Air Staff con-
cerned itself about race relations at Walterboro because of its southern
location and because the 553d had been a major problem at Selfridge.
It contained a “troublesome element,” as one report notes.5!

In May, Gen. Giles visited Walterboro and reported that there were
adequate quarters and messing facilities and an excellent officers’ club
for the 80 blacks, but he made no mention of the club for the 22 white
officers. Two enlisted messes were established according to race and a
new service club was furnished for the black enlisted. The PX and
theater were available to both blacks and whites, but the gym was
shared on alternate days. Discipline was quite lax and some personnel
exhibited arrogance, insolence, and disrespect toward Giles. He felt
that there was a need for stronger leadership and the following month
anew commander arrived on station.6?

Race relations were at a standoff while the 553d was at Walter-
boro. Gen. Hunter wanted some form of segregation maintained, be-
cause he believed “that’s the way they run things down in South
Carolina.”“ He informed Gen. Giles that he would not change his think-
ing on the subject “unless I'm ordered to.” When the War Department
ordered during the summer of 1944 that facilities would be utilized by
both whites and blacks, white officers refused to attend the club and
rented facilities in the town.® The following year, the base furnished a
club for the whites. And in an attempt to discourage publicity, Gen.
Hunter told the commander at Walterboro, Col. Kirksey, that if the
black officers attempted to enter the white club, the white officers
should not commit any overt acts against the blacks.5 The Pittsburgh

60



Courier throughout 1944 pointed out problems such as the presence of
general unrest and discrimination, the white power structure which
kept black officers working for whites, the existence of two officers’
clubs, the lack of facilities in the town, and the segregated theater. The
Courier reported that the local bus was segregated, but the men tore off
the signs and sat where they wanted.5

Because the War Department seldom exhibited strong direction in
the area of race relations, basic issues affecting black flying units in
the United States remained unresolved at the end of 1944. The ambigu-
ity of segregation policy and dominance by the white command struc-
ture, coupled with increased pressure by blacks, fostered a breakdown
in communication that led the following year to a conflict at Freeman
Field, Indiana. Overseas, the story was quite different as the 332d
became an integral part of the Allied fighting machine. Other AAF
officers there respected and accepted the blacks. Within the AAF, the
treatment of small groups of black officers at various bases ranged
from good to discriminatory. The degree of acceptance was relative to
the amount of public attention focused on the base. But the treatment
of the 477th exemplified the most harmful attitudes of many AAF
officers. Next, it is necessary to examine changes that were taking
place in the War Department, some of the other problems blacks en-
countered in the AAF, and the kinds of protests they presented to the
AAF and War Department.
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Chapter IV
1943: ERA OF CHANGE

During the course of the war, the War Department and the AAF
spent much time, money, and effort to assure employment of black
troops with a minimum of racial difficulty. They conducted surveys
and staff studies, wrote pamphlets and manuals, produced films and
radio broadcasts, and passed down the chain of command a constant
stream of letters, memoranda, and instructions. It is difficult to assess
the effectiveness of this activity, but it is clear that racial tensions did
not subside as the war progressed and the AAF’s most explosive racial
disturbance took place in April 1945. An obvious explanation for per-
sistent racial unrest within the military was that society continued to
compound the causal racial problems. Too, the fact that many military
leaders were not convinced of the black’s usefulness in the war effort
did not abet racial harmony. It is apparent, however, that as the war
progressed, attitudes at the highest levels within the War Department
underwent a major and significant change. From 1940 to early 1943,
officials generally believed in the inferiority of blacks, were afraid to
incorporate them into the armed forces, and were certain that conspir-
ators, inspired by Communists, Japanese spies, or other un-American
groups, were responsible for racial strife. This theory rested on the
assumption that the country had solved its racial problem through a
separate-but-equal doctrine that blacks found acceptable and that any
challenge to the status quo had to be explained on the basis of alien
forces stimulating the dissatisfaction of racially inferior blacks. For
many War Department officials, the black press was conspicuous as a
transmitter of alien ideas. However, beginning in 1943, the War De-
partment began to reflect a changed attitude. There was an increasing
acceptance of the notion that the black was not racially inferior, but
was a victim of environment, racism, prejudice, and segregation.

Unfortunately, because of a decided lack of commitment on the
part of some AAF leaders, this attitudinal change did not filter down to
lower command levels. Racial difficulties might have been minimized
had AAF leaders rigidly enforced equality of treatment for all person-
nel and exhibited the moral leadership sought by War Department
officials. Rather, throughout the chain of command, commanders
found ways to circumvent War Department and AAF directives.

A change in opinion in Washington and the development of rela-
tive harmony between the War Department and the black community
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were of crucial importance. In this chapter, we will see how the War
Department failed during the early part of the war to face the racial
problem and in lieu of a comprehensive program, it attempted in a
random fashion to circumvent potential problems with sporadic direc-
tives and orders. Such haphazard tactics eventually evolved into a con-
certed effort to improve channels of communication within their own
command and with the black community. Though these attempts were
not initially successful, they were steps in the right direction.

I

During the period of the pre-World War II military buildup, blacks
became increasingly vocal, pressuring the War Department and the
President to be more responsive to their problems and to be more asser-
tive in assuring their fair employment in the military services. A result
of this action was the formation of the all-black Office of the Civilian
Aide to the Secretary of War. Established on 1 November 1940 to
“facilitate the equitable and orderly integration of Negroes into the
Army,” it proved to be an active agent for change within the War De-
partment. Its responsibilities, at first vague, were later expanded, and
the office was given an important role when the War Department
announced that all policy matters pertaining to blacks were to be
referred to the Civilian Aide “for comment or concurrence before final
action.”!

Judge William H. Hastie was appointed as the first Civilian Aide,
and Truman Gibson, a Chicago lawyer, was designated his assistant;
others later joined their staff, including Louis R. Lautier and James C.
Evans. Prior to accepting this post, Hastie had been assistant solicitor
for the Department of the Interior, Federal District Judge of the Virgin
Islands, Dean of the Howard University Law School, and chairman of
the National Legal Committee of the NAACP. He brought with him to
the War Department a broad legal background, an outstanding reputa-
tion, and a dedication to crusade actively against disecrimination. Hastie
remained in this position until January 1943, when Truman Gibson
assumed the post as Acting Civilian Aide and then was named the
Civilian Aide. During the war years, each man stamped his own per-
sonality upon the office, although Hastie generally received much of
the publicity.

Hastie was ineffective in working within the War Department,
and evidence demonstrates that the War Department itself has to
accept most of the responsibility. High-ranking officials displayed a
steadfast reluctance to utilize blacks in the war effort and did not take
Hastie seriously. They rarely consulted him on policy questions affect-
ing blacks and misconstrued his suggestions as threats rather than as
constructive criticism.? Hastie was encumbered by his identification
with the NAACP. Since the NAACP crusaded against the policies of
the War Department and AAF, and Hastie maintained ties with that
organization, the War Department never fully accepted him.? On the
other hand, he believed that his ties with the NAACP increased his
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effectiveness, for it meant that he represented “responsible views and
opinions widely shared by the black community.” Hastie maintained
that “military leadership would have been no less reluctant to accept
my recommendation if I had not had that association.” He remained
pessimistic during the early 1940’s over the prospect of changing exist-
ing racial policy but hoped to minimize racial discrimination despite
the segregated system.*

The Office of the Civilian Aide was delegated little actual power or
authority. During the early years, it is unlikely that anyone could have
effectively functioned in the office, given the inflexible attitude of
many military officers. Hastie had to confront those who perpetuated
racial stereotypes and accepted Jim Crow practices, and he experienced
constant frustration.

Such attitudes were reflected in a series of reports which the War
Department issued during 1942 following the investigation of racial
conditions in the Army. Several themes permeate the reports. They as-
sume, for example, that since War Department directives emphatically
prohibited any kind of diserimination, it would follow then that there
would be no racial problems. And since racial problems did exist, War
Department officials became convinced that alien elements—Com-
munists, Japanese, and other un-American groups—fomented them.
Included among organizations on this conspiratory list were the black
press which was viewed as dispensing un-American ideas and encour-
aging racial unrest, the independent northern blacks stationed in the
South, and at times the NAACP.

A report by the Operations Division of the General Staff, sub-
mitted in April 1942, exemplifies the department’s pattern of thinking
and details some of the racial problems in the Army. The evaluation
maintained that orders issued from above were complied with below.
Thus, the Operations Division noted that the Army policy of segrega-
tion resulted in equal status for blacks, and that every effort was made
to “eliminate discrimination, racial prejudice, and intentional or unin-
tentional slighting” of the black soldier. The report was somewhat
visionary in believing that instances of discrimination and injustice
were isolated cases and that because of its policies the War Department
had “practically eliminated the colored problem, as such, within the
Army.”

In addition, the operations report reflected an outmoded thought
of interwar Army War College studies. It noted that although black
soldiers had an inadequate educational background, they also suffered
from “the apparent lack of inherent natural mechanical adaptability.”
Further, the report held they functioned best in nontechnical or labor
units, and that they were not capable as leaders and created problems
because of social mixing.?

An intelligence memorandum discussing conditions around Alex-
andria, Louisiana blamed northern blacks stationed in the South for
racial tensions. The study recommended that they not be stationed in
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the South because of the negative impact they had on southern blacks
and whites.®

An inspection mission, conducted by Col. Elliot D. Cooke for the
Chief of Staff, became the basis for another report. Cooke believed that
there were numerous factors responsible for racial incidents, including
the selection of inadequate officers and noncommissioned officers,
unequal facilities provided for black and white soldiers, lack of cooper-
ation by southern authorities, the provocations of so-called “poor white
trash,” mistreatment by local law enforcement officials, attacks by
white soldiers on blacks, “the colored soldiers’ desire for a woman,”
and associations with white women. Colonel Cooke also singled out
“colored uplift societies” such as the NAACP and black newspapers,
and recommended that there be some kind of censorship over the black
press.’

The Military Intelligence Division also focused on the black press
in its analysis of racial conditions. Its study asserted that certain arti-
cles “could not be considered as influencing their readers toward high
allegiance to the Army.” Although the black papers could not be labeled
as subversive, they did “at times appear to achieve the same results as
outright subversive publications.” To counter their influence, the
division urged that the War Department make a concerted effort “to
reduce and control the publication of inflammatory and vituperative
articles” in the black press.® This report also discussed agitation by
Communists, Germans, and Japanese among black troops. One survey
of nearly 500 black soldiers indicated that over 20 percent “admitted
their sympathies were with other governments.” ®* The military recog-
nized the Communists as the predominant subversive influence, al-
though the Japanese had made headway by stressing “this is a white
man’s war” among dissatisfied black soldiers. Because of their racial
ideologies, the Germans won few converts, but the War Depart-
ment was concerned nevertheless that German agents might create
dissension.!?

In this atmosphere, Judge Hastie’s identification with the NAACP
created a cleavage between his office and the military. His influence
was not evident in fundamental policy decisions within the War De-
partment, but rather in tackling discrimination “point by point.”
Hastie funneled his energies into processing individual complaints of
discriminatory treatment, channeled them to the proper agency within
the War Department, and followed up on action which had been taken.
One of his primary goals was the elimination of discrimination of any
form within the military, and Hastie and his assistants pursued that
goal through countless cases. James Evans, a member of Hastie’s
staff, reflected after the war that they had proceeded from one step
to the next with an attempt to “get over it without losing [the] whole
works.” 11

A massive volume of correspondence inundated the Civilian Aide’s
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Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson (left), Assistant Secretary of War John J. McCloy,
and Assistant Secretary of War for Air Robert A. Lovett.

Office. For example, Hastie wrote to a private indicating that he was
making every effort to increase the number of aviation cadets in mete-
orology; and to a number of blacks he responded to their protests of
AAF height restrictions for flying. Hastie wrote to a man from Phila-
delphia that the waiting period for black candidates to aviation cadets
was much longer than for whites. His aides also came to grips with
such problems. A private wrote Evans complaining that he hated his
stay at Keesler Field, Mississippi and the entire South; Gibson cor-
responded with the St. Louis Branch of the NAACP that had com-
plained about the inaction of the Civilian Aide’s Office; and the office
attempted to locate potential aircraft mechanics for the AAF.12

In an attempt to resolve as many of these grievances as possible,
the aides flooded every level of the War Department with letters,
including the offices of the Secretary of War (Stimson), his Under Sec-
retary (Patterson), Assistant Secretary (McCloy), and Assistant Secre-
tary for Air (Lovett). Further down the chain of command, they sent
memoranda to the Chief of Staff, the Chief of the AAF, the Inspector
General, the Adjutant General, and others.

During the course of 1941 and 1942, Lovett had the responsibility
to resolve questions concerning blacks in the AAF, but in the later
stages of the war McCloy assumed the task as head of the Committee
on Negro Troop Policies.'® Hastie’s and Gibson’s correspondence to
Lovett and MeCloy was voluminous and challenging on many issues, as
the aides were realistic about the basic conservatism inherent within
the War Department. This caused some high-ranking officials to be
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concerned about the pressure that the Civilian Aide could bring to bear.
In early 1941, the Operations Officer of the General Staff notes that the
Civilian Aide Office and organizations supporting them had gained
numerous small concessions and were likely to secure more. Given his
concern for the “increasing pressure” generated by these groups, the
officer recommended that the War Department formulate a policy
“which will both discourage their growth and prevent its function.” '
Lovett was also concerned about the pressure Hastie used to burden
the AAF and was afraid that some people might expect a change in
policy as a result. Therefore, Lovett informed the AAF that “there
must be and will be segregation.” 1>

It is true that one of Hastie’s main goals was desegregation, and
the AAF was particularly vulnerable on that point. His criticism
focused on the negative aspects of the segregation system. For example,
the AAF conducted all pilot training for blacks at one base, Tuskegee,
while the same training for whites was scattered about the country.
Because of the limited facilities at Tuskegee, cadets entering black avi-
ation experienced long delays. Furthermore, Hastie was critical of the
inequality of the training and facilities at Tuskegee in contrast to other
bases. In addition, since blacks were segregated into separate flying
and technical units, and these were limited in size and number, they
had few opportunities to receive additional training. Discussions with-
in the AAF to relocate all black training to Tuskegee also disturbed
Hastie and his staff. Such a move would have taxed even further the
already crowded base, and would have stressed all the more the sepa-
rateness of the races.!$

Aside from the Office of the Civilian Aide, numerous civilian
organizations were successful in channeling their efforts toward ac-
complishing change within the War Department. The two most vocal
and active black groups were the black press and the NAACP."

The black press reached the pinnacle of its influence during World
War I1, and touched most blacks in one fashion or another.!® The press
engaged in an active struggle for the enhancement of the black race
and was “extremely race-conscious . ..[in working] to foster race-
consciousness . . . [among] Negroes.” ¥ The black press conducted for
over a decade a relentless crusade to insure equal participation by
blacks in the armed services,?® and it zealously exposed and publicized
any diserimination toward them.?!

Regardless of whether or not the black press was actually “subver-
sive,” many within the War Department discussed the possibility of
curtailing its influence. Some suggested summoning its representa-
tives to “have a frank talk with them.” When officials considered this
in mid-1943, McCloy recommended instead the improvement of the
Negro Section of the Bureau of Public Relations. The section had been
created a year earlier in response to pressure by the black press for
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Col. B. 0. Davis, Jr., Frank Stanley, President of the National Negro Publishing Associa-
tion, and Truman K. Gibson, Jr., Civilian Aide to the Secretary of War, during a visit
to Godman Field.

more news coverage of black units. If after a trial period inflammatory
articles still persisted, McCloy then suggested they summon represent-
atives of the black press to “dress them down.”??

The NAACP was also active in fighting diserimination in the
Army. Although there were significant numbers of whites in leader-
ship positions, those who provided the main thrust, such as Walter
White and Roy Wilkins, and its rank and file, were black. Its legal
activities came under the direction of men such as Thurgood Marshall
and Judge Hastie. During the war years, because the NAACP took a
stand on key issues and gained favorable publicity, it enjoyed a tre-
mendous increase in branches and membership.?

General Stratemeyer Assistant Secretary of War
Robert P. Patterson.
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White and Wilkins became involved with problems in the Army;
White, in particular, travelled throughout the world visiting camps and
making contacts with black soldiers and their officers. At the same
time, both addressed letters to the President and War Department
officials, citing examples of improper treatment of blacks.?

The NAACP forwarded to the Office of the Civilian Aide or to the
NAACP Washington Bureau letters received from black soldiers com-
plaining of diserimination and similar problems. NAACP leaders had
limited power to act because they could not handle administrative
grievances such as assignments and financial problems, or cases
involving discrimination in civilian communities. For example, in 1944
a private from Robbins Field, Georgia accidentally brushed into a
white woman shopper in a Perry, Georgia grocery store causing an
altercation involving several white men. Although authorities did not
charge the private with any serious crime, they placed him in solitary
confinement in the Perry jail. The AAF refused to act, since it was a
civilian matter, and the NAACP was powerless.?

However, the NAACP was successful in bringing change to other
areas of discrimination. Wilkins once complained that the Geiger Field
officials in Spokane, Washington had introduced a type of Jim Crow
system in the seating arrangement at the base theater. As a result of
his protest, officials rescinded the order and allowed soldiers to sit
where they wished in the theater. Meanwhile, the Columbus, Ohio
branch of the NAACP complained of segregated facilities in the PX at
Lockbourne Field which led to an investigation.?

Through its efforts, the NAACP was admonished for being a nui-
sance to the War Department. When White sent a telegram to General
Arnold requesting information he needed for an article, Arnold replied
that classification prevented him from releasing the information. And
Arnold warned a member of his staff that White’s request looked like
“a new blast of Negro propaganda.” ¥ In addition, the Army sometimes
viewed NAACP pressure as a threat. Remarks by Walter White caused
Gen. MacArthur to send a Top Secret message to Gen. Marshall com-
plaining that “the violent opinions and unfounded statements of Mister
White would seem to mark him as a troublemaker and a menace to the
war effort.” 28

As we have seen above, many in the War Department and in
American society saw the NAACP in much the same light as they
viewed the black press—as militants and radicals stirring up the black
soldier. At one time in 1942, Virginius Dabney, writing in the Rich-
mond Times Dispatch, accused the NAACP of inciting to riot and of
traitorous actions.?? But the NAACP did not relent in its attempt to
elicit change and to end discrimination and segregation. Win or lose, it
was a pressure group with which the War Department had to deal. The
NAACP maintained constant contact with black soldiers, and Walter
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White’s trips around the world demonstrated that it was a significant
force. Its increase in membership also exemplified its wide appeal and
strong stand on key issues.

A turn of events within the War Department came with Hastie’s
resignation on 5 January 1943. Although Judge Hastie was enthusiastic
during the early part of his appointment, dissatisfaction soon overcame
him. Following a meeting in March 1941, Stimson reports that they had
gotten along well, that he had given Hastie some reassurances, and that
he appeared to be appreciative. Yet, by the following January, Hastie
had prepared a letter of resignation “because he felt that he was being
frustrated in his efforts.” Then, in October Hastie and Stimson met
again; Stimson writes that he had heard Hastie was “discontented and
felt that he was being neglected.” Stimson attempted to reassure him,
but was disappointed with his attitude, about which the Secretary
notes: “it was not realistic and I am afraid his usefulness is limited.” 3°
Judge Hastie, however, was not disenchanted with the Secretary of
War, but with the attitudes and policies of the AAF. He characterized
.the force’s sentiments toward him and his office as “hostile” and attrib-
uted this largely to Gen. Henry Arnold “who was entirely out of sym-
pathy with my efforts.” Also the Assistant Secretary of War for Air,
Robert Lovett, “always seemed politely disinterested in my efforts.” 3!

In his letter of resignation to the Secretary of War, Hastie directed
much of his resentment toward the AAF, because some of its recent
actions were “so objectionable and inexcusable that I have no alterna-
tive but to resign in protest and to give public expression to my views.”
He characterized the AAF’s efforts in the race relations field as reac-
tionary and unsatisfactory, and its recent performance as a “further
retrogression.” Hastie included five pages of specific objections and in
particular denounced the recent announcement of a segregated Officer
Candidate School (OCS) at Jefferson Barracks, Missouri and the
“humiliating and morale shattering mistreatment at Tuskegee.” 32

Hastie believed that the OCS proposal for Jefferson Barracks was
a reversal of the earlier War Department practice of unsegregated
schools. It disturbed him that he had not been consulted, that the AAF
had been misleading in its policies, and that he had to learn about the
school from rumors and a press release. Among other criticism di-
rected at the AAF, Hastie remarked on its general reluctance to employ
blacks and complained that it organized them into service units which
often performed menial or common labor and “serveld] no specific
military need.” He further protested that the AAF restricted blacks in
their admittance to Tuskegee; that although the AAF needed weather
officers, it turned down qualified blacks; that they had not been accept-
ed as service pilots; that black medical officers did not receive equiva-
lent training as they were not admitted to the School of Aviation
Medicine at Randolph Field, Texas; and that Tuskegee maintained
separate messes, toilet facilities, and officers’ call as well as restrictions
on black military police carrying sidearms. He remarked that where
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valuable inroads had been made, the AATF had failed to pursue them
with assertive action. He mentioned for instance that integrated train-
ing for technicians and mechanics had been successful at Chanute, but
that it had not been implemented elsewhere; also, the AAF had trained
two black officers as Aerial Observers but was discontinuing the
program.3?

Hastie’s resignation had a notable impact upon the AAF and the
black community.?4. The AAF girded itself for Hastie’s resignation
memorandum, preparing for the brunt of his criticism. The War De-
partment instructed it “to explain to the satisfaction of the Secretary of
War the criticism set forth” in Hastie’s memorandum, and the Person-
nel Division of the Air Staff hastily compiled explanations for each of
Hastie’s charges. The AAF conceded that it had conducted a feasibility
study of a segregated OCS at Jefferson Barracks to complement the
one at Miami Beach, but the proposal was discarded. The AAF admitted
that it was unfortunate that one of its divisions, Individual Training,
had not been notified of the change in plans and had begun to imple-
ment the move to Jefferson Barracks. It was through this lack of coor-
dination that Hastie learned of the plan and mistakenly believed that
it had been approved. The AAF acknowledged that “there appears to be
no good reason why Negro Service Pilots should not be effectively em-
ployed,” and that the training of black surgeons through a correspond-
ence course instead of at Randolph “constituted undesirable diserimi-
nation.” Also, Personnel stressed that if Tuskegee had violated War
Department policies, corrective action should be taken. It admitted
that although the AAF had been skeptical of the blacks’ ability to
contribute to the national air effort, its policy was not to discriminate
because of race.*

Perhaps the AAF’s reaction to Hastie’s resignation exhibited the
first real signs of a constructive outlook toward the employment of
blacks. Since the AAF was well aware of its vulnerability, it began to
move with a speed and determination never previously observed in the
area of race relations. The Chief of the Air Staff, Maj. Gen. George
Stratemeyer, assumed personal control and acted with dispatch and
decisiveness. He appointed Personnel as the central collection agency
for material on blacks in the AAF and ordered that the Director of
Individual Training insure that no AAF training school or facility con-
duct segregated training. Tuskegee, because of its particular nature,
remained an exception.’® To the Commanding General of the Technical
Training Command, Stratemeyer wrote that he did not want “any
colored school any place to be conducted as a segregated school.” He
ordered that at the Miami OCS blacks be afforded equal treatment, and
that they “will go to the same classes, to the same drills, and eat in mess
halls the same as the whites.” 37 And he instructed the Director of
Military Requirements to increase the training for black ground crew
members.?®

General Stratemeyer informed the Air Surgeon that he would pro-
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vide a “proportionate share of vacancies for Negro resident students at
the School of Aviation Medicine.”® As Personnel had indicated, the
policy regarding specialized training for medical doctors was diserim-
inatory. While whites attended the Flight Surgeon School at Randolph
Field, Texas, blacks received their training through a correspondence
course. Earlier in 1942 Hastie had received some complaints concerning
this and had pressed Lovett’s office for an explanation but had not
received satisfactory answers. Though the Randolph school excluded
them, Col. Coiner wrote Hastie that “it is not the policy of the Air Corps
to exclude Negro officers from training at the School of Aviation Medi-
cine.” * Coiner’s reply was evasive, to say the least. Similarly, the
official history of Medical Support for the AAF was misleading when it
reported that a correspondence course would train black flight surgeons
“with theleast disruption.” The quoted phrase could only be interpreted
to mean that interracial mixing would be prohibited for the AAF and
separate though unequal training would be retained for blacks.#!

General Stratemeyer was particularly concerned about conditions
at Tuskegee Field, since it was clearly the racial showplace of the AAF.
In a letter to the Flying Training Command, he quoted relevant regula-
tions about discrimination and the treatment of blacks after noting
Hastie’s comments about Tuskegee. He directed that there be no sepa-
ration of the races in official assemblies, in toilet facilities, and messing
facilities, and that hereafter black officers be placed in administrative
posts. Lieutenant Colonel Noel Parrish, the new commander at Tuske-
gee, responded affirmatively for strict compliance with the spirit and
letter of War Department policies. He added that every effort would be
made to prevent “misunderstandings, difficulties, and demoralizing
incidents.” This final point caused some consternation within the AAF.
A high-ranking general feared that enforcement of War Department
policies at Tuskegee would threaten traditional black-white relation-
ships with the surrounding community that had been seasoned with
time and solidified with practice.4

That the AAF implemented these changes as a result of Hastie’s
resignation was confirmed by a letter which Under Secretary Patterson
prepared in response to Mr. Wilbur LaRoe, Jr., Chairman of the Com-
mittee on Civic Affairs of the Washington Federation of Churches. The
black press publicized Patterson’s reply as the official War Department
response to Hastie. LaRoe had based his original correspondence on
material released by Hastie, and Patterson discussed each point. The
latter responded that Tuskegee had the same modern facilities as those
schools which trained white pilots, and blacks attended the same OCS
and technical schools as whites; that black soldiers performed unskilled
tasks in the AAF only because of their below average performance on
the Army General Classification Test (AGCT); that they would be
trained in other flying jobs after they had gained experience in pursuit
flying; that Tuskegee was advancing blacks to command duties; that
the officers mess at Tuskegee was open to all officers; that Aviation
Squadrons performed necessary functions at every base and there were
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comparable white squadrons, but under a different designation; that
weather officers would be trained as they were needed for black units;
that the use of blacks as service pilots was under study; that black
doctors were being assigned to the resident study course at the School
of Aviation Medicine; and, that the War Department was examining
the feasibility of training a bomber group.*

However, Patterson’s letter satisfied neither Hastie nor the black
community. Following his resignation, Hastie conducted a publicity
campaign in leading black newspapers, detailing racial problems in the
AAF and reiterating his former criticisms.** Later that year, he cli-
maxed his struggle with a pamphlet titled On Clipped Wings, published
by the NAACP. He recapitulates in this work the points expressed in
his resignation letter and other assorted articles, and clearly attempts
to capitalize on the publicity surrounding his resignation.*

I

After 1943 until the termination of the war, there appeared to be a
decided attitudinal shift among War Department leadership. Policy
makers became aware of the full scope of racial problems and attempt-
ed viable solutions. To a certain extent, the AAF reaction to Hastie's
resignation exemplifies a fresh new approach, but unfortunately the
impetus created by that event was short-lived, although increased
demands from the black community and persistent pressure from the
War Department caused the AAF to modify its position. Under the
chairmanship of Assistant Secretary of War, John J. McCloy, the Ad-
visory Committee on Negro Troop Policies, commonly referred to as the
McCloy Committee, was instrumental in bringing about change. The
committee was created in 1942 following an inspection tour by Col.
Elliot D. Cooke who noted a lack of consistency in the practices and
policies affecting black troops. The committee’s purpose was to function
as a central agency at the highest levels to coordinate policy for the
utilization of black troops. Its duties were to assist in developing a
cogent and consistent War Department policy with respect to social
questions, personnel problems, training, and to issue information to
aid officers.4®

The communications gap surrounding the formation of the McCloy
Committee was boundless. When first organized, the Civilian Aide to
the Secretary of War on Negro Affairs was to be included in all policy
decisions concerning blacks. However, Judge Hastie was not notified of
the existence of the McCloy Committee, perhaps illustrating the War
Department’s basic unwillingness to accept him. Judge Hastie and Un-
der Secretary of War Patterson learned about the committee only
indirectly a month after its formation. In a strongly worded memoran-
dum to McCloy, Patterson expressed his indignation about not being
informed of the committee, and related that not informing Hastie was
“oneof the factors that has led him to question his usefulness as Special
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Aide to the Secretary of War on Negro Affairs.” Patterson also stressed
that Hastie had considered resigning at that time because he did not
feel “he is accomplishing anything of useful nature.” 4

Although established in 1942, the McCloy Committee remained
ineffective until the following year. It was beset by a number of prob-
lems. Having only advisory powers, its status was confusing; and since
its members had other regular duties, they devoted limited time and
energy to committee work. Then too, a lack of support by many within
the War Department stifled the committee’s momentum. One officer
noted that “the field of race relations has never been a popular one”
within the department and the presence of a committee “has tended to
encourage buck-passing and avoidance of responsibility.” ¥ Further-
more, committee members themselves expressed a lack of commitment.
McCloy’s Executive and later Committee Secretary, Col. Harrison A.
Gerhardt, believed that there was “a lack of initiative on the part of all
the members” and that the general tendency was to “maintain a status
quo and let a problem solve itself.” 4

But in spite of these difficulties, the McCloy Committee did make a
major contribution in influencing War Department policy. As racial
tensions escalated in 1943, the committee recommended the dispatch of
a letter from General Marshall to his major commanders spelling out
their responsibilities. Other discussions concerned the use of black
troops in combat, the performance of the 99th Squadron, and equitable
recreational facilities. The committee issued a pamphlet Command of
Negro Troops, took action on the Freeman Field mutiny, and directly
or indirectly introduced numerous other changes, several of which will
be discussed in this chapter.5

This shift in War Department outlook was expressed, too, in its
general acceptance of Truman Gibson, in marked contrast to its relue-
tance to recognize Judge Hastie. Truman Gibson had wanted to resign
with Hastie, but the judge insisted that he remain on the job in order to
provide continuity.’' First as Acting Civilian Aide, and after his full
appointment to that position, Gibson was able to take advantage of the
uproar precipitated by Hastie’s resignation. Shortly after Hastie’s de-
parture, Gibson addressed a letter to Assistant Secretary Lovett and
sought to ease the tension created by the resignation and to lay the
groundwork for future cooperation. The communication was well-
balanced with constructive criticism tempered by praise and concilia-
tion. He noted that although there had previously been a lack of mutual
understanding between the War Department and his office, he antici-
pated a spirited exchange between the two in the future, although he
would continue to be very critical of segregation. Gibson believed that
segregation was slowly breaking down and he did not think that the
War Department should attempt to polarize public opinion by advocat-
ing segregated approaches which many Americans denounced. On the
other hand, he praised Col. Parrish and the AAF for their efforts to
conduct fair and impartial training at Tuskegee, and he offered his
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office “for any assistance that can be afforded the Army Air Forces in
the development of necessary overall plans for Negroes.” 52

During the balance of his tenure, Gibson appeared to maintain
good rapport with the War Department, particularly with McCloy and
his committee. Whereas Hastie had not been invited to attend meetings
of the Advisory Committee on Negro Troop Policy, at its 22 March 1943
meeting the committee decided to invite Gibson to attend future meet-
ings. This was important for Gibson, because he believed it was vital to
correlate the functions of the committee and his office.?

Gibson’s strategy was not to perceive each issue as a crusade to be
won at all costs, but to strive for maximum benefit without alienating
important officials. Metz T. P. Lochard of the Chicago Defender once
wrote to Gibson that they shared the view that a practical strategy
would yield the best results for blacks.’* This approach proved success-
ful for working with Army officials, and they accepted Gibson as a
member of the War Department team. He returned their confidence
through his loyalty, constructive criticism, and objectivity. He publicly
praised certain Army actions on policies if they were deserving of praise
and criticized segments of the black community if they were worthy of
criticism.>®

It was inevitable that the closer Gibson worked with the War De-
partment, the more his motives would be questioned by some black
leaders. After the war, Grant Reynolds of the Committee Against Jim
Crow in Military Service and Training labeled Gibson as the War De-
partment’s “mouthpiece.” Congressman Adam Clayton Powell, Jr.
assailed Gibson, writing that he would be remembered “as the rubber
stamp Uncle Tom who was used by the War Department.” Powell con-
demned Gibson’s aspersions on black troops in Italy, and criticized his
evaluation of the performance of the 92nd Division.’® Gibson had con-
cluded that the division was not the success that they had anticipated
and antagonized many black leaders with these remarks. He did not
criticize black courage or capabilities, but rather he expressed disap-
proval of the system that had sent black men into battle with inade-
quate preparation. He reasoned that it was difficult to comprehend how
anyone could argue “that segregation is wrong, and on the other hand,
blindly defend the product of that segregation.” 5

Gibson, through his criticism, sought to rebut spokesmen for the
black community who exaggerated the successes and capabilities of
black units and had lost some of their objectivity. He thought that some
black leaders and organizations, including the NAACP, further com-
pounded the problem by believing that black deficiencies “whatever
their cause, should not be discussed publicly.” 58

During a previous encounter in 1943 between Gibson and the
NAACP, Roy Wilkins had expressed concern in a letter over Gibson’s
efforts to defend the War Department, “most of which is indefensible
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by any standard.” Wilkins conceded that Gibson had a difficult task,
but he criticized him for attempts to blame black organizations and the
black press and to

shift responsibility for friction and clashes to people and institu-
tions in your own racial group whom you know, deep down in your
heart, are morally correct 100 percent of the time and inaccurate
and emotional only a small part of the time.5®

In another letter to Gibson, Wilkins wrote that he wanted to be able to
think of Gibson as the black representative in the War Department and
not as a War Department employee who happened to be black.6® Wilk-
ins’ criticisms noticeably disturbed Gibson, who wrote to many of his
friends, editors and key figures in the black press, for their comments.
The majority of the responses generally favored his approach within
the War Department.®!

In its appraisal of Gibson’s services, the Pittsburgh Courier in a
June 1944 editorial realistically noted that he could perform his job
effectively only if he received the support of the black community. It
stressed that while Gibson and Hastie had been of inestimable value to
the black cause, the best way to rob Gibson of his strength would be to
assume an attitude “smugly intolerate [sic] of him that was critical
without cause.” ¢ With the support of most of the black press and the
War Department, Gibson was very productive and was a key figure in
1944 and 1945 in the development of policies benefiting blacks in the
military service.

III

In addition to the efforts of the McCloy Committee and the work of
Truman Gibson, other steps were taken within the War Department
with regard to the employment of blacks. By mid-1943, it was clear to
many high-ranking War Department officials that mounting racial
problems were detrimental to Army efficiency. In an attempt to ease
these tensions the War Department issued several important directives.
In July 1943 Chief of Staff George Marshall circulated a strongly
worded letter to his three major commanders. This letter emanated
from a recommendation from two McCloy Committee meetings which
had discussed the responsibilities of a commander to maintain a healthy
racial environment.®® Marshall’s letter closely parallels McCloy’s sug-
gestions and at times he quotes McCloy verbatim. Marshall began by
noting that “disaffection among negro soldiers continues to constitute
an immediately serious problem” because of potential unrest and racial
riots. All of the reported disturbances had begun “with real or fancied
incidents of discrimination and segregation.” They then expanded be-
cause of rumors and the absence of remedial action. In addition, there
was a failure on the part of some commanders “to appreciate the seri-
ousness of the problem and their inherent responsibility.” General
Marshall directed that
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under no circumstances can there be a command attitude which
makes allowances for the improper conduct of either white or
negro soldiers. . .. Maintenance of discipline among soldiers and
good order between soldiers and the civilian population is a defi-
nite command responsibility. . . . Failure on the part of any com-
mander to concern himself personally and vigorously with this
problem will be considered as evidence of lack of capacity and
cause for reclassification and removal from assignment.5

Other major directives dealt with the use of base recreational
facilities. Existing policy in accordance with the War Department’s
policy letter of October 1940 called for “no mixing” in these facilities.
However, a minor change was made in 1942 at those posts that were
predominantly black, including Tuskegee. There, “facilities will be pro-
vided without instructions either implicit or implied that certain ones
are for exclusive use of either white or colored personnel.” % Perhaps
because this directive was vague, the War Department rescinded it and
issued another. The new directive, issued on 10 March 1943, significant-
ly increased black soldiers’ access to on-base facilities. The lack of social
outlets off-base had created numerous problems, and the War Depart-
ment sought to reduce friction in the civilian community by encourag-
ing black soldiers to use facilities on the base.5® The letter stated that
at camps where there were two or more races, “recreational facilities,
including theaters and post exchanges, will not be designated for any
particular race.” However, the force of this directive was somewhat
diluted because “where necessary, recreational facilities may be allo-
cated to organizations in whole or in part, permanently or on a rotation
basis,” although “all units and personnel are afforded equal opportu-
nity to enjoy such facilities.” ® The second part of the directive pro-
vided an escape clause for those commanders who wished to prevent the
full integration of their recreational facilities. In effect, it implied that
they could designate particular facilities for those units which hap-
pened to be black and the rest for white units. On most bases this was
simple, since the military generally assigned blacks to all-black units
and housed them in a defined area. Thus, if a commander so desired,
segregation in recreational facilities could still be maintained, except
that designations were made under the guise of unit rather than race.
One command history reports that, in practice, the new directive meant
that “theaters and post exchanges could be set aside for the Negro
troops, and this was done at most stations.”

Complaints from black individuals and organizations about the de-
ficiencies of the directive inundated the War Department with the
result that the following year in July it issued a revision, titled “Recre-
ational Facilities.” The War Department paved the way for expanded
opportunities for black soldiers by being more specific about command-
ers’ responsibilities. Although facilities could be designated for particu-
lar units, they could not be denied to any group or individual because of
race. The directive, for example, stated:
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Transportation—Busses, trucks, or other transportation owned
and operated by the Government or by a governmental instrumen-
tality will be available to all military personnel regardless of race.
Restricting personnel to certain sections of such transportation
because of race will not be permitted either on or off a post, camp,
or station, regardless of local civilian custom.5?

But white southerners quickly voiced their opposition to these
changes. Southern newspapers and political leaders believed that it was
nothing less than revolutionary. The Birmingham News proclaimed
that “social customs, rooted in ancient emotions, can never be changed
by fiat.” As for the civilian community, the News noted that this order
would arouse “them as few Army orders could do.” And the Montgom-
ery Advertiser added that “even Army orders, even armies, even bayo-
nets, cannot force impossible and unnatural social race relationships
upon us.” ™ John Temple Graves of the Birmingham Age-Herald called
the order a political ploy to win the black vote, and he personally felt
that “segregation isn’t going to be abolished.” 71

Congressman A. Leonard Allen of Louisiana wrote to Secretary
Stimson voicing his protest: “this is a most unwise step. It is a blow
at the Southland and it is a slap at every white man from Dixie wearing
the uniform.” Stimson replied that the order was not an attempt to
initiate social change, but Allen insisted that it was “breaking down the
traditions, customs, and laws of the South.” In a scathing letter to Gen-
eral Marshall, a New Orleans man complained that the new order
would break down segregation and force the black on the white:

Probably a small percent of the Negro Race has some idea what
culture, innate refinement and good breeding mean. The great
majority in the South seem to be unfamiliar with the laws of hy-
giene, personal cleanliness or a sense of refinement that would
entitle them to be forced into the presence of refined and educated
white people.

General James Ulio responded for Marshall that all soldiers regardless
of race should “be afforded equal opportunity to enjoy the recreational
facilities which are provided at posts, camps and stations.” ™

Another device employed by the War Department in an attempt to
alleviate racial problems was to produce various items for public re-
lease directed at both white and black audiences. Perhaps the most sig-
nificant were the pamphlet, The Negroes and the War, and the film,
“The Negro Soldier.” 7 The pamphlet, written by the black writer
Chandler Owen and released by the Office of War Information, was
clearly a propaganda attempt directed at blacks, and was not one of the
office’s more successful efforts.” The tone of the pamphlet reflects the
War Department’s anxiety. The work’s central theme stressed that
blacks would lose the many gains they had achieved if the Nazis won
the war. Since this idea was so pervasive throughout the pamphlet, the
implication was that black people desired a Nazi victory. The War De-
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partment misinterpreted the Courier’s Double V campaign and repre-
sented it as unpatriotic. Owen emphasized that “our future like the
future of all freedom lovers depends upon the triumph of democracy.” ®

Southern whites concluded that the publication advocated social
equality and was a political move to influence black voters. Represen-
tative Rankin of Mississippi called it a “Communistic pamphlet.” 76 On
the other hand, Representative Hamilton Fish of New York considered
the statement that “some Negro Americans say that it makes no differ-
ence who wins the war,” a dastardly reflection on the loyalty of black
Americans. In a speech before the House, he humorously conveyed his
general opinion of The Negroes and the War:

Mr. Chairman, I was very much interested in hearing about the
kind of food being furnished the Mexican laborers in California,
consisting of tripe, frankfurters, and bologna. Some Member asked
what bologna and tripe were. I hold in my hand a magazine I con-
sider to be both tripe and baloney.””

Blacks, too, were critical of the pamphlet because it lacked any admis-
sion that diserimination did exist in the United States and in the
military.

“The Negro Soldier,” a film directed by Frank Capra and produced
in 1943, was a more successful effort. Capra designed the film for both
white and black audiences, and Carlton Moss, a young black radio
writer, prepared the script. In emphasizing the accomplishments and
participation of blacks in American history, the purpose of the film was
to educate whites and to build pride among blacks. The reception of the
film was much better than the War Department could have imagined.
Capra reported that when 200 black publishers, editors, and writers
accepted Stimson’s invitation to preview the film, they were at first
silent, skeptical, and expected another “snow job.” Instead, when the
preview was completed, they were genuinely surprised and pleased
with what the War Department had accomplished.”® Another preview
was conducted before two groups of 439 blacks and 510 whites at Camp
Pickett, Virginia. The majority of the audience was enthusiastic in its
response and approved of the wide distribution of the film.? Also, re-
sponse from black and liberal communities was very favorable. Letters
in large numbers arrived at the War Department and the black press
printed favorable comments about the production. The movie was then
shown in more than 3,500 white commercial theaters, and the Chief of
Staff required all soldiers to see it.%°

With a similar purpose the War Department published guidelines
to instruct those associated with black troops. The three most impor-
tant were War Department Pamphlet Number 20-6: Command of Ne-
gro Troops; Army Service Forces Manual, M5: Leadership and the Ne-
gro Soldier, and Army Talk Number 70: Prejudice!—Roadblock to
Progress.®! These publications are significant because they represent a
progressive and more sensitive approach for the Army.
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Command of Negro Troops was issued by the McCloy Committee as
a guide for white officers commanding black troops; the secretary of
the committee, Col. Joseph Leonard, was instrumental in its compila-
tion and issue.®? A most significant point stressed in the pamphlet was
the notion that genetic inferiority was not responsible for the low AGCT
scores or minimum performance of black soldiers. Rather, the pamphlet
emphasized deficiencies in the educational and social development of
blacks in America. It noted that studies by psychologists and other sci-
entists over the previous 20 to 30 years had not proved that “Negroes
are, as a group, mentally or emotionally defective by heredity.” The
work’s real value was its full discussion of problems a white officer
might encounter when commanding black soldiers. It stressed differ-
ences in environmental background and the long history of disadvan-
tage and discrimination, giving blacks “sound reason for complaint.”
The pamphlet observed pragmatically that officers who believed that
little value could be derived from black labor would naturally get little
from them. On the question of segregation, the War Department
pamphlet correctly pointed out that black facilities were rarely equal
to white, and noted that it was the commander’s responsibility to make
them more equitable. The work included a 15-point checklist, intended
to be a sensible leadership guide in any situation.®3

Leadership and the Negro Soldier discussed the black role in
America and the particular problems black soldiers encountered in the
Army. On the whole, the manual is quite sympathetic to the black
position and Lee Nichols later writes that there had been numerous
objections to its publication within the War Department and “efforts
were made to suppress it after it was printed.” # The publication point-
ed out that the Army did not endorse any theory of racial superiority
or inferiority and recognized that environmental factors were reflected
in the low test scores. The work placed emphasis upon the fact that the
war effort needed black manpower and basic leadership principles were
to be applied in commanding them. It also mentioned that blacks had
problems in local communities and were not satisfied with their status
in America, but that they did have a proud and loyal tradition of service
in the United States military.8

Army Talk Number 70 was a third major effort to educate whites
on the danger of prejudice. Commanders used these publications in
weekly discussions with their troops. This particular work took a very
strong stand against prejudice, labelling it as close-minded and linked
to the propaganda of the Japanese and Germans. It called upon com-
manders to stress that prejudice was both un-Christian and un-Ameri-
can and posed a danger to the war effort.

At the same time, the War Department made a significant attempt
to be more constructive in its relationship with the black press. Be-
cause the department was often on the defensive within the black com-
munity, it sought a more compatible association, and the black press
was the major vehicle for the achievement of that goal. As early as
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General Surles

8 December 1941 the War Department, in an attempt to draw support,
sponsored a meeting organized by Judge Hastie and addressed by
General Marshall, between department officials and black newspaper
editors. Although it was the day after Pearl Harbor, members of the
black press did not suppress their criticism of War Department policy.?
What could have been the basis for a close working arrangement in-
stead produced some hostility, and the result was that it took a
concerted effort on the part of both sides to come together.

However, three men in the War Department—Hastie, Gibson, and
Maj. Gen. Alexander D. Surles, Director of the Bureau of Public Rela-
tions—were conspicuous in their efforts to improve relations. Hastie
and Gibson worked to temper articles and editorials in the black press
and Surles responded to black pressure for more news coverage of
black units. War Department policy, heretofore, had permitted a limit-
ed number of war correspondents overseas, and generally it allotted
these slots to representatives of the major daily papers, as the New
York Times. A recurring complaint from the black press then was that
these war correspondents tended to ignore service units to report on the
more newsworthy battle activity. However, most blacks performed in
service units. Another criticism was that the War Department’s contin-
uous flow of press releases made inadequate mention of black war
activity. The War Department corrected these shortcomings and com-
plied with their demands by making more news available to black re-
porters, by encouraging black papers to send war correspondents
overseas, and by holding frequent informal talks with editors.s#

Black war correspondents reported the efforts of black service
troops on the supply routes in Iran, Burma, and Alaska. Far more
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spectacular was their coverage of the 99th Squadron when it deployed
overseas. General Surles suggested that they form a pool, and he coop-
erated fully in organizing it.** Thirteen black newspapers reached an
agreement to pool the news gathered in two major theaters of opera-
tion. Gibson noted that this illustrated one of the few occasions where
the “highly individualistic and exceedingly competitive Negro press
has cooperated in a single venture.” He pointed out that because of
General Surles, the War Department had issued expanded and im-
proved material on black soldiers. He also drew attention to a recent
editorial in the Afro-American newspaper, with a circulation of ap-
proximately 200,000, which recognized that “relations have never been
better between the War Department and the Negro press;” and Gibson
himself reported to McCloy in late 1943 that relations between the two
were good. It follows that this close working arrangement was crucial
in creating a more favorable relationship between the black community
and the War Department.®®

v

Regardless of the good intentions of the War Department and its
directives, memoranda, publications, and other materials, a change
in attitude toward the utilization of blacks could not be effective if
AAF commanders lacked the moral leadership to enforce them. As
we have noted in chapters II and III, the AAF had hesitated in the
employment of blacks. And there is little evidence that the AAF
took the initiative to insure equal treatment for them, but rather
constantly remained on the defensive in responding to pressure from
the War Department. Shortly after Hastie’s resignation, Under Secre-
tary Robert Patterson informed Assistant Secretary for Air Lovett
that he was “not satisfied with the progress and number of Negro per-
sonnel” being trained by the AAF. Lovett discussed the matter with
Maj. Gen. George Stratemeyer, Chief of the Air Staff, who promptly
issued new orders and directives, especially for the flying program.®
In another case, the War Department sent a memorandum to the AAF
in May 1944 concerning a possible investigation of the 457th Aviation
Squadron; it noted that if the allegations were true, the Army Air
Forces were “making themselves needlessly vulnerable by not placing
more emphasis on the handling and training of Negro AAF units.”
Major General Barney Giles, Chief of the Air Staff and AAF Deputy
Commander, replied defensively that the AAF had immediately inves-
tigated and had “continually emphasized the necessity of the proper
handling and thorough training of all Negro Army Air Force units”
in its instructions to subordinate commanders.®?

However, subordinate generals frequently acted independently of
AAF directives and orders. The previous year Giles noted in a memo-
randum that the AAF had procured, trained, and then prepared to send
overseas a correct proportion of black soldiers. But theater command-
ers objected and failed “to set up shipping priorities”; thus there was
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an overflow of blacks in the interior and they clogged up the training
system.?

With much energy expended by the War Department in an effort
to propagate equality of treatment, it is not wholly clear why many
commanders refused to cooperate fully and why they willingly resisted
War Department and AAF directives. One explanation generally given
is the military’s intrinsic conservatism which solidifies attitudes, dis-
courages criticism, and restricts change. Often, ideas become molded
into customs and traditions which are defended as sacred and vital to
an efficient operation of a military unit.®* The traditional manner in
which the military treated black soldiers was an established custom
dating from before World War I and perpetuated during the Second
World War. The AAF was therefore not innovative in its policy and did
not acknowledge any contradiction between its treatment of blacks and
the need to pursue a war. It is true that AAF policies reflected societal
norms, but this service tended to represent the conservative branch
of American society whose views it found were compatible with its
own established thoughts. Further, a large proportion of generals and
other officers were from the South and they generally upheld this
conservative attitude in race relations.? Opinions to the contrary were
not recognized.

Furthermore, directives, statements, and orders issued by the
War Department were only as effective as the determination of local
commanders to enforce them. Where local commanders were not posi-
tively committed, discrimination resulted.’® The Army attempted to
regulate the assignment of black military police and to encourage sta-
tioning northern blacks in the North. It directed improvements in the
caliber of white and black officers assigned to black units and issued
instructions for leaders to avoid the use of racial epithets. Also, it in-
structed local commanders about the necessity for proper recreational
facilities for all black soldiers and appealed to southern state law en-
forcement officials and governors to respect them. Despite these efforts
to contain racial problems, it was obvious that attitudes forged for
centuries could not be changed overnight.”’

Perhaps commanders did realize that men accountable for deci-
sion-making in the higher echelons of the War Department and AAF
were not themselves totally committed to their racial policies. General
Giles related to the War Department that the Army Air Forces was
properly handling and training black units. He probably based this
remark on a letter which Gen Arnold had just issued to all commanders
in the AAF. Arnold was clear, concise, and to the point:

1. Recent racial difficulties within the Army Air Forces have
brought to light the fact that some War Department agencies
feel that the Army Air Forces are not complying with and do not
desire to comply with War Department policy as affects handling
of Negro troops.
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2. I personally was not conscious of this fact, however, in the event
that there is such a feeling in the Army Air Forces anywhere
which is in opposition to War Department policy it must be imme-
diately stamped out.

3. These instructions will be transmitted to the proper elements
of your command and the necessary supervision established to
insure that it will be understood that War Department policy on
this subject and any subject is automatically Army Air Forces
policy.”

On the surface at least, this letter clearly demonstrated to the War
Department that the AAF supported current policy. Yet, 1 week later a
telephone conversation recorded between Gen. Giles and Maj. Gen.
Frank Hunter, First Air Force Commander, more clearly indicates
the lack of commitment of high ranking officers:

Hunter: Well, Gen. Arnold wrote a letter down here the other day
and said that we didn’t carry out the War Dept. stuff and
that we would. Did you read that?

Giles: Yes, we were forced to do that.
Hunter: I know, I didn’t pay much attention to it.
Giles: That’s right.

Such nonchalance might well have been prevalent throughout the chain
of command.*®

At lower command levels, there were noticeable contrasts in the in-
structions regarding the treatment of black enlisted men which some
AAF commanders sent to their officers. A communication from the
Commander of the Air Engineers emphasized building the “men’s
pride in themselves, their work, their officers, their organization.”
It pointed out that white officers should never touch their black men,
nor “flaunt any advantage that you may enjoy because of your color
before your men.” Also, it reminded the officers that they should never
“use the word ‘nigger.’ It hurts.” Many of the points made were basic
principles of leadership, valuable for the command of all military
personnel, and the Air Engineers did well to reemphasize them.!00

On the other hand, at an Area Commanders’ Conference held in
October 1943, the Air Service Command issued instructions on the
same subject which, instead of emphasizing basic leadership princi-
ples, suggested taking advantage of the “Sambo” personality of the
black:

Since the negro is by nature a showman who loves praise and who
is generally immature in every respect except his physical being,
the use of simple psychology will aid greatly in solving this prob-
lem. May I suggest briefly:

(1) Give the negro a chance to “show” what he can do and com-
mend his work well done.
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(2) Have staff officers observe the negroes work since by nature
he loves to show-off to his superiors.

(3) Keep him from becoming scared or frightened as under this
condition he reacts as a child and can do, or will do nothing.

(4) Give him some sort of material reward for which he can strive
—even a medal of some sort if necessary.

(5) Use care in the selection of officers who will understand his
simple nature and treat him accordingly.

(6) Make use of the “good negro” in the group in helping to elim-
inate the “bad negro” —he will revel in your trust and confidence in
him.

Instructions of this nature obviously contributed to perpetuating ster-
eotypes and were detrimental to race relations.' There may have been
other similar instructions, for Gibson complained to McCloy that some
directions proceeded on the premise that white officers should be
“Bible spouting, fatherly masters who recognized the primitive and
child-like qualities of their Negro soldiers.” Gibson continued that
this attitude was demeaning to black soldiers, assuming that if they
were given “pretty uniforms, medals and pats on the back” they would
perform to white expectations.!%?

The War Department may have thought that solutions to racial
problems were as easily dispensed as the directives and supportive
measures it generated within the chain of command. However, much to
the dismay of the department, the AAF, and the black community,
racial problems persisted and even escalated throughout the last years
of the war. In spite of efforts to deal with officer selection, discrim-
ination, recreational facilities, and the black press, and the distribution
of movies, manuals, and pamphlets, attitudes of commanders and
white soldiers did not change overnight. Realistically, a War Depart-
ment directive was only as effective as its enforcement within a chain
of command, and in spite of noticeable changes in attitude within the
War Department, there was a question as to the commitment of some
AAF commanders to improve race relations.

Although by the end of the war blacks in the AAF were still not
being treated in the same manner as whites, some progress had been
made. Much of the credit for these successes must go to those blacks
both within and outside of the military who were unwilling to accept
discrimination of any kind and made a concerted effort to be conspie-
uous in combating unequal treatment. The Office of the Civilian Aide,
the black press, and organizations such as the NAACP did support
black soldiers. At times these groups were effective, at other times
they were an annoyance to the War Department, but always, because
of their influence among black soldiers and politicians, they were forces
with which the War Department had to reckon.
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Chapter V

PROBLEMS, PROTESTS, AND LEADERSHIP

Racial protest intensified as the war progressed, and an increas-
ingly larger number of people became involved in the fight for broader
rights. In 1943, major race riots took place in the Army and in Ameri-
can cities. Critical disorders occurred at Camp Van Dorn, Mississippi,
Lake Charles, Louisiana, Camp San Luis Obispo, California, and Fort
Bliss, Texas; and civil disturbances took place in Los Angeles, Detroit,
New York, and Beaumont, Texas.!

Because blacks in the Army Air Forces (AAF) were not as numer-
ous nor as concentrated as in the Army, smaller numbers partook in the
AAF riots. Protests in the Army Air Forces covered the full spectrum
from individual confrontations to small groups desegregating recrea-
tional facilities to spontaneous larger protests. In May and June of
1943, two significant AAF riots involved black soldiers: one at Bamber
Bridge, England, and another at MacDill Field, Florida. These disturb-
ances are important because they were a microcosm of the spontaneous
20th century urban race riot which confronted American cities in the
postwar decades. Studying these World War II outbursts provides an
opportunity to examine the racial conditions that cause people to resort
to rioting. In addition, an analysis of the Bamber Bridge riot shows
how AAF leaders used the lessons learned from this confrontation to
modify existing policies. However, later in the war, another type of
racial protest took place at Freeman Field, Indiana; well-planned and
executed, it drew attention to the general failure of the AAF segrega-
tion policy toward black flying units and revealed the lack of commit-
ment of some AAF leaders to implement War Department directives
on racial matters.

Unfortunately, the employment of black soldiers was not a success
from a military point of view. Black units reported low morale and were
unable to perform satisfactorily. Black soldiers were often insulted and
humiliated by those who expressed the traditional American, and par-
ticularly southern, practice of keeping them “in their place.” Not only
were discriminatory acts frequent, but they were defended as the cus-
tom in the South and in the military. More frustrating to blacks was
the failure of whites to comprehend the magnitude of the racial prob-
lem in American civil and military society. From a military perspective,
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racial problems distracted soldiers’ energies from the all-important
war effort and efficiency suffered as a result.?

This chapter will focus then on the unique problems black soldiers
faced simply because of their color. Their protests escalated through-
out the war, and much can be learned by examining specific events as
well as leadership’s reaction to them. The responsive measures taken
by some AAF leaders demonstrate what might have been done to alle-
viate racial tensions throughout the AAF.

I

Black soldiers experienced many difficulties as victims of military
and civil segregation. Four general problem areas are notable: trouble
with the surrounding communities, mistreatment by military police,
poor command leadership, and lack of adequate base and town
recreational facilities.

In the local communities, the fact that blacks wore uniforms as
members of the Armed Forces did not alter the traditional racial atti-
tudes of whites. And to a large extent, the War Department and AAF
did little to protect blacks. The vast majority of incidents that took place
in local communities ranging from harassment to violence and killings
oceurred in the South; some incidents took place in the border states,
while there were very few in the North and West. In a report compiled
by an inspector of the Office of the Inspector General, he remarks that
the governors of six southern states agreed to cooperate with the armed
forces so long as the “customs of the South” remained unchallenged
and Jim Crow laws prevailed.?

In practice, there existed what Gunnar Myrdal calls a pattern of
intimidation and violence against black people upheld by the relative
absence of legal reprisal. Such disrespect for law and order had become
accepted as a way of keeping them in their place and reinforced the
Jim Crow system. With local customs supported by a legal, social, eco-
nomic, and political system loaded against them, and an absence of
military protection, blacks were always on the defensive. Changes then
were effected arduously.*

Transportation throughout the South suffered during the war
period, and an array of problems, from inconvenience to overt acts of
violence, appeared in local communities. More experienced conductors,
bus drivers, and attendants entered the military and their replace-
ments were poorly trained and were totally incapable of handling deli-
cate racial situations. Altercations grew from a number of causes, but
one recurring factor was the refusal by many northern blacks to sit in
the back of the bus. There were also instances of black soldiers being
beaten and shot by bus drivers who carried guns.?

The Joint Army and Navy Committee on Welfare and Recreation
reported on conditions that aggravated taut emotions even further. It
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noted that local authorities located ticket-selling facilities for the con-
venience of white patrons and frequently placed bus terminals and
routings with little regard for the needs of blacks; that if a bus were
full of whites, blacks might not get a chance to sit even in their segre-
gated sections; that there were not enough buses to go around for their
use; and that inferior transportation created a greater hardship for
blacks than for whites.$

Rail service provided additional difficulties. One unit history from
Texas reports that officials would not permit some blacks to use their
meal tickets to obtain food in the dining car. Because they had little
money, they in fact went without food on their trip through Texas. In
another example, Jim Crow laws prevented a group of black soldiers
traveling from Trenton, New Jersey to Keesler Field, Mississippi from
securing a sleeping car which they had been authorized. -When the
leader of the group asked for their sleeper, they were put off the train
as “smart niggers.” 7

Secretary of War Henry Stimson also reflected upon the frustra-
tion that blacks felt. He spoke with Lt. Gen. Brehon Somervell, Chief
of the Army Service Forces, about discrimination against black soldiers
on commercial bus lines and violence, including the murder of a
military policeman.?

Mistreatment by local police and authorities further caused major
problems. Disrespect for rights and the abuse it engendered were solid-
ified by long practice and upheld by public opinion. Enforeing this
mentality were the police, who Myrdal reports were low-paid, had
little schooling or special police training, and were of low social prestige.
They were given tremendous authority and a gun, and with the two
were aggressive in keeping blacks “in their place.” ?

Throughout the war, there are recorded numerous instances of
police brutality. Police in Montgomery beat an Army nurse from
Tuskegee Field when she refused to get off a bus as ordered by the
driver; and a local sheriff in Ripley, Mississippi shot a black soldier
from Dyerburg Field. An investigative officer reported that the black
soldier had been shot in cold blood. And local authorities in Walterboro,
South Carolina arrested a corporal from the base after an altercation,
presented him to the grand jury the next morning, and tried him that
same afternoon. Local authorities did not permit him to retain a civil-
ian or military attorney for his defense.

Blacks experienced similar mistreatment in their encounters with
the Military Police. There were numerous reports of friction between
them and black troops, notably during the early part of the war before
the War Department established quality control over MP selection and
training."" Black soldiers feared and did not respect MPs, and provoca-
tions often led to violence. A survey conducted in March 1943 docu-
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mented the tension, and black soldiers reported that they usually did
not consider MPs fair in their treatment.!2

A most exasperating problem confronting black units during the
war was questionable leadership. Though blacks were segregated into
their own units, the vast majority of their officers were white. The AAF
did not utilize black officers on a large scale, and usually assigned most
of them to flying bases. The War Department believed that they did
not make good officers, that white officers did a better job of command-
ing black units, and that black soldiers actually preferred white officers
over black. A corollary to this was the belief that black soldiers pre-
ferred southern whites because they understood blacks and their
problems.!?

Generally, white officers who were in command of blacks failed to
understand or appreciate the particular problems they faced, and many
of these officers were paternalistic, claiming that they liked and under-
stood blacks and knew what was best for them. Such paternalism was
repulsive to blacks because it was based on two premises: white superi-
ority and black inferiority. There were even reports of southern white
officers attempting to enforce a type of Jim Crow system among units
stationed in the North.'* Black soldiers were aware that at some bases
the Army punished its white officers by assigning them to black units;
maintaining good rapport was understandably difficult.!> Some officers
resented their assignments, became discouraged, and suffered from
such severe psychological pressure that they became mentally de-
pressed and in some cases emotionally unnerved by the experience. It
was no wonder, then, that whites on the whole preferred not to be
assigned to black units.!6

The AAF and War Department were aware of the problem of lead-
ership in black units and circulated a series of letters and corrective
instructions. As early as August 1943, the War Department commented
that the poor quality of officers was one of the main factors responsible
for some of the racial difficulties and that it wanted strong, capable
leadership with officers carefully selected for their ability to handle
blacks.!” The AAF also instructed its commanders to be more percep-
tive of the quality of officers in command of black units. It noted that
officers of mediocre caliber who neither appreciated the problems
unique to black units not took steps to solve them created tension.'®

Finally, it is necessary to examine the assumption prevalent in the
War Department that blacks preferred to be commanded by white
officers, especially southern white officers. This was untrue, and a
Research Branch survey in 1943 clearly states that “Negro soldiers pre-
fer Negro lieutenants,” and few findings are “more decisive than this.”
The survey only inquired about lieutenants, but it can be assumed that
a similar response would be made for other officer ranks.!®

Another grievance was the shortage of adequate recreational facil-
ities both off and on base. Bases were often located in areas where there
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were insufficient civilian facilities for black soldiers. This was true not
only in the South, but also in the North and West where smaller num-
bers of black civilians implied that there would be limited social oppor-
tunities for black soldiers. Even in communities where the local
populace was receptive toward black troops, they felt uncomfortable
frequenting clubs used predominantly by whites. An investigation of a
Sioux Falls, South Dakota complaint indicated that although 99 percent
of the town facilities were open to blacks, problems had developed be-
cause there were too few black civilians in the area. Liberal, Kansas
also noted that there were limited facilities in the town.2 Segregation
in the South, on the other hand, imposed particularly cruel restrictions
on blacks in their attempt to entertain themselves during off-duty
hours. An enlisted man reported that when his unit arrived in Tampa
for stationing at MacDill Field, their train was met by “this big red-
necked sheriff” who told them that there was only one place in town
they could socialize—along Central Avenue. The sheriff also introduced
them to a local “good nigger” who instructed the soldiers on the proper
way to act in Tampa.!

On-base facilities posed another problem. The AAF, while insisting
on segregation, created a burden for its units. Not only were existing
recreational facilities inadequate for all soldiers, but AAF commanders
had to provide for two sets of each type of social activity. This practice
became both burdensome and expensive, and strained the limited
facilities to the detriment of both black and white morale. Accounts
from official documents and histories as well as interviews with those
who served during the war suggest that the AAF never truly solved the
problem of providing adequate recreational facilities; on those bases
where it did, it was at an additional cost in money, time, and equip-
ment. Reports from commanders of stations around the country clearly
disclose the tremendous cost of segregated facilities. The Gulf Coast
Training Center stated that if black units were to be sent to its com-
mand, additional construction would be necessary for segregated hous-
ing, messing, latrines, and recreational facilities. Lincoln, Nebraska
had the facilities to mix whites and blacks, but since that was inappro-
priate, the base requested additional funds. Pampa Field, Texas needed
funds to construct a service club and post exchange for the 400-500
black troops it expected. And at Tuskegee, the 17th indorsement to the
1942 annual inspection report finally approved construction of a service
club and guest house.2?

But even when AAF stations constructed facilities, often they did
not meet the requirements of the “separate-but-equal” doctrine. A pilot
from Tuskegee reported that the white post at Eglin Field, Florida had
green lawns and beautiful buildings, while the section for black troops
was nothing but “mud, dirt, unpainted shacks, and gloom!” At the
Bakersfield, California flying school, officials fed blacks at a table in
the kitchen until they completed the separate mess hall. The Amarillo
Field service club excluded them because white enlisted personnel con-
tended that their female friends would refuse to use the club if black
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personnel used it. Kelly Field, Texas housed black soldiers in tents until
it completed their separate barracks and accommodations.?

Generally, the experiences blacks encountered in everyday service
life strained their patience. During the war, the country asked them to
risk their lives, while at the same time it imposed segregation as a
constant reminder of their second-class citizenship. Black anger and
frustration then were the inevitable consequence of this situation.

II

Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., reflecting on post-World War II black
militancy, made an observation which could help to explain protest
during the war:

Given the complacency of the white community, I do not believe
that black Americans would have gotten anywhere without mili-
tancy. If blacks had remained meek and submissive and invisible,
white America would have done damned little about them. If vio-
lence becomes irrational and obsessive and excessive, white Amer-
ica has first itself to blame. When the blacks decided to organize
and become militant, they forced white Americans to consider the
problem. They awakened the white conscience, and they awakened
white fears.?4

Why did the war bring out black resentment? Several possible ex-
planations are that blacks were better educated, there was a growing
race awareness and better organization, and they could take advantage
of the war emergency. Also as black soldiers asserted what they be-
lieved to be their rights as American citizens, violence erupted as a
logical consequence of the brutality of war.25 On the other hand, per-
haps blacks were simply adopting the same methods that white
Americans had used against them for centuries.?

A further explanation for their activity was that blacks were be-
coming increasingly frustrated by white America’s lack of understand-
ing. The majority of whites were either unaware of discrimination
against black Americans or were unwilling to accept it. Public opinion
surveys conducted in July and November 1943 reveal that whites gen-
erally believed that blacks were satisfied and were afforded the oppor-
tunities they deserved.?

For whites in the AAF, black assertiveness was totally out of char-
acter and difficult to comprehend. Besides the confusion wrought by
their rupture with their traditional role, blacks were clearly under-
mining the established social order. So whites sought easy explanations,
usually blaming outside factors unrelated to the segregation issue
itself. For example, Southerners and those stationed in the South
blamed northern blacks because the latter had more liberties in the
North. When they came South, they upset the normal racial order and
attempted to use the war to bring about social equality. On the other
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hand, in the North, southern blacks were also held accountable for
taking advantage of the increased freedoms available there. Northern
whites believed Southern blacks exercised excessive independence. In
both the North and the South, the whites regarded the Japanese, Com-
munists, and the black press as the chief agitators. Of course, all socie-
ties viewed racial militants as odious characters, and white America’s
counterantagonism reacted to each instance of black belligerency.
Governor Olin Johnston of South Carolina, addressing his State Guard
at Fort Jackson, told the men that segregation was the way to handle
the race question, and if outsiders came into his state to agitate for
social equality, he would call upon the Guard to expel them.2®

Black AAF personnel focused their protests. They rebelled through
their disinterest in the war and assigned missions; they engaged in acts
of violence against individual whites; they insisted upon entering segre-
gated facilities on and off base—especially recreational facilities; they
inundated everyone from the President to the Pittsburgh Courier with
letters of protest; they undertook full-scale demonstrations; they spoke
out against their officers and NCOs; and they exhibited an uncoopera-
tive and generally sullen attitude.

Racial unrest came more slowly to the AAF than to the Army, be-
cause the AAF utilized smaller numbers of blacks. While the Army
experienced major problems as early as 1941, the AAF experienced
only minor incidents. In all service branches disturbances escalated
throughout 1942 and reached their zenith in the summer of 1943.2° In
the AAF there were major outbreaks in 1943 and these continued dur-
ing the next 2 years. The most important racial incident of the war
occurred in April 1945.

Although there were many overt racial incidents, there was an-
other type of protest that is much harder to document: passive resist-
ance by blacks manifested itself in uncompleted assignments and
general lethargy. In analyzing this general behavior, two black psychi-
atrists, William H. Grier and Price M. Cobbs, discussed in 1971 some of
the psychological aspects of being black in America. Their explanations
may help explain this lack of initiative. One of their key arguments is
that black Americans have had to camouflage their real identity in the
presence of white Americans. Because throughout most of their Amer-
ican experience blacks have lived within a threatening social environ-
ment, it became necessary for them to conceal their true identity behind
a screen of passivity. While they assumed this shiftless personality as a
function of survival, observers interpreting this behavior formed a
stereotype of the Sambo personality of the “lazy nigger.” During the
era of slavery, such an image helped the black to get out of murderous
field work. But with time, however, this became an important defensive
mechanism in everyday survival. The white came to anticipate this
“foot-shuffling, head-scratching, slow-moving mode,” and the black
played along with the stereotype in order to avoid dangerous confron-
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tations and to get back at the white system. Grier and Cobbs note that
“Sambo may well have been our first black militant.” 3°

How does the analysis of Grier and Cobbs apply to black soldiers in
the AAF during World War II? The conditions they describe are preva-
lent, as witnessed by Gen. B. O. Davis, Sr. and Truman Gibson during
a tour of Army camps in late 1943; both men, known as rational and not
likely to exaggerate, observed in most black soldiers a growing “implac-
able hatred for the Army.” Much of that was due to the fact that blacks
believed that they had nothing to fight for.?! This lack of identity with
the goals of the war definitely affected the black soldier’s enthusiasm.
Since most were in service units rather than in combat, the war for
them seemed all the more remote. Also, Samuel A. Stouffer observes
that differences in levels of performance between whites and blacks
could be attributed partly to variations in the value systems of the two
groups. He notes that individual failure among blacks was less stigma-
tized than among whites because it was more a function of racial dis-
advantages. Since whites assumed that blacks were inferior and
expected less from them, the black soldier had “no status to lose in the
white society for failure to conduct himself by the whites’ standards.”
At the same time, his group position and self-regard were not as “cru-
cially bound up with his war performance,” as it was with whites. These
factors were responsible for a vicious cycle of events that continued to
compound the original problem. Blacks performed their job in a medi-
ocre fashion for the reasons discussed, causing whites to become all the
more convinced of black inferiority and the merits of segregation and
white superiority.?? To summarize, these factors, in addition to a gen-
erally poor environmental background, coupled with diserimination
and the humiliation inherent in segregation, might help to explain the
below average performance of many black units in the AAF. Com-
plaints about that performance were common, as the Air Service Com-
mand used words such as “poor morale” and “disgust” to describe black
troops in that command. The Corps of Engineers noted a sullen atti-
tude, and Gunnar Myrdal observed that constantly feeling unwanted
made blacks “sullen and resentful.” A question to ask is whether this
attitude was simply a reflection of problems or did it represent, as in
the case of Sambo, an active protest against the system? 33

Another avenue for protest was an act directed against individual
whites or “the system” by individual or small groups of blacks. They
displayed a spirit of restlessness, refused to obey local segregation prac-
tices, and attacked discrimination. Most of the incidents took place on
southern bases and the majority of blacks involved in these disturb-
ances appear to have been northern. Very early in the war, the AAF
and War Department realized that placing northern blacks in the South
was a potential source of difficulty and despite efforts to avoid this, it
simply was not feasible to keep northern blacks out of the South
because most AAF bases were located in that region.?
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This aversion to northern blacks at southern bases was widespread.
After a visit to Maxwell Field, a general reported to the Air Staff about
the growing concern over the placement of northern blacks. Southern
whites believed they could cope with southern blacks, but the intruder
from the North simply “fails to conform to Southern customs.” The Air
Staff failed to arrive at a workable solution and discarded as imprac-
tical the suggestion for a duplicate Tuskegee in the North. However,
the Air Staff did require the northerners to be briefed on local mores
and AAF policies at southern bases.?3

Northern blacks arriving in the South had preconceived notions
about local customs and were not surprised that commanders tended to
condone discriminatory practices. Generally, they were aggressive in
countering segregational and discriminatory practices, and often they
antagonized southern whites. However, the northern blacks’ aggres-
siveness gave southern blacks a new direction, with the consequence
that the history of the black in the AAF is a history of attacks on dis-
crimination and segregation. Many outbursts were not premeditated,
but rather were spontaneous, sparked by an isolated event that aroused
black resentment. Thus, the image of blissful and dull blacks content
with their status and of happy-go-lucky indifference find little support
in the evidence.?¢

The following incidents are typical of their protest. Sixteen black
officers enroute from Walterboro, South Carolina to a new station
entered a “for-whites-only” cafe in Fairfax, South Carolina and de-
manded service. When they were refused, they shouted “go to Hell” and
“Heil Hitler,” generally creating a disturbance. At the railroad station
a group of 150 angry whites surrounded them before they left.3” In an-
other, a white and black were sitting together on a bus from Daniel
Field to Augusta, Georgia and the driver stopped the bus but could not
force the black to move. The soldier and some other blacks threatened
the driver who held them off with his gun until the police arrived,
arresting two of them.*® And at March Field, California, four black
soldiers damaged a restaurant where they had been refused service.?

Frequently on AAF stations, recreational facilities became targets
for integration. During the summer of 1944, the War Department
issued a directive stating that recreational facilities could not be segre-
gated by race, although they could be assigned by unit. During the fol-
lowing year, blacks took advantage of every opportunity to integrate
these facilities when many local commanders attempted to avoid the
directive. When a black soldier sat in the white section of the post thea-
ter at Cochran Field, Georgia, officials asked him to leave and refunded
his money. Another one, while in the PX at Robbins Field, Georgia,
attempted to use the men’s rest room, “heretofore used only by white
men.” Authorities escorted him out, probably for his protection since
several white soldiers were waiting for him outside.*® And on 3 August
1944 at Tuskegee, approximately 12 black officers decided to integrate
the Post Exchange restaurant which had been divided into separate
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white and black dining rooms. They entered the white dining room at
the noon meal and requested service. They were served, and although
some tension was evident, there was no violence. Thereafter, blacks
used both dining rooms while whites brought their lunches or ate in the
town of Tuskegee rather than use the PX restaurant. One important
result of the incident, according to the official history, was that black
morale improved.#! Between 15 and 31 August 1944, the Eastern Flying
Training Command reported 17 incidents in response to the War De-
partment recreational facilities directive. One occurred at Gunter Field,
Alabama when a black enlisted man presented a copy of the directive
to his section commander. Most incidents involved blacks entering post
exchanges and asking to be served, or entering the theater and seating
themselves in the white section. At Maxwell Field, Alabama, approxi-
mately 20 white civilians left a cafeteria when two black employees of
the laundry ate there. What particularly disturbed the command was
that the War Department directive had been publicized in the black
press in advance of its receipt by station commanders.*? Quarters were
not a target, since they were assigned by units which were segregated.

A weekly summary of the racial situation in the United States,
compiled by the Army Service Forces, fully documents the scope of the
problem. Each report contained a listing of racial disturbances for the
previous 2-week period. The summaries for the first 3 months of 1945
demonstrated a wide range of protest. Black soldiers at George Field,
Illinois were insubordinate to their noncommissioned and commis-
sioned officers, and one at Laurinburg-Maxton Field, North Carolina
said “my name isn’t boy” when a white sergeant addressed him as
such; a black at Hill Field, Utah beat up a white man who had been
singing Old Black Joe on a bus; blacks from Turner Field, Georgia got
into arguments about bus seating; at Langley Field, Virginia, they pro-
tested that their beer canteen did not have the same hours as the white
one; and at other bases, as Gulfport, Mississippi, some black soldiers
were unruly and picked fights.*3

I

There were a number of major race riots during the war, and the
most notable in terms of its impact upon command policy occurred at
Bamber Bridge, England. The official report terms the riot an “alleged
mutiny.” It was a reaction by a number of black soldiers to two white
Military Policemen who accosted them for not wearing the proper uni-
form in a Bamber Bridge pub. Many of the black participants were tried
and convicted for their involvement. What is significant about the inci-
dent is the manner in which high AAF leaders in Britain reacted to the
riot and other racial incidents in 1943.

Racial problems in Great Britain were similar to those in the
United States. Generally, friction developed over the use of recreational
facilities, interracial dating, and the resistant attitude of some leaders
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which affected military justice and training. American blacks and
whites brought to Britain attitude forged from 300 years of racial ex-
perience in the United States. But in Britain there was more tolerance
and opportunity for blacks. This was possible for two reasons: their
general acceptance by the British people and the more tolerant attitudes
of top Army and AAF generals. The absence of traditional restrictions
and legal barriers for nonwhites in Britain meant that the local popu-
lace afforded blacks relatively fair treatment. This civil situation forced
the American military to take a more progressive approach in handling
the race question so as not to offend the British. In addition, there were
a number of American generals who believed that all soldiers should be
treated equally and translated that conviction into command policy.

Black soldiers in the AAF first arrived in June 1942 and were as-
signed exclusively to service units. They numbered 394 that month and
gradually increased over the next 3 years until they were 1,086 by the
end of 1942, 9,288 by the end of 1943, 11,285 by the end of 1944, and
12,196 in April 1945. The vast majority of blacks were enlisted men,
and the number of black officers never exceeded 82.4

A number of Americans reported the generally tolerant attitude
of the British toward black soldiers. Commander Harry Butcher, Aide
to General Eisenhower, writes in a letter to General Surles:

To most English people, including the village girls—even those of
perfectly fine character—the negro soldier is just another man,
rather fascinating because he is unique to their experience, a jolly
good fellow and with money to spend. Our own white soldiers,
seeing a girl walk down the street with a negro, frequently see
themselves as protectors of the weaker sex and believe it necessary
to intervene even to the extent of using force, to let her know what
she’s doing.

The British were basically “devoid of racial consciousness so interracial
dating was accepted by the women.” 5 Similar comments made by two
Britons appeared in American periodicals. A naval officer reported
that “the most popular, well-mannered, well-behaved, respectful, and
soldierly warriors ever to land on English soil are your American
Negro troops.” He thought it was unfortunate that “the American
authorities over here have requested that Negro soldiers be barred
from certain clubs, pubs, and the like.” In a short article, an English
woman notes that although she had heard only unfavorable comments
about black soldiers before they were stationed in her town, “I have
never heard of any unpleasant incidents.” She observed that “they
seem to get quite a lot of fun out of life without annoyance to anyone.
They’re very well-behaved, polite and quiet, in fact, good Americans.”46

Along with the attitude of the British public, several practical
commanders—Generals Dwight Eisenhower and John Lee of the Army
and Generals Ira Eaker and Carl Spaatz of the AAF—realized that
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General Dwight D. Eisenhower chats with
a black airman during a troop inspection.

blacks were an integral part of the war effort and peaceful relations
between the races were essential.*’” Eisenhower, European Theater of
Operations (ETO) Commander, established a command policy that
there would be no discrimination toward black soldiers. At a July 1942
press conference he enunciated the view that “I won’t stand for it.” Al-
though he personally believed that segregation would keep problems at
a minimum, he would not tolerate discrimination.*® A few days later
the ETO issued a letter to the Eighth Air Force reinforcing the points
made at the press conference: “It is the desire of this Headguarters that
discrimination against the Negro troops be sedulously avoided.” It also
issued special instructions to the Red Cross. Since that organization
operated many recreational facilities in areas where soldiers spent
much of their leisure time, it was important that it exercise fair treat-
ment. Soldiers received leave privileges for these facilities, so the com-
mand instructed the Red Cross to accord blacks equal treatment during
their leaves and furloughs. However, instructions to local commanders
regarding areas bordering the camps were not as explicit and permitted
their judgment in avoiding discrimination and minimizing friction
between white and black troops.*?

Accordingly, the Eighth Air Force issued its own instructions. In
July 1942, its commander, General Eaker, informed the commander of
the 1st Provisional Wing to prepare for the arrival of blacks and to
maintain close supervision over the situation in order to insure that all
regulations and military laws were followed. If there were any disturb-
ances, Eaker wanted appropriate and prompt punishment.5°

Despite this strong command policy and commitment, racial prob-
lems still developed. Just as in the United States, deep-seated feelings
could not be eliminated by edicts. General Davis reportéd on many of
these difficulties during a trip to Great Britain in the fall of 1942
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sponsored by the Office of the Inspector General. After visiting several
stations and holding numerous conferences with commanding officers,
Davis concluded that friction between white and black soldiers resulted
from the “resentment of certain white soldiers against the association
of the British people, particularly the British women, with colored sol-
diers,” and the absence of segregation. Blacks were “profuse in their
praise of the treatment accorded them by the British people and British
soldiers”; and the trouble between soldiers arose when small unit com-
manders failed to control their men. General Davis recommended an
orientation course to disseminate information and to strive for better
race relations. He suggested that commanders provide assertive leader-
ship for their troops, as “the development of team work, cooperation,
comradship and harmony within our own forces is a function of com-
mand”; that the services better train Military Police; that officials en-
courage a more natural social association so that “no white or colored
soldier should be required to violate any of his personal views as to
social relationship by being compelled to associate with anyone unde-
sirable to him”; and that authorities make whites more aware of the
contribution blacks have made throughout American history, and
especially to the military.?!

Problems were apparent as soon as black troops arrived in Britain,
many of them attributable to misjudgment by the military. The mili-
tary did not adequately train black units for overseas duty and the
Eighth Air Force had to conduct extensive supplemental training and
reorganization in order to bring them to a satisfactory level. But even
more serious was the shortage of qualified officers to work with black
units; many were either the misfits from combat detachments or raw
second lieutenants. To compound the problem, white officers often
considered themselves penalized for serving with black units, so rap-
port with their men suffered.’?

Many white soldiers did not understand nor did they appreciate
the attitude of the British public. There were a number of incidents as
aresult of interracial dating. A base postal censor in England extracted
some comments by white AAF soldiers. Two of the more revealing
statements were written by a white corporal and a lieutenant:

They just brought in a nigger and put him in the bed adjoining
mine! He’s one of those dirty looking kind too! Damn yankee that
ever did this anyway—you would think they could at least respect
a Southerner’s feelings. They, however, are the opposite seeming
to get a kick out of it all . . . . I, alone, have seen 5 instances of
niggers with white women.

One thing I noticed here and which I don’t like is the fact that the
English don’t draw any color line. ... The English must be pretty
ignorant. I can’t see how a white girl could associate with a negro.5

Mrs. Roosevelt even reported with delight to the Secretary of War that
“the young Southerners were very indignant to find that the Negro
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soldiers were not looked upon with terror by the girls in England,
Ireland, and Scotland.” 5

An early example of the problems prevalent in Britain was the
Thurston incident. It began at a dance in December 1942 when several
whites intimidated a group of blacks. As a result of rumor and exagger-
ation, a black lieutenant armed his men in self-defense. Calm was re-
stored after a nonviolent confrontation involving approximately 25
men. The investigative report concluded that competition between
whites and blacks for English women helped spark the incident; and
that officers from three Quartermaster Companies involved in the
disturbance were unqualified.*®

By mid-1943 it appeared that the problem of race relations consti-
tuted a dilemma far out of proportion to the actual number of black
troops stationed in Great Britain. But the event that clearly brought
the issue to the attention of all levels of command and forced a reevalu-
ation of the role of the black in the Eighth Air Force was the Bamber
Bridge incident in June 1943. This confrontation made it apparent that
an unhealthy racial situation was not restricted to Bamber Bridge but
existed throughout Great Britain. At Bamber Bridge, a conflict be-
tween Military Policemen (MPs) and black soldiers led to rock and
bottle throwing and gun fire that wounded two blacks. Word of the con-
frontation spread to the camp and rumors bred other rumors. Many
black soldiers reacted by disobeying their officers and noncommissioned
officers, arming themselves, riding into Bamber Bridge, and discharg-
ing their weapons at military personnel and vehicles. The official report
notes that the men “were seen to be crying, shrieking, and giving vent
to their emotions.” 5

The official report on Bamber Bridge, compiled by Maj. Gen. Henry
J. F. Miller, enumerated the conditions responsible for this unhealthy
racial climate and resultant friction: the experience level of the offi-
cers was low; the ratio of whites to blacks was greater in the United
Kingdom than in the United States; the British granted relative social
equality to blacks which emphasized the condescending attitude of
the white American soldiers; the use of uncomplimentary names such
as “jigaboo” and “nigger” instilled resentment; there was a great emo-
tional conflict over interracial dating; and the treatment of blacks by
MPs was by no means justified. However, there were additional fac-
tors mentioned in the report which helped to create the tension at
Bamber Bridge: black soldiers had deliberately picked fights and com-
mitted numerous violent offenses; they were particularly susceptible
to rumors; and provocative black periodicals nurtured black resent-
ment. Further, because many of the blacks had low scores on the Army
General Classification Test (AGCT), the General implied that those in
less-skilled jobs might be more easily swayed by mob psychology.’’
General Miller proposed several measures that affected every black
AAF unit in Britain. He recommended reorganizing all black units
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within Eighth Air Force, conducting a thorough investigation of race
problems in the theater and instructing newly arrived white units
about racial problems.

Coming on top of Bamber Bridge was an incident at Ipswich where
a number of white enlisted men displayed “a pugnacious attitude to-
ward all colored soldiers, especially those seen in the company of white
girls.” The MPs picked up two of the whites for “openly threatening to
arrange to beat up all colored soldiers seen with white women.” This
incident, which occurred 2 days after Bamber Bridge, demonstrated to
the VIII Bomber Command that perhaps whites were responsible in
large part for the racial problems in that command. Experienced offi-
cers delivered lectures to all new personnel on “the relationship between
white and colored individuals in the United Kingdom.” The fact that the
British had a different attitude toward blacks was something that
whites would have to accept. The Bomber Command later reported that
after white troops had been in the theater for some time, “they readily
accept the existing relationship and little or no trouble ensues there-
from.” But whites who were “trouble-makers” or interfered with
efforts to achieve racial harmony were disciplined severely.5® From the
record it appears that most whites did accept the social structure in
Britain. In the United States it was unusual for commanders to blame
whites for racial disturbances as military leaders normally focused on
the black reaction to discrimination; however, the commanders in
Britain often noted that blacks were on the receiving end. This aware-
ness was by no means universal but is readily noticeable in the official
documents.?®

The primary effort to solve racial problems originated at Eighth
Air Force level with General Eaker who took the initiative to rectify
the unhealthy situation. He reported at a staff meeting that there
were then 3,000 blacks stationed with the AAF in Britain and the num-
ber would soon increase. Eaker said that this posed a major problem
and his staff “should stop arguing as to the reasons why they were sent
here and do our best to cooperate with the War Department in making
their employment here satisfactory to all concerned.” Furthermore, he
realized that “90 percent of the trouble with Negro troops was the fault
of the whites” and directed his staff officers “to give serious thought to
handling this important problem.” % This statement was almost with-
out equal among AAF generals. In it there was no hedging, no avoid-
ance, no complaining, but simply the commitment to stop wavering
and get the job done. General Eaker also believed that sound organiza-
tion and constant supervision minimized problems.$!

As aresult of his recommendation, there took place in August 1943
a comprehensive reorganization of black units under the Eighth Air
Force into the Combat Support Wing. Most blacks were in either Quar-
termaster Truck and Ordnance Ammunition units and their sparse
distribution throughout Britain created for them problems of morale,
discipline, relations with the civil populace, and the administration of
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justice. And more important, since they came under an assortment of
commanders, there was a definite need for a strong commander work-
ing with a good organization, dedicated officers, and an efficient super-
visory headquarters. The wing commander should be sensitive to
problems arising from the relationships of blacks with white civilians
and military personnel and to the circumstances unique to black units.
The name, “Combat Support Wing,” was selected with care to foster
among the black soldiers “a definite feeling that they are contributing
to the combat effort.” 62

Eighth Air Force appointed Col. George C. Grubb commander of
the wing, and one of his first accomplishments was to remove a group
of 75 predominantly white officers, including all of the field grade, and
to replace them with young, vigorous line officers. Recognizing that
frequently officers of inferior caliber had been dumped on black units,
he selected the pick of the Officer Candidate School (OCS) graduates
available within the theater. Strongly supported by Gen. Eaker and con-
vinced that whites provoked the majority of racial incidents, Col. Grubb
encouraged his officers to retaliate against discrimination by taking
assertive action. The colonel respected and praised the men in his unit
for their ability and performance, and in some cases he believed that
they did a better job than whites performing similar functions. Though
blacks continued to be dispersed around Britain, their reorganization
into a combat support wing noticeably improved discipline, morale, and
performance.$?

The following year, in response to a War Department request for
a summary of the accomplishments of the Combat Support Wing, its
new commander, Col. Robert M. Goodall, submitted a detailed report.
In it he noted success in the employment of black troops and the accom-
plishment of a “tremendous amount of work.” Maintaining discipline
had been a key factor because of the tense racial situation, coupled with
the fact that blacks were so widely scattered throughout Britain. The
strained racial climate developed from

towns overcrowded with soldiers, racial sensitiveness to slightest
remarks, the resentfulness of white soldiers over the association of
white women with colored soldiers, the encountering of racial and
economic equality for the first time, free access to liquor in over-
crowded pubs, and the tendency on the part of whites to stigmatize
the whole colored group for individual delinquency.

To minimize disturbances, a number of measures were implemented:
close liaison with district provost marshals, joint white and black MP
patrols, airing of justifiable grievances (if an unbiased sounding board
heard the case, it inspired confidence and outbursts resulting from
frustration were kept to a minimum), careful selection of officers, and
a well-rounded special services program. The majority of racial dis-
turbances occurred off the post, and the colonel observed that “the
white women concerned in these quarrels have almost invariably sided
with the colored soldiers,” and concluded that the British women “have
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taken an active part in precipitating the trouble.” The low vehicle acci-
dent rate was particularly impressive as it was accomplished in spite of
the tremendous difficulty in driving under stress, during all kinds of
weather, during blackout conditions, and on unfamiliar roads. Also,
Colonel Goodall concluded that black soldiers had made a major con-
tribution to the war effort; constant appeals had been directed to the
soldier’s pride, like being above street disturbances and riots; blacks
conducted themselves in a manner which won them favor in the eyes
of British civilians; the accident, crime, and venereal disease rates had
declined steadily; and, the qualifications of the officers were more im-
portant than their color or background. Basically, the report demon-
strated that a continuous preventive effort was needed in order to keep
the lid on the racial situation.t

Besides establishing the Combat Support Wing, the ETO and
Eighth Air Force issued additional guidelines and policies to subordi-
nates. They called for close and persistent supervision by commanders,
the removal of inefficient leaders, a reaffirmation that there would be
no discrimination, extra military police in towns where white and black
soldiers were on passes at the same time, and instructions to all incom-
ing personnel that they would avoid derogatory remarks and alterca-
tions. Finally, there was a warning about the proper safeguarding of
arms and ammunition.55

Walter White visited the European and Mediterranean Theaters
in late 1943 and early 1944 and was “greatly impressed and pleased
with the vigorous position which is taken by the American High Com-
mand,” and with the abolition of the off-limits rule. This permitted
local commanders to rotate the use of off-base facilities between white
and black units, which was, in effect, a form of segregation. Though the
Red Cross segregated some of its clubs, many of them permitted racial
mixing. And officials took measures to combat prejudice by educating
soldiers before they arrived in the theater. For example, lectures on
prejudice and the attitude of British subjects were presented aboard
ship. In addition, he viewed the movie “A Welcome to Britain,” starring
Burgess Meredith. In this film, English women are portrayed as being
courteous to both whites and blacks. Thus American soldiers arrived in
Great Britain with a knowledge of what to expect and of what was ex-
pected of them. On the other hand, White noted that “subordinate com-
manders in the ETO found methods of circumventing directives
affecting Negroes.” He further wrote that black soldiers received harsh-
er courtmartial sentences than whites, that white officers exhibited a
paternalistic attitude, that there were no black combat troops in
England, and that anti-black rumors were prevalent.®

What then can be concluded about the employment of blacks in
Great Britain during the war? They performed exclusively in a service
capacity, and in addition to the normal strains of wartime, they had to
endure a number of racial difficulties which affected their performance
and morale. However, because of two factors, problems caused by race
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were not as pronounced as in the United States. First, the British civil-
ian population was more tolerant of blacks and did not object to social-
izing with them. Second, the military took a strong stand to keep
discrimination at a minimum. The AAF made a determined effort and
faced issues squarely, helping to minimize racial tension. For the most
part, the main impetus was the desire of AAF leaders to create the
most efficient fighting machine possible. In Great Britain, blacks per-
formed efficiently because military leaders took their human needs
into consideration.

Since black units in the United States were not under a single
command as in Great Britain, there were wide differences in their
treatment. Generally, the degree of racial harmony achieved was pro-
portionate to leadership’s sensitivity to racial problems, and to the way
in which it pursued War Department racial policies. As Bamber Bridge,
the MacDill race riot, also labeled a mutiny, took place because of lead-
ership’s failure to react decisively to escalating racial tensions. MaeDill
erupted over a small incident: a verbal clash between a drunk black
soldier and a “tired, irritable white saleswoman” in the PX. A white
soldier interfered and the two fought as a crowd gathered. Because the
PX was in the black section of the base, a facility housing 3,300, the
throng was predominately black. Activated by rumors and motivated
by fears of what the MPs would do to the black soldiers, the crowd re-
fused to disperse and became quite unruly. Excited and emotional, the
group refused to obey any military orders. Some obtained rifles from
their barracks, and various groups of men then wandered about un-
controlled for 4 or 5 hours before authorities restored order. The Mac-
Dill historian believed that the black soldiers “were unduly sensitive on
the question of racial disecrimination.” ¢

Several underlying factors were responsible for the unrest at Mac-
Dill. A large percentage of blacks were from the North and they were
mentally unprepared for Southern racial discrimination. Also, they
objected to the employment of white personnel in their PX, and their
previous requests to rectify this matter had been ignored. Further, a
“oate pass system” for venereal disease control monitored the soldiers
as they returned from the town; this proved doubly offensive, as the
practice was applied to blacks only. The transportation system to
Tampa was inadequate for blacks and had been reported to General
Davis in March of 1942, but local authorities took no action to improve
service. Furthermore, the officers assigned to black units were of low
quality and ability. These same complaints were present at most bases
where blacks were stationed, but at MacDill little attempt had been
made to restrain the growing tensions. Some responsibility for this
failure could be passed to the Army Air Forces, because of the low
caliber of its OCS graduates and because of the failure of local com-
manders to work out grievances. Many officers preferred to wait rather
than act and it took a small incident to spark a major outbreak.5®

Another incident occurred at Herbert Smart Airport, Macon, Geor-
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gia, in November 1944. The entire 457th Aviation Squadron mutinied
when the squadron commander relieved the first sergeant, and the
squadron refused to proceed with the day’s training. The squadron
commander and adjutant were unable to handle the situation, and the
base commander lost control of a meeting he had called with the squad-
ron in the base theater. An AAF investigative report revealed that
racial factors behind the mutiny were significant, although there was
some feeling that the squadron was merely trying to keep from going
overseas. The report pointed to junior, inexperienced, and inefficient
officers assigned to black units, “resulting generally in low morale and
a lack of discipline through poor leadership.” As a result of the investi-
gation, the AAF transferred the squadron officers and base commander
and took no disciplinary action against the mutinous squadron.®?

v

It should not be inferred that race relations were uniformly un-
pleasant throughout the AAF. Such an assumption would ignore those
air bases where a responsive command attitude to racial problems did
ease tensions considerably. At many bases race relations were at least
good, and here black units performed in a satisfactory manner. Perhaps
the single most important overriding factor was the attitude of the
local commander and his staff. If he were positive toward black units
and did everything within his power to prevent discrimination, the
results were rewarding. Had this occurred more frequently, race rela-
tions within the entire AAF could have been much smoother, and black
units could have been employed with better results. Inspection reports,
unit histories, command histories, and other official documents attest
to the presence of this positive racial climate at various bases.

The Second Air Force appears to have had fewer racial problems
than other commands. This may be attributed to the attitude of its
commanding general. During the early years of the war, its commander
took a very hard line toward segregation and insisted that recreation
and living facilities be “absolutely segregated camps.” The commander
seemed particularly perplexed about the random stationing of black
officers, because it would have been expensive to build separate officers’
messes and barracks. At Pueblo, Colorado the black officers ate in the
officers’ mess “which is not in accordance with War Department poli-
cies at all.” " However, after Gen. St. Clair Streett assumed Second
Air Force command in 1943, a totally different attitude existed. The
general maintained that the Second Air Force had a task to perform
and would employ everyone to accomplish the mission. Every base
would receive its fair share of blacks, regardless of local conditions. He
held base commanders personally “responsible for promoting cordial
relationship [sic] with the civilian population.” At a staff conference
Gen. Streett added that he saw no reason why “a negro who has the
education and the qualifications to do the job ought to be discriminated
against because of his color.” The command completed staff studies to
determine how best to utilize blacks and recommended their utilization
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General Streett

within their military occupational specialties (MOS).”* The solution
was expedient because of a shortage of personnel and “because of the
political repercussions that might be expected to follow malassignment
of colored personnel.” As a result of this action, approximately 90 per-
cent of the blacks were properly assigned while the remainder suffered
due to weaknesses in the system. Also, the command prohibited arbi-
trary assignment to menial jobs and instituted a vigorous on-the-job
training program.”

On the local level, individual unit commanders could establish the
pattern for improved communication between the races. A number of
commanders displayed a good attitude, and the results were satisfying.
Both Judge Hastie and Truman Gibson singled out the commanding
officer at Patterson Field, Ohio for his determination to deal fairly with
all personnel and to prevent any kind of discrimination.” Sheppard
Field, Texas took special care to utilize each black soldier in the best
manner. The commander was receptive to the arrival of 700 blacks
there, and officials carefully checked each individual to determine the
job for which he was best qualified. The commander was confident that
black and white troops could be stationed at the same post “provided
those in authority exercise a sufficient amount of supervision, sym-
pathy and understanding.” 7 The excellent manner in which Eagle Pass
Field, Texas handled the aviation squadron indicated to Truman Gib-
son and General Davis what could be done “by competent intelligent
military personnel who treat all of the men in their command as sol-
diers.””® The same was true at Barksdale Field, Louisiana, where the
2d Aviation Squadron was awarded the “finest unit at Barksdale”
award for November 1943. The field’s unit history reports that the
officers were always concerned for their men and were perceptive in
dealing with their discipline, work, training, and recreation.’®
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In addition, some commanders made a special effort to insure that
black Wacs would be well accepted with a minimum of difficulty.
When a group arrived at Douglas Field, Arizona, officials were sensi-
tive to their recreational needs such as the PX, beauty shop and social
activities, and to their working conditions, including correct classifica-
tion and assignment. The commanding officer issued a proclamation
that the Wacs would be accorded full military courtesy and respect,
and as a result the 100 Wacs gained recognition as one of the most
efficient units at the station.”” In June 1944, 86 black enlisted Wacs and
their 2 black officers arrived at Midland, Texas. The majority were
from the North and were above average in education and skills. How-
ever, the black men in the aviation squadron were primarily from the
South and their educational level was below average. Midland resolved
the social situation with the arrival of approximately 90 black bom-
bardier cadets the following month. Military policy did not permit
socialization between cadets and enlisted, but the base commander
received approval to make an exception in this case.”® And when the
European Theater received black Wacs it made every effort to procure
for them adequate housing and other facilities prior to their arrival in
February 1945.79

At the same time, adequate recreational facilities were necessary
in order to provide a satisfactory environment in which blacks could
live and work. At Jefferson Barracks, Missouri, in spite of strict segre-
gation on the base, the black area had its own Service Club, theaters,
post exchange, dances, parties, and shows. The command did not feel
that there was any discrimination and believed that it was significant
that it had no major racial problems.®* Other bases made similar
efforts. Chanute Field bussed women in from Champaign, Urbana, and
Danville, Illinois for dances, while the commanding officer at Harvard
Field, Nebraska ran weekly convoys to Lincoln and Omaha to provide
social functions for blacks.®! Bases throughout the Eastern Technical
Training Command introduced a number of measures that favorably
affected morale and could have been emulated by other bases and com-
mands. Boca Raton, Florida purchased musical instruments through
Special Service funds to form a voluntary black band and orchestra. In
addition, officials eliminated bed check, hired black hostesses for the
recreation hall, and assigned enlisted men to jobs commensurate with
their MOS. Sioux Falls, South Dakota boosted morale with the assign-
ment of a black chaplain and the transfer of one black to the AAF OCS.
Langley, Virginia made blacks welcome through its recreational facili-
ties. Also, officers put a great deal of emphasis upon athletic programs,
and social, musical, and cultural events.®? Service units at Grenier,
New Hampshire and Dow, Maine exhibited high morale, and an impor-
tant contributing factor was that authorities made a special effort to
provide recreational facilities. At Dow Field, blacks could use all
facilities, including the PX, theater, gym, and chapel .8

Elsewhere, local commanders took direct action to solve
particular racial problems. Following the MacDill Field, Florida riot in
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May 1943, the base provided better training for NCOs and the com-
mander assured his soldiers that the investigating board would be
given full support in its study of the riot. Unfortunately, the investiga-
tive report did not seek to uncover the causes of the riot, but rather it
sought to disguise them. Thus, the commander wrote to the board a
scathing letter forcing it to reconvene.’* At Strother Field, Kansas
several incidents between white and black troops on post buses com-
pelled the commander to segregate buses to prevent further difficulties.
An important cause for the problem was that the majority of the white
soldiers were from the South and most of the black soldiers were from
the North. Through an extensive educational program for all enlisted
personnel, the commander was soon able to discontinue segregated
facilities.®

The AAF Personnel Distribution Command demonstrated insight
in its handling of troops returning from overseas. Its policy was to send
blacks to “redistribution stations in the North so that they would be
better assured of getting all the privileges to which they were entitled.”
The command took over convalescent hospitals and issued an order
prohibiting the segregation of blacks in buses, post exchanges, or
theaters. However, the command left the question of segregation of
patients in wards to the discretion of the hospital commander based
upon local customs and permitted segregation, providing the separate
wards had identical facilities and services. In one notable example a
Redistribution Center processed 78 black enlisted men. There were no
disagreeable incidents, and “colored personnel and their wives inter-
mingled in the same social activities and [ate] in the same mess.” A
letter from a black returnee confirmed this point when he wrote that he
bad been treated fairly and humanely with thoughtful consideration.®

The pattern of race relations adopted in a particular unit or within
a command often related to the quality of leadership and command
attitude. The War Department and Army Air Forces exerted consider-
able effort in seeking a solution to racial problems and the most expe-
dient course repeatedly proved to be the application of basic principles
of constructive military leadership and a commitment to their depart-
mental policies. Successful commanders were able to maintain disci-
pline, while looking out for the welfare of their men and investigating
complaints. Unsuccessful leaders often saw blacks as problems rather
than soldiers who could perform their mission given the proper train-
ing and support. But where blacks were not treated fairly, they often
resorted to some kind of protest. Thus, the degree to which officers at
all levels of command were committed to the successful employment of
blacks marked the difference between the success or failure of a black
unit.
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Chapter VI

CONFRONTATION AT FREEMAN FIELD

In contrast to the successful utilization of black units in Great
Britain, the history of the 477th Bombardment Group (Medium) was a
story of failure. High-level commanders achieved success in Britain be-
cause they assumed an assertive role, were creative in working out
problems, and were in a social environment that fostered relatively
peaceful racial coexistence. The failure of the 477th can be attributed
to haphazard leadership that had a cursory regard for problems and
often ignored official War Department policies. Also, because of atti-
tudes prevalent within the American civil community, racial tensions
were not always resolved as effectively as they were in Britain. As a
result, the 477th practically collapsed as a unit in the spring of 1945,

The 477th began its calamitous training at Selfridge Field, Michi-
gan, but the unhealthy racial atmosphere created by the officers’ club
incident and the general friction that existed there soon stymied its
growth. The unit moved to Godman Field, Kentucky and then to Free-
man Field, Indiana in attempts to isolate itself from racial problems
rather than to seek a solution to them. The unit’s performance was thus
poor and the training it received to qualify for combat duty was not
commensurate with the expenditure in personnel, money, and materiel.
The main reason for its failure was the negligence of Army Air Forces
(AAF) leaders to attend to racial problems; a detailed study will follow
to show how this came about. An AAF captain, Earl D. Lyon, stationed
at First Air Force headquarters, realized the importance of the 477th
and made special efforts to document its history.!

The 477th Group at once encountered a number of major difficul-
ties which contributed to its ineffectiveness. First, although it was
activated as a unit in January 1944, its manning was not completed
until 1 March 1945. Second, the training was inefficiently scheduled,
deadeningly repetitious, and frequently postponed. Third, because
blacks were relatively new to flying, there was no established cadre
to break in new pilots, and without this training the 477th could not
become effective. Fourth, because racial antagonisms aggravated the
blacks’ struggle for equality, 477th leadership continuously deceived
their men in an effort to evade their responsibilities. Col. Robert Sel-
way, the 477th Commander, advised Capt. Lyon that “the Secretary of
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War says there is no racial problem and there is no racial problem.”
Fifth, the segregation issue tore the unit apart, the most conspicuous
cause of racial tension being the segregation of officers’ clubs.

The results intensified hostility between blacks and whites, deep-
ening the cleavage between black units and their command. The ver-
tical relationship that exists between officers and enlisted men broke
down into a horizontal relationship among all blacks. In addition, there
was “the determination of negro officers to achieve social equality, the
determination of the AAF to deny it, and the need of the War Depart-
ment to tell both they were right.” 2 Next, the officers’ club incident at
Freeman Field totally disrupted the 477th, shattered its chain of com-
mand, created a complete breakdown in credibility, and resulted in 104
black officers risking arrest. Finally, there were frequent changes in
station, which not only aroused hostility but inconvenienced the unit.

The AAF failed to profit from its previous black experiences and
consequently manning and training problems plagued the 477th. Sur-
pluses and shortages were common. Enlisted men arrived with little
formal or on-the-job training. The group commander, Col. Selway, tried
to make the best of the situation by initiating an intensive training
program, but the system became so complicated that simply maintain-
ing records was an impossible task. Men arrived without training and
others simply never arrived, and there were shortages in every area
except administration. When the AAF activated the 477th in mid-
January, the group was confronted with the immediate handicap of 60
pilots and copilots with no bombardier-navigators. While the pilots
awaited the latter, they, with monotonous regularity, acted out their
training exercises. A year later, and 3 months after their projected
deployment date, the group was short 26 pilots, 43 copilots, 2 bombar-
dier-navigators, and all 288 gunners. However, once the 477th was fully
manned, the supply of men was endless and Godman became so crowd-
ed, Capt. Lyon noted, that “life in the 477th was like life in the dust belt,
either drought or flood.” * Because of these difficulties, the training of
the unit took 15 months, 5 times the normally allotted time, and there
was still total disorganization. Rather than focusing on combat readi-
ness, the primary mission of the group deteriorated to satisfying train-
ing requirements. Blacks in the 477th knew that the AAF and First
Air Force would sacrifice training to maintain segregation, and this
knowledge undermined morale.

Another difficulty was that the AAF was overly cautious, since it
conducted a training program not with combat in mind, but with an
overwhelming preoccupation with public reaction. There had been
charges at the beginning of the war that the AAF had been reckless
with black lives. To counter this charge, First Air Force came up with
an accident rate that was a matter for commendation and congratula-
tion. However, the command accomplished this with a caution so exces-
sive as “to amount to babying,” since the 477th conducted its training
only under optimum conditions. The air inspector noted that although
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pilots held instrument cards, they could not fly under instrument con-
ditions. First Air Force recognized that it was dealing with a volatile
political issue and had to tread carefully. As an example, on 30 Novem-
ber 1943 the First Air Force training office wrote that “this program
was instituted as a result of political pressure and will be watched by
those pressure groups.” Another indication of the command’s attention
to political pressure was a jocular comment found on a buckslip from
the First Air Force Operations and Training Division. When the ques-
tion arose of replacing white officers with black ones in early 1945, one
officer noted that “maybe we should coordinate this with Eleanor
[Roosevelt].” 4

Between May 1944 and June 1945, the 477th endured 38 squadron
or base unit moves, 23 of them called Permanent Change of Station
(PCS). The three major moves were from Selfridge to Godman to Free-
man and back to Godman. Some of its units were assigned to subbases,
Le., Sturgis, Kentucky and Atterbury, Indiana for various phases of
unit training and Walterboro, South Carolina for use of the gunnery
range. It is true that other groups in the AAF had endured similar in-
conveniences, but for the 477th the AAF precipitated each move not for
military advantage, but racial reasons. To illustrate, the 477th origi-
nally went to Selfridge because Tuskegee was overcrowded and nearby
Detroit could provide suitable recreational facilities for blacks. But
when urban tensions began to intensify and the AAF saw Detroit as a
liability because of its “outside influence” and “racial agitators,” the
group was relocated. However, official military reports record that
the reasons for the move were adverse weather conditions and the
hazards of industrial smoke. The transfer to the isolation of Godman
may have resolved the racial problem, or at least postponed it, but from
a military standpoint it was a poor place to train the group. The unit
historian conducted a survey of the facilities at Selfridge, Godman, and
Freeman, and in terms of weather, terrain, housing, hangar space,
runways, ramps, and training aids Godman was the most unfavorable.
Only in oil capacity did it rank second.’ Daily inconveniences at God-
man were that the terrain was unsuitable for night flying, the ramp
was too small for parking, the runway was too weak for bombers, the
bomb target was unsatisfactory, there was no air-to-ground gunnery
range, and smoke and tank dust restricted visibility. Clearly, the group
needed a subbase and it selected nearby Sturgis for night flying. As
Col. Selway notes, this precipitated questions about eating and sleeping
accommodations since “it always goes back to the same old racial
thing. How can you do night flying,” he adds, “without housing people,
and if they are colored, commissioned and enlisted, what happens—
they’ve got to eat and sleep.” ¢ The same difficulties were encountered
on cross-country flights. By October 1944, the military permitted God-
man pilots to land only at Fort Dix, New Jersey, Walterboro, and Tus-
kegee. Then it selected Atterbury to replace Sturgis for night flying.
The inconvenience caused by its inclement weather obscured the ad-
vantage gained from its better facilities, and it was too far from God-
man to run an efficient coordinated training program. In addition, the
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group still needed a gunnery range since Godman and Atterbury were
too crowded, so the command chose Walterboro. Given the distance to
Walterboro, the squadrons were sent on a rotational basis. By early
1945, the training schedule had become so bogged down, it was obvious
that the 477th needed one base that could provide all of its training
needs in order to salvage the program. In March then, the group moved
to Freeman Field in Indiana, but the following month a racial incident
(which will be described later in this chapter) shortened its stay there.

In retrospect, Selfridge offered the best advantages because of its
superior facilities and its proximity to Detroit. Less desirable was God-
man, where the adjacent towns—Louisville and Elizabethtown—had
few facilities for blacks and the transportation system between them
was poor. The base itself had even less to offer, and the recreation hall
served as the theater, gym, dancehall, and schoolroom. Atterbury and
Freeman were both inferior for various reasons, although the town
residents of Seymour, near Freeman, “were less openly antagonistic”
than those of other small communities situated near bases.”

Added to the muddled training routine of the 477th was the en-
trenched racism of the AAF. The AAF selected Godman because racially
it professed to be an ideal base. Blacks had full use of the installation,
including the officers’ club and recreational facilities, while whites,
who generally were the supervisors, used the segregated facilities at
nearby Fort Knox. Black officers endured this situation because they
could not legally protest the segregated club at Fort Knox. AR 210-10
stated that everyone assigned to a base could use the facilities, but they
were not assigned to Fort Knox and the regulation did not apply to them.

The enlisted men, on the other hand, were more inclined to act on
impulse. Shortly after the unit arrived at Godman, the War Depart-
ment published a directive stating that everyone could use all recrea-
tional facilities, yet Fort Knox skirted the requirement by writing a
regulation for the base theater which required, in order to avoid confu-
sion, that “everyone entering the theater will be properly seated by
ushers provided for this purpose.” They were therefore seated accord-
ing to race. Some of the black enlisted men from Godman went to Fort
Knox on August 21st to test the post regulation and ignored the usher’s
directions. Their actions caused a commotion at Knox and a near riot at
Godman when they returned. When the NAACP learned of the incident
and wrote to the AAF, the latter replied that it could do nothing about
the usher policy because Fort Knox was under the jurisdiction of the
Army.? Col N. Butler Briscoe of Fort Knox defended his segregation
policy to Mr. Harry McAlpin of the Negro Newspaper Publishers
Association:

Well, listen, I have known colored people all my life—grew up
with them. And frankly, they haven’t any desire to sit scattered
around in the audience any more than any other people have. . ..
What is creating the problem is a lot of goddam agitators. This
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thing crops up every now and then here . . . . We got along all right
at Fort Knox until this air corps came in here.?

The policy of segregation at Fort Knox was based more on fear than
logic. Later, when Colonel Davis, Jr. became the group commander,
he inquired whether black officers could use quarters at the Army post.
Colonel Throckmorton of Fort Knox succinetly told First Air Force:
“We have four General Officers living here on the post, and, by God,
they just don’t want a bunch of coons moving in next door to them.”
Lieutenant General Ira Eaker of Headquarters AAF diplomatically
retreated: “Well actually, Throckmorton, I don’t see why we are en-
titled to any quarters on your post.” 10

But the racial issue went beyond the incident or the attitude of
some officers at Fort Knox. It was complicated and challenged the
racial and power structure established for the 477th and supported by
First Air Force and the AAF. Major General Frank O’D. Hunter, First
Air Force Commander, and his staff preferred to maintain the 477th
rather than integrate blacks into white units. In December 1944,
Hunter wrote:

it is considered more consistent with the war aims to procure max-
imum efficiency in white combat crew training and handle the
Negro problem to the best of our ability, on as few bases as it may
be concentrated, than to lower the quality of combat training on
all bases in an effort to appease certain agitators. I am convinced
that mixing of young colored and white pilots in training cannot be
successfully accomplished. The doctrine of social equality cannot
be forced on a spirited young pilot preparing for combat.!!

The AAF and First Air Force maintained a white power structure
which permitted blacks to advance in rank only to a certain grade. The
higher grades were reserved for white officers. Thus, the 477th did not
promote black officers to positions of leadership within their own units.
Although white officers commanding blacks were chosen with care and
were often capable, they remained detached from the men they com-
manded, and mutual confidence never developed. Even blacks who had
experienced overseas combat duty with the 332d were assigned as train-
ees under white supervisors by the AAF.!2 One black pilot in the 47Tth
believed that this was the real issue underlying all racial problems and
that the officers’ club dispute was simply a means to bring the question
into focus. He recognized that whites held the important positions, re-
ceived the promotions, and advanced to other units.!3 Black officers at
Godman refused to accept such degradation calmly. They were older
(26-27 years) than the average officer, were college graduates, were
generally from the North, and a good percentage had professional,
managerial, and administrative experience. The white leadership strue-
ture also applied to the enlisted men. Colonel Selway stated that the
unit could not have black crew chiefs on airplanes; blacks could be
mechanics, but all the crew chiefs had to be white.!
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Coupled with the denigrating conditions within the unit was the
demeaning treatment black soldiers received in the civilian community.
Captain Lyon notes that most black troops lived in a civil climate
“which ignored them at best, or tolerated, or resented, or discriminated
openly, or, under conditions they had to be watchful of, thickened to
destroy them.” ! White communities treated them as blacks first, then
as soldiers; and they had to face prejudice within the confines of
entrenched segregation.

It is not surprising then that morale among the blacks at Godman
quickly began to deteriorate, which visibly affected the morale of the
whites. But, the AAF continued to delude itself by pretending that the
blacks were happy. A report in late June 1944 on the status of the black
flying program notes that the 477th had moved to Godman where “ex-
cellent progress is indicated.” ® Yet only one month earlier, Lt. Gen.
Barney Giles, Chief of the Air Staff, had reported that morale in the
unit was low and offered a number of reasons, many of them racial:
transfer below the Mason-Dixon Line, “the preponderance of top T/0
[manning] vacancies allotted to the white officers,” the lack of a com-
mon mess, the absence of respect for Col. Selway because he seemed
oblivious to the men, and some hostilities between white and black
officers. Yet, Giles praised and supported Selway and commented that
“there is nothing in the immediate situation to cause alarm.” 17 At the
same time, Truman Gibson submitted an evaluation agreeing that
morale was exceedingly low, due partly to the fact that all supervisory
personnel were white, and that there was little contact between the
command and the black officers. He added that racial lines were sharp-
ly drawn and that supervisors held their positions merely because they
were white and not because of any superior ability or training. In com-
menting on Gen. Giles’ visit, Gibson noted that the general had called a
meeting with the black officers and asked them if they had any prob-
lems, but there were no responses because Selway was present. Gibson
wrote that the problem was “Colonel Selway’s attitude and apparently
nothing on the subject developed in the conference.” ¥ The Courier,
which was in close contact with the situation through some blacks at
Godman, formed similar conclusions about Selway. The paper reported
that he had veered drastically from his earlier stand which was far
more progressive and attributed this change in his approach to his over-
whelming caution following the Selfridge officers’ club incident and his
desire to tread softly in order to make general.!®

As the white command structure of the 477th became more rigid
in enforcing segregation, it became increasingly difficult to maintain
standards of discipline. The climate became explosive, ready to be ig-
nited, and the fuse was lit at Freeman Field following a series of inci-
dents at the officers’ club. The War Department intervened, assumed
direct control of the situation, and forced First Air Force and the AAF
to back down on the segregation issue.

After the 477th moved to Freeman Field, black officers were no
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longer allowed free reign of the base as they had enjoyed at Godman.
There were two separate officers’ clubs, and in order to skirt the Au-
gust 1944 War Department directive prohibiting segregation in recrea-
tion facilities, the base designated one club for key supervisory offi-
cers and the other for trainees. This distinction took advantage of the
loophole in the directive, i.e., facilities could be designated by unit
or organization. But in essence, this resulted in de facto segregation.
Meanwhile, Freeman Field completely disregarded AR 210-10 which
held that all officers at a post had the right to membership in all clubs.
From recordings of telephone conversations, it is clear that Col. Selway,
in separating the races, acted with the full support and often with
the encouragement of General Hunter who had the indorsement of the
Air Staff. Although everyone knew the basis for the determination,
AAF leaders maintained the masquerade under the pretense that it
did not involve racial distinctions. On 10 March 1945 Selway and Hun-
ter discussed the club issue acknowledging that one club “belongs to
the white officers.” Yet, later in the conversation they agreed that
color should not be mentioned in connection with their action on the
club; Hunter stated, “my orders to you are nothing to do with color.”
Such subterfuge continued throughout the month and a half that the
477th was at Freeman.2

First Air Force assumed command of Freeman Field on 1 March
1945. During the first week of its operations, approximately 2,500 men
of the bombardment and service groups and 300 supervisors began unit
training. Soon after the group arrived, one officer and four enlisted
men decided to test segregation in one of Seymour’s local cafes. There
was some name calling, but the Provost Marshal stepped in and quieted
things down. Another black attempted to use the laundry and was told
to leave. Black soldiers shifted their attention from Seymour to events
on the base. Some skirmishes took place later that month when small
groups of black officers time and again entered the white club. One
particular evening, the white club officer found 15 to 20 using the facili-
ties of his club. During the same troubled weeks, black officers elected
their white squadron commander to the board of their club in defiance
of the rule of segregated clubs. These actions alarmed Selway and he
called Hunter to suggest the possibility of closing the white club until
he could check the legality of his club designations. But Hunter encour-
aged him, insisted that the designation was legal, and advised Selway
to remain firm. Hunter was anxious for events to take their course, and
he would be “delighted for them to commit enough actions that that
way [sic] so I can court-martial some of them.” 2!

On 1 April Selway published a specific regulation restating the
field’s policy on club assignments. This quieted things for a few days.
But on the 5th, a new group of fliers arrived from Godman, and within
a few hours rumors began to circulate that they would enter the white
club. In anticipation of trouble that evening, the club stationed the
Assistant Provost Marshal at the only unlocked door. About 10:30 p.m.,
19 of the new arrivals crowded past him and disregarded his order to
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leave the club. Shortly thereafter, they were followed by two groups,
totaling 17 black officers. The marshal arrested all 36, and the next
morning Col. Selway reported the confrontation to Gen. Hunter and his
Chief of Staff, Brig. Gen. Edgar E. Glenn. Both Hunter and Glenn were
supportive, and Hunter received additional encouragement from the
Deputy Chief of the Air Staff whose comment on the two clubs was:
“I think it’s a good idea and they can’t claim discrimination on that,
one officers club is student and the other is permanent.” But that after-
noon, 21 more blacks paraded to the white club and were arrested when
they entered. Selway retaliated by closing the club and waited while
legal experts from First Air Force Headquarters at Mitchel Field, New
York, flew in to assist him with the charges.2?

Gradually, Selway’s case began to crumble. The legal officers
decided that the order of 1 April was “inexact and ambiguous as to
its meaning or purpose.” The Air Inspector, Col. Torgils Wold, realized
that the intent of the order was “quite obviously to separate colored
from white officers in regard to certain base facilities.” However, he
did recommend that another order, more clear and concise, be issued in
the form of a base regulation “to effect the desired degree of separation
necessary.” So officials released all the blacks except Lts. Shirley
Clinton, Roger Terry, and Marsden Thompson who were being held for
pushing an officer as they entered the white club. At the same time,
Hunter helped Selway prepare a new base regulation, 85-2, that would
spell out what personnel could use which facility on the base. Attached
to the regulation was an indorsement required of all personnel to indi-
cate that they did “read and fully understand the above order.” The
following day, the 10th, Maj. Gen. Laurence Kuter, Chief of AAF Plans,
informed Hunter that General Giles and others on the Air Staff “are
thoroughly satisfied with the way this disturbance has been handled
and you are supported in every action you're taking.” 23

115



A technical difficulty complicated the preparation of the new base
regulation and clouded the issue. Officials responsible for writing the
regulation so phrased it that all the trainees (assumedly blacks) would
use one club and all the supervisory personnel (again assumedly white)
would use the other. But there were some blacks assigned to the base
who by definition were not trainees and they could, if they wished, use
the white club. This oversight applied to the black chaplain and the
flight surgeon.24

The black officers refused to concede to the authorities. They
claimed that they did not understand the regulation and the word “un-
derstand” was then deleted from the indorsement. But when they were
simply asked to signify that they had read the regulation, this they
alsorefused to do, even in the presence of witnesses and a stenographer.
One hundred and one black officers refused to sign. On the 13th the
AAF flew them to Godman Field and held them under arrest. At the
same time, the field closed both clubs as other black officers showed
their defiance by marching in groups past the closed white club.2s

Meanwhile, recorded conversations between various AAF officers
give some insight into the issues and help to explain some decisions
that were reached and affected Freeman Field. In one discussion be-
tween Hunter and Selway, it is difficult to determine who was support-
ing whom:

Selway: And we’ve got to go through with this, General, we can’t
pull any punches.

Hunter: I don’t want to pull any punches, that’s just what I'm
trying not to do. . . .

Selway: If we're going to have any discipline in this Army —
Hunter: I'm the one that wants the discipline.
Selway: If we run on this, we might as well quit, General.

Hunter: I know that. I don’t run on anything. I have no idea of
running.

In another conversation, Selway used the wrong word while offering
suggestions concerning the clubs:

Selway: Recommendation #2, sir. To prevent the negro officers
from causing additional incidents to test the segre-
gation—

Hunter: Don’t say test segregation, what segregation?

Hunter continued to circumvent the race issue and mentioned to

Selway that “as far asI’m concerned I don’t recognize any race problem,
I recognize a conspiracy to revolt, not to comply to military orders.” 26

In conversations with the Air Staff, Gen. Kuter supported Hunter: “For
your further information, Monk, Ray Owens and I talked to Barney
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[Giles] and Mr. Lovett on the current upset last night.” Kuter added
that “none of us can suggest any better procedure than that which you
are following.” 2" However, several days later, on the 14th, Brig. Gen.
Ray Owens, Deputy Chief of the Air Staff, had the unpleasant task of
informing Hunter that a meeting between Assistant Secretary Robert
Lovett and Generals Giles, Kuter, and Robert Timberlake led to the
decision to return the 477th back to Godman within a few days. This
upset Hunter, because he felt that the move would accomplish nothing.
They also discussed the replacement of Selway; Hunter informed Sel-
way of the forthcoming relocation, but not of his impending dismissal.
Meanwhile, Selway reported to Hunter that one of the black officers
had mentioned that the solution to the problem was education and
assimilation. Selway added that “there will be no assimilation except
over my dead body.” 8

At the same time, white officers at Freeman became increasingly
apprehensive as a result of the recent events. When he visited the base,
Captain Lyon overheard the following comments:

I'll do everything possible to get transferred out of here.
If one of them makes a crack at my wife . . . 1l kill him.

I killed two of them in my home town, and it wouldn’t bother me
to do it again.

Their club is better than ours. Why don’t they stay in their place.

The colored troops are the most insolent and insubordinate indi-
viduals that I have ever run into in my five years of Army life.??

The blacks remained abreast of all events and played their hand
carefully. Rather than congregate in large groups, they discussed their
plans inconspicuously among themselves, and made certain that their
protest was orderly and effective without violence. When they were
placed under arrest and detained in the barracks, some of their wives
drove by in convertibles and the men tossed out to them news releases
to be mailed to black papers.3 In a peaceful expression of their beliefs,
a number of officers offered these revealing and poignant comments:

For the record, the undersigned wishes to indicate over his sig-
nature his unshakeable belief that racial bias is Fasecistie, un-
American, and directly contrary to the ideals for which he is wil-
ling to fight and die. There is no officer in the Army who is willing
to fight harder, or more honorable [sic] for his country and the
command than the undersigned. Nor is there an officer with a
deeper respect for the lawful orders of superior authority. The
undersigned does not expect or request any preferential treatment
for the tenure of his service, but asks only protection of his sub-
stantial rights as a soldier and as an individual, the same identical
opportunities for service and advancement offered all other mili-
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tary personnel, and the extension of the identical courtesies ex-
tended all other officers of the Army.3!

Meanwhile, First Air Force prepared charges against the arrested
officers and things quieted down somewhat at Freeman. General Hun-
ter attempted to get an indorsement in writing from the AAF, support-
ing him on his interpretation of the club issue. But, in reviewing the
documentation, it appears that the AAF tried to play the middle
ground between the War Department and First Air Force. The AAF
received considerable pressure from the War Department to settle the
racial issue and therefore did not wish to antagonize high-ranking
officials. At the same time, the AAF continued to support Hunter
although no one on the Air Staff was willing to furnish a written in-
dorsement. On 16 April Hunter asked Gen. L. H. Hedrick, the Air Judge
Advocate, for a statement, but to no avail. Hunter plaintively noted
that “it leaves me out on the limb. I carry out instructions from the
AAF, then I try to get it in writing, and I can’t.” 32 Yet, in a May con-
versation between Gen. Owens, Air Staff, and Glenn, First Air Force,
the former voiced support for Hunter:

he [Arnold] said to tell General Hunter that we are perfectly
pleased and happy and satisfied with the actions he took in the last
case [Freeman Field] . . . . The Chief [Arnold] here feels that his
[Hunter’s] action in the past was perfectly alright, legitimate, sat-
isfied with it, and if another event were to come up, he hopes he
will handle it in the same manner.33

The telephone conversation of 18 April between Gen. William W.
Welsh, Air Staff-Training, and Col. Malcolm N. Stewart, First Air
Force, is important for an understanding of the positions of several
high-ranking officers in the handling of the Freeman incident. Welsh
commented that he felt it was necessary to protect the whites assigned
to the 477th who were in the minority. He added: “I have maintained
all along that it’s the whites that are being discriminated against in
the Army and not the colored.” Welsh revealed a genuine fear in ex-
claiming that “if this thing gets out of hand you may have some of
the ‘jig-a-boos’ up there dropping in on you at Mitchel Field.” In fact,
he wanted to delay a solution of the issue to avoid an adverse decision
by the War Department. “If we can stave it in some way for a period
of time and present a staff study based on the requirements for addi-
tional training,” Welsh said, “maybe we can eliminate the program
gradually and accomplish our end.” 3¢

Hunter’s conversation with Gen. Owens 2 days later was most
disappointing, and for Hunter it was the biggest bombshell he encoun-
tered in association with the race problem. First, Hunter complained
that the War Department issued news releases about Freeman to the
press that should have been cleared through him. Then Owens recalled
that Giles had recommended and Marshall had approved that the 101
black officers be released from arrest in quarters, that charges against
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them be dropped, and that they receive an administrative reprimand.
This action by the AAF and War Department in effect removed Hun-
ter’s authority from the matter, since he had jurisdiction over the
477th. Hunter complained: “Are those orders to me? They'd better
get the Judge Advocate General, they can’t issue orders like that, they
haven’t got authority.” He maintained that he had “court-martial juris-
diction, and they cannot tell me whom I can try and whom I can’t.”
Owens also informed Hunter that the three under arrest for forcing
their way into the club would be brought to trial and the 477th would
be moved to Godman. Since the War Department was “backing water,”
according to Hunter, he asked that Selway remain in command of the
477th to avoid giving the blacks the idea that they had “got another
one.” Giles did agree to keep Selway at Freeman.?

The official reason for the release of the black officers was pro-
vided by the Office of the Secretary of War to Senator Edwin Johnson:

There is reasonable doubt that these officers fully understood the
implications of their action nor is it certain, because of their recent
arrival at Freeman Field, that they had been adequately apprized
of existing regulations. For these reasons, it was determined that
they should be released from arrest and suitable orders were ac-
cordingly issued for their restoration to duty following the admin-
istration of an appropriate reprimand.

Though the gesture appeared magnanimous, the War Department
clearly retreated. Military officials knew full well that the black offi-
cers were aware of the ramifications of their actions and were willing
to accept the consequences.®

Within the War Department, the McCloy Committee followed the
Freeman events and assumed almost complete control of the matter.
Although this committee had been in existence for several years to
formulate black troop policy, it was not well known. The absurdity of
its position is illustrated in a dialogue between Generals Owens and
Glenn:

Glenn: The what?

Owens: The McCloy Board. He is the Assistant Under Secretary of
War. He has a board that is supposed to handle all colored
affairs.

Glenn: Is he colored?
Owens: No he’s not, though he has one on his staff.?

The committee was aware of the widespread publicity given to this
issue and of the political pressures on the War Department. Numerous
Senators and Representatives wrote indicating their concern for the
situation. Among those who addressed the War Department were
Senators Harold H. Burton (Ohio), C. Wayland Brooks (I1l.), Albert W.
Hawkes (N.J.), Scott W. Lucas (Ill.), Homer Ferguson (Mich.), Arthur
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H. Vandenberg (Mich.), and Congressmen Louis Ludlow (Ind.), Herbert
J. McGlinchey (Pa.), Adam C. Powell, Jr. (N.Y.), and Emanuel Celler
(N.Y.).38

The committee met on 19 May 1945 to consider recommendations
made by the Inspector General in his investigation of the incident and
to consider the issue of segregation in recreational facilities. The com-
mittee agreed that the arrest of the black officers by the commanding
officer at Freeman had been accomplished “within his administrative
police powers,” but the committee argued that the separation of the
officers’ club facilities was not in accord with existing regulations.
On the other hand, the AAF defended its actions in a report. Previously
it had recommended “separate but similar, but not reciprocal club
facilities,” but in this report it went into more detail. The AAF did
not believe that War Department segregation policy had been suffi-
ciently explicit to support the censure of Selway for “placing a rea-
sonable interpretation” on War Department Pamphlet 20-6. Published
in early 1944, the pamphlet stated that “the burden of deciding whether
or not there shall be some separation in the use of camp facilities is
placed on the local command.” The publication stated that local condi-
tions would be taken into account; in essence, this gave the local com-
mander sweeping authority to use his own discretion in determining
policy. Theoretically then, all prior directives could be by-passed. The
AAF maintained that providing clubs open to officers of all races
would not be in the best interests of the service, and the provision of
separate, comparable, but not the same facilities offered the only rea-
sonable solution. The AAF emphasized that officers’ clubs were social
centers supplementing the homes of its members:

Officer’s entire families participate in club activities. Thus far
in the history of this country, it has not been the custom for white
and negroes to intermingle socially either in homes or clubs. It
is believed the Army should follow the usages and customs of the
country as a whole rather than attempt to depart from accepted
practices and establish social customs which are at variance with
those obtaining in the country as a whole.

The AAF believed that the desires and interests of white personnel
were just as deserving of consideration as those of blacks. Its report
recommended that WDP 20-6 not be changed, but that AR 210-10 be
modified to correspond with it.3?

Assistant Secretary of War McCloy did not agree with the AAF
argument and wrote to the Secretary of War on 4 June that

the issue presented by the Freeman Field incident is whether or
not a post commander had the authority to exclude individuals
from recreational facilities on any Army post on racial grounds.
The report submitted by the AAF suggests, in substance, that
the Army return to a policy of separate and equal facilities for
white and Negro personnel. Such a policy, in my opinion, would
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be a step backward and would reverse the position taken by the
War Department in the Selfridge Field case in which the same
issues were involved. At that time it was clearly determined that
designation of recreational facilities for the use of a particular
race or color group would not be permitted. A reversal of this posi-
tion at the present time would have grave repercussions and would
make the position taken in the Selfridge Field case untenable.
The right of a post commander to designate recreational facilities
for the use of particular military units is not questioned. This
is within his administrative power and good management should
certainly place within the discretion of the post commander the
right to allocate facilities in accordance with their capacity. How-
ever, such administrative discretion should not carry the authority
to exclude individuals from the right to enjoy recreational facili-
ties provided by the United States Government or maintained with
its funds.

Secretary of War Stimson altered the pamphlet to reflect the view that
there could be separation in the use of facilities, including officers’
clubs, but that separation should not be based on race.®® In the end,
the War Department did clarify its policy, though 5 years after the
regulation had been written. The AAF was partially correct when it
asserted that War Department policy had not been specific, but the
AAF must accept much of the blame for the resulting confusion, be-
cause at every turn it attempted to evade the intent of regulations.

Although the bulk of the officers were released, there remained
the question of the three black officers under arrest for shoving the
Assistant Provost Marshal during the first officers’ club incident.
Much to the dismay of Gen. Hunter, the court martial found Second
Lieutenants Thompson and Clinton not guilty of all charges, and con-
victed Lieutenant Terry for “offering violence against a superior offi-
cer” and fined him $150, the payment being prorated over a period
of 3 months. In essence, while the AAF charged 104 black officers with
a capital offense in time of war, it succeeded in convicting only one.
The blacks tested the segregation system and disobeyed orders, but
because their demonstration was well planned and executed and be-
cause outside pressure had mounted in their favor, they were able to
force the AAF and War Department to abide by their own directives.

On the other hand, others believed that the AAF had won the
battle because it transferred the 477th to an inferior base—Godman
—where segregation could be enforced. Colonel Davis, Jr. and his black
officers and enlisted men replaced the entire white command structure
on the base. The AAF thus created an all-black base. But blacks did
achieve certain gains—an opportunity to advance up the command
ladder and perform tasks for which they were qualified. Present at the
change of command ceremony were General Davis, Sr., Truman Gib-
son, and General Eaker. Upon introducing Colonel Davis as the new
commander, Eaker praised the outstanding record of the 99th and 332d,
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Lt. Gen. Ira Eaker addresses the 332d
Fighter Group at Godman Field. Brig. Gen. | |
B. 0. Davis, Sr. and Civilian Aide Truman 4
Gibson look on.

and told the men of the 477th that they would have their chance soon
in the Pacific. However, the war ended before they were given that
opportunity and with the cessation of hostilities ended this story of the
black flying units.#!

This detailed study of the 477th Bombardment Group illustrates
how command attitudes and leadership influenced or undermined ra-
cial harmony. Some commanders did take an active role in assuring the
acceptance of blacks; others simply paid lip-service to War Department
directives and principles of leadership. A comparison of the 477th with
black units in Great Britain demonstrates the correlation between com-
mand direction and the resulting racial climate. In Britain, attempts
were made to anticipate and resolve racial problems as leaders regarded
the role of the black as essential to the war effort. In the case of the
47Tth, on the other hand, blacks were seen primarily as problems, and
AAFT leadership utilized the unit to satisfy political pressure rather
than to focus on its potential with regard to the war.
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Chapter VII
THE POSTWAR SURVEYS

During the summer of 1945, the War Department requested that
the Army Air Forces (AAF) prepare an evaluation of the performance
of its black troops during the course of the war, and include recommen-
dations for their employment during the postwar era. To accomplish
this, the Army Air Forces consolidated the studies it had received from
each of its major commands into a report to the War Department. An
analysis of these studies is relevant for understanding the range of
attitudes that directed AAF racial policy during the war. For example,
most evident in the report from First Air Force is a clear reflection of
the widely held racist beliefs of white Americans. However, other
studies reveal a sensitive understanding of the environmental factors
that affected the performance of blacks.

A number of general ideas pervade these surveys. First, they dem-
onstrate that the military acted out the racial attitudes and reflected
the racial problems of American society at large. These attitudes and
problems were so deeply ingrained that it was impossible for the AAF
to avoid them. Next, sustained pressure from individuals and organiza-
tions outside the military and the attitude of many blacks toward the
war effort clearly influenced the authors of the studies. Blacks entering
the AAF demanded a price for their participation. Essentially, they
wanted the United States Government and the military to abide by the
American Creed. Finally, the surveys represent an attempt by a white
institution to discuss, evaluate, and make recommendations about
blacks without consulting them. For black people, this was a further
example of paternalism. Decisions affecting them were made on the
white assumption that “we know what is best for you.”

The idea for the postwar AAF surveys originated in a memoran-
dum that Assistant Secretary of War John J. McCloy sent to the Ad-
visory Committee on Negro Troop Policy on 1 September 1944 calling
for a study that would insure a definite, workable postwar policy. In
particular, he stressed that the Army’s inadequate preparation for
dealing with the large number of blacks entering the service during the
war had been one of the main sources of racial irritation. The Secretary
of War approved McCloy’s plan and in May 1945 submitted it to the
AAF.! Meanwhile, the AAF had expressed a similar interest, and in
December 1944 Personnel requested that its project officers make an
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evaluation. The AAF proceeded on the assumption that universal mili-
tary training would be retained after the war and make it necessary
that the service plan to incorporate into its force 10.6 percent blacks.
The military was concerned that pressures from the black community
would promote their status “regardless of whether it is in the best in-
terest of National Defense or not.” In January 1945, as Personnel under-
took its study, the project suddenly stopped. A possible explanation is
that the AAF had learned of McCloy’s idea and decided to wait until
the War Department revealed its plan.?

In examining these postwar surveys, they indicate that the com-
mands preferred to isolate and stress those specific problem areas
wherein blacks had not performed as efficiently as whites, but dis-
agreed in the evaluation of the causes. As a result, recommendations on
black utilization in the postwar military era tended to be unfavorable
and suggested exclusion at one extreme to restrictions based on
stringent standards at the other.

By far the most reoccurring criticism in the surveys was the in-
ability of blacks to adjust to training, particularly training requiring
sophistication. First Air Force concluded that it took twice as long to
train blacks as whites in a technical base unit, while Second Air Force
related that they were most successful in jobs that required unskilled
or semiskilled labor. The Deming Army Air Field, New Mexico study
notes that blacks were best qualified in jobs “requiring expenditure
of energy rather than thought.” Another survey reported that although
blacks could handle jobs “requiring manual dexterity,” they required
longer training periods and were slower to learn than whites.?

Furthermore, the surveys stressed that black soldiers were less
adaptable than whites because they lacked initiative; needed continual
supervision; demonstrated poor discipline, high absent without leave
(AWOL), and venereal disease rates; and showed little pride in their
organization. When compared with whites, blacks were not as depend-
able, were less stable under pressure, were not as attentive, and were
willful malingerers or chronic neurotics. It must be understood that
these evaluations are not isolated remarks but represent the interpre-
tations expressed in the majority of the studies. Too, there is strong
evidence in the reports of the command disgust, frustration, and even
hostility toward blacks. And finally, a number of the surveys concluded
that the black really was not capable of adequate performance.*

The First Air Force survey was particularly harsh in its conclu-
sions and negative in its recommendations. It noted that although the
men chosen for the 332d and 477th were “carefully selected, screened,
and sent to service schools” and apparently had the required education
and intelligence, they did not adapt to the training, and “the perform-
ance of the 332d Fighter Group during the period of its organization
and training was approximately equal to the poorest of a comparable
White unit.” The survey continues that this poor performance resulted

124



“in spite of the long training period and the excessive amount of flying
training given,” and it rebuked the 477th for its leisurely pace in meet-
ing minimum standards of proficiency.’

Commanders did not limit their comments to blacks within the
service. In particular, these leaders criticized outside agitators—black
organizations and the black press. The First Air Force Commander
asserted that these groups fostered an unhealthy situation by forcing
black soldiers “to gain [a] social position in the Army which they do not
have in civilian life and which is contrary to the customs and social
usages of the country as a whole.” ¢ The report from Peterson Field,
Colorado, observed that nonmilitary pressure groups “offer solutions
to problems which are contrary to good military conduct and proce-
dures” and undermine military efficiency.’

Perhaps the War Department and the AAF feared that if these
outside organizations learned of the survey, they might use it to put
greater pressure upon the military. Consequently, the War Department
ordered that all communications relating to the surveys be classified
“Secret,” and the departmental cover letter emphasized that the Secre-
tary of War did not want questionnires to be submitted to troop units.
In addition to limiting publicity, the War Department totally excluded
blacks from participating in the survey. The I Troop Carrier Command
was more pointed in its instructions. It r