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Introduction

The officers and soldiers of the Army’s 366" Infantry Regiment, 92" Infantry
Division, stood in formation near Naples, Italy to hear from their division commander
after arriving from the United States. It was September 1944, and many of the regiment’s
Black junior officers were Washingtonians and Howard University graduates who had
commissioned into the army through the Reserve Officers’ Training Corps (ROTC);
future United States Senator Edward W. Brooke stood among them. “I want you to know
that I didn’t ask for you,” began the Virginia-born Maj. Gen. Edward M. Almond. “Your
Negro newspapers got you here, and since you are here I’'m going to make you fight.”
One of Brooke’s fellow Black lieutenants, Robert A. Brown, recalled that Almond had
staff officers confiscate the regiment’s spotless weapons and replace them with dirty
weapons, forcing the Black soldiers to clean them all over again.

When Almond later dressed down then-Lieutenant Brooke in front of his fellow
officers, Brown had to hold him down as Almond walked away. Almond had a habit of
publicly rebuking Black officers, including a doctor he had accused of negligence in
allowing his men to contract trench foot in the Italian winter. After a series of bloody
battles in northern Italy over the winter of 1944-1945, Almond had the division removed
from the front line and disbanded, to the everlasting anger of its Black soldiers and

officers, who served more days in combat than many white units.'

! Edward Brooke biography,
https://www.senate.gov/senators/FeaturedBios/Featured Bio Brooke.htm, accessed 5 December
2025; Robert A. Brown Oral History, Black Military Oral History Collection, Moorland-Spingarn
Research Center, Howard University.



https://www.senate.gov/senators/FeaturedBios/Featured_Bio_Brooke.htm

Nearly two decades later, not much had changed. First Lieutenant Wesley Geary, a
Black Methodist chaplain with a divinity degree from Southern Methodist University,
took his best friend at the base, a white chaplain named Bill, to the housing office at Fort
Sill, Oklahoma in 1963. The base’s billets for Black officers, rickety wooden World War
IT barracks divided into duplexes, cost only half the rent of regular base housing because
they were deemed substandard, and Bill wanted to save money. When the housing clerk
told him that white officers could not live in Black officers’ substandard housing, Geary
was furious and demanded to move into the white officers’ housing area. The clerk
dismissed him, and Geary went straight to his mentor, the white training brigade
commander for whom he worked and who had taken an immediate liking to the young
minister. The colonel granted Geary’s request. Later, after a group of Black lieutenants
spoke to Geary about their being passed over for executive officer, or XO, positions when
their white counterparts all got them, Geary took this issue to the colonel as well, and in
short order they all moved into XO jobs. But Geary wasn’t finished with the junior
officers. He further recommended that they move out of the substandard quarters. “You
wanted to be treated like a white man, so you’re gonna live like one and you’re gonna
spend money just like everybody else,” he told them. “If you want to be treated with
respect, why would those white officers want to come over and visit you and your wife in
those sub-standard quarters?”” Geary’s impression was that these young officers, who
hailed from the Carolinas, “had never lived in anything nice.” Geary wanted Black
officers to see themselves as equals in every way to the white officers, and he demanded

the army treat them as equals.?

2 Wesley Geary Oral History Interview, August 7, 2009, Cantigny First Division Oral Histories,
Ohio University Libraries Digital Archival Collections.



Reception, or “R” Day at the U.S. Military Academy is the day when freshman
cadets arrive. On July 7, 1976, Priscilla Walker reported to an impassive male cadet
holding a clipboard and wearing a distinctive red sash. Pat was one of 119 women, and
one of only two Black women, who arrived to join the Class of 1980. Pat grew up
desperately poor in inner-city Detroit, Michigan, amid the urban violence of the early
1970s. During her senior year, she passed an army recruiting office and was attracted by a
particular poster. “Join the people who are joining the army,” it proclaimed. That seemed
like a way out of Detroit, and the new all-volunteer army was welcoming women to the
ranks to meet its recruiting goals. In short order, she was on her way to Fort Polk,
Louisiana, as a teletype operator, and she found that she loved army life. When her
commanding officer told her about West Point, and the fact that the officer’s commission
from the academy came with a free college education, that was it. After a short stint at the
academy’s preparatory school, she was off to West Point. It was a rough experience, but
for Pat Walker, it was foundational:

“I always felt like I was part of the Corps. Because the Corps was my
home, because I didn’t really have anyplace else to go. If I had gotten kicked out,
or left the Corps, where was I going to go? I just didn’t have anything. And
there’s two things that did it for me: that made me a part of the corps of cadets
almost instantly, and one was the Honor Code. If you saw where we came from,
and where lying, cheating, and stealing was a part of everyday life, where it was
a survival technique, and if you weren’t trained on anything else, that’s what you
did . . .you didn’t know who to trust in your family, in your friends, in your
neighborhood.

But when I came to the U.S. Military Academy . . . . People weren’t going to
steal things. People weren’t going to lie to you. People weren’t going to cheat.
And I felt like from where I came from and the trust factor to where I am now in
the Corps of Cadets, I felt like I was able to breathe for the first time. And I could
actually focus on something other than staying alive . . . you could walk around,
and it was almost like being unshackled . . . it was like going to another planet.”

But the challenge of being a Black woman in a white male culture did not end when Pat

Walker graduated four years later. She told an oral historian that on that day, more than



one classmate reminded her that “we didn’t get you out of here, but this isn’t over. We’ll
take care of you out there [in the active army].”

Brooke, Geary, Walker, and thousands more African American men and women
were participants in a long, complex, and often-contested process of social change in the
officer corps of the United States Army. This social change began in the nineteenth
century, but President Harry Truman’s Executive Order 9981 removed the final policy
barrier to African American military service. After July 26, 1948, Black people could
choose to serve in any armed-forces role, at any rank, for which they were qualified.
Many key military and government officials disagreed with this policy; in their minds,
the military was no place for so-called “social experiments.” The services complied
reluctantly and unevenly at first, but the armed forces integrated. Of the four service
branches, the U.S. Army had the farthest to go, having the largest number of African
Americans in its ranks, and so the integration process took time. But by 1954, the last
segregated army unit inactivated.*

During the twentieth century, African Americans came to comprise the largest
minority group in the U.S. Army; in Vietnam and again in the early 1980s, one in three
army soldiers in the enlisted ranks was Black. But the officer corps was a different story.
As late as 1972, fewer than four percent of army commissioned officers were Black and

Black colonels — senior officers with twenty or more years of active service who

commanded large units and authored army policies — were exceedingly rare. Through the

3 Patricia Walker Locke Oral History Interview, May 5, 2015, West Point Center For Oral History;
“Pride and Excellence: The First Class of Women at West Point,” The National Museum of the
United States Army; for 1970s Detroit, see Thomas J. Sugrue, The Origins of the Urban Crisis:
Race and Inequality in Postwar Detroit (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996).

* Morris J. MacGregor, Integration of the Armed Forces, 1940-1965 (Washington, D.C.: U.S.
Army Center of Military History, 2014), 452.



1950s and 1960s, there were no African American generals at all. The last Black army
general, Benjamin O. Davis, Jr., had transferred to the U.S. Air Force when it broke away
from the army in 1947. Why did this disparity exist, and did army leaders see it as a
problem? What has the army done over time to address this disparity?°

The answers to these questions lie at the intersection of American history,
institutional policies, and individual actions. This study argues that between 1950 and
1980, the army used a mix of colorblind and race-conscious policies to boost Black
officer representation. While considerations of military efficiency always determined the
army’s approach to any institutional challenge, and the army selected and promoted
officers (as it still does) based on merit — a subjective assessment of an individual’s
qualifications, performance, and potential — other historical forces affected these
decisions. Against the background of the long American civil rights movement and a
minority rights revolution, social change in the army took place in three dimensions.
From the top down, government and military leaders implemented colorblind and race-
conscious policies at different times, always with an eye on conceptions of readiness and
leadership. The army must remain trained and ready for war, and fight when called upon.
Historian Beth Bailey’s characterization of “institutional logic” places leadership at the
center of the army’s culture and practices, and the army must select and prepare its
leaders for war. Conversely, from the bottom-up African American officers have
continually contested inequities when they experienced them, forcing the army to
confront them so that they could advance based on merit. Last, from the outside in,

external actors — civil rights organizations, the Black press, a democratic society — have

5 The best general survey of African American military history is Bernard C. Nalty, Strength For
the Fight: A History of Black Americans and the Military (New York: The Free Press, 1986).



shaped the policies of military organizations. Here I try to explain these three dimensions
within a chronological narrative of change over time.®

In a larger sense, this study’s contribution is to explain how social change happens
in one of the largest institutions in American life. I seek to understand the development
and implementation of policies that create social change, as well as the impact of those
policies in the lives of the people who experience them. Even though after 1948 African
American army officers could legally serve anywhere their qualifications and ambition
took them and in theory could rise to in rank based on performance and potential,
vestiges of segregation created barriers to their advancement. After the U.S. Military
ended practices of segregation, both institutional and personal racism remained. I seek to
unravel those legacies and explain their persistence and the lengths, at different times to
which the army has gone both to ignore or explain them away, and to eradicate them.
Within the armed forces, individuals — Black and white, senior and junior officers,
commanders and staff functionaries, soldiers and civilians — reacted to and shaped this

process of social change.’

¢ Beth Bailey, An Army Afire: How the US Army Confronted Its Racial Crisis in the Vietnam Era
(Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2023), 5. Bailey defines institutional logic as “the
collective force of the army’s culture, history, and tradition, its structure and organization, its
avowed mission and purpose, its policies and practices.” She argues that the army’s institutional
logic “shaped the ways in which its leaders and members defined the problem at hand” and
“made certain proposed solutions more likely than others.” It also determined how those
attempted solutions played out. John D. Skrentny, The Minority Rights Revolution (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 2002), 1-4. Skrentny defines the minority rights revolution as “a
sudden growth of federal legislation, presidential executive orders, bureaucratic rulings, and court
decisions that established nondiscrimination rights.” I argue that in this context, Black officers
demanded remedies to institutional discrimination.

" Historian James E. Westheider defines three types of racism that have existed in the U.S.
Military. Institutional, or systemic racism was a concatenation of “inherent vestiges of racism,
[leading to] built-in disadvantages for racial minorities.” Institutional racism is “most often
unintentional, subtle, and accidental and is often hard to detect.” Personal racism on the part of
white soldiers was endemic to the U.S. Military until the late 1960s. Westheider adds a third type,
perceived racism, which is to him a byproduct of segregation, which meant that “the military was



Moreover, in the large and growing field of African American military history,
scholars have paid relatively little attention to the officer corps as a site of social change.
My study seeks to build on the foundational works Marvin E. Fletcher and Isaac
Hampton II, who have authored the only two existing studies of the Black officer corps.
Hampton is the intellectual progenitor of this subfield, and his focus on individual Black
officers’ stories and experiences forms its foundation. A large and growing literature
surveys the segregated army, and this literature provides the background and context for
what comes after. Period-specific studies of the turn of the twentieth century and the
world wars by Le’Trice Donaldson, Adriane Lentz-Smith, Chad L. Williams, Matthew
Delmont, Thomas Guglielmo, and Daniel Kryder describe how African Americans
conceived of military service as a demonstration of citizenship and fought two-front wars
against external enemies in combat and against segregation in their own society.
Guglielmo’s depiction of the army’s ever-shifting color lines within military service has

particular importance to my study of the Black officer corps.®

often [African Americans’] first direct exposure to a power structure directly controlled and
dominated by whites. It was only natural that they viewed this system with the utmost suspicion
and, on occasion, misinterpreted the actions of whites as racist.”

8 Marvin E. Fletcher, The Black Soldier and Officer in the United States Army, 1891-1917
(Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1974); Isaac Hampton II, The Black Officer Corps: A
History of Black Military Advancement From Integration Through Vietnam (New York:
Routledge, 2013); LeTrice D. Donaldson, Duty Beyond the Battlefield: African American Soldiers
Fight for Racial Uplift, Citizenship, and Manhood, 1870-1920 (Carbondale: Southern Illinois
University Press, 2020); Adriane Lentz-Smith, Freedom Struggles: African Americans and World
War I (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2009); Chad L. Williams, Torchbearers of
Democracy: African American Soldiers in the World War I Era (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 2010); Mathew F. Delmont, Half American: The Epic Story of African Americans
Fighting World War I at Home and Abroad (New York: Viking, 2022); Thomas R. Guglielmo,
Divisions: A New History of Racism and Resistance in America’s World War Il Military (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2021); Daniel Kryder, Divided Arsenal: Race and the American State
During World War Il (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000.



Studies of Black military service and the U.S. military in the Cold War conflicts
of Korea and Vietnam, as well as its non-combat experiences throughout the era, explain
how African Americans conceived of their service in different terms from earlier
generations. Christine Knauer and Kimberley Philips Boehm demonstrate how this
generation of soldiers saw their service more as a marker of protest: their citizenship was
established through service, at least in their own minds. David Cline, Wil Haygood,
Jeremy Maxwell, and James Westheider use oral histories to illuminate how racial
solidarity fostered Black soldiers’ resilience, valor, and service, and how the life-and-
death experience of combat tended to reduce or remove altogether racial distinction
among soldiers. Finally, Beth Bailey’s recent study describes the racial crisis that
engulfed the U.S. Army after 1968 and the army’s response, while Bailey, Morris
Macgregor, Sherie Mershon, Steven Schlossman, Jennifer Mittelstadt, and William A.
Taylor move beyond the battlefield to explore how the armed services integrated and
shifted to an all-volunteer force.’

Although my study focuses on the period 1950-1980 and aligns closely with most

conceptions of the civil rights movement, Chapter One places this period into historical

? Christine Knauer, Let Us Fight As Free Men: Black Soldiers and Civil Rights (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2014); Kimberley Phillips Boehm, War! What Is It Good For?
Black Freedom Struggles and the U.S. Military from World War II to Iraq (Chapel Hill: UNC
Press, 2014); Bailey, An Army Afire and America’s Army: Making the All-Volunteer Force
(Cambridge: Belknap, 2009); David P. Cline, Twice Forgotten.: African Americans and the
Korean War (Chapel Hill: UNC Press, 2021); Wil Haygood, The War Within a War: The Black
Struggle in Vietnam and at Home (New York: Knopf, 2026); Jeremy P. Maxwell, Brotherhood in
Combat: How African Americans Found Equality in Korea and Vietnam (Norman: University of
Oklahoma Press, 2018); James Westheider, Fighting on Two Fronts: African Americans and the
Vietnam War (New York: NYU Press, 2018); MacGregor, Integration of the Armed Forces;
Sherie Mershon and Steven Schlossman, Foxholes & Color Lines: Desegregating the U.S. Armed
Forces (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1998); Jennifer Mittelstadt, The Rise of the
Military Welfare State (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2015); Willia A. Taylor, Military
Service and American Democracy From World War 11 to Iraq and Afghanistan (Lawrence:
University Press of Kansas, 2016).



context with a review of Black army officer service in the nineteenth century and up
through World War II. This is necessary to show that specific aspects of Black-officer
service in the later twentieth century have roots in the policies and beliefs of this earlier
period. This chapter demonstrates the durability of racist ideas about the best ways to
“utilize” African American military personnel. The army of the two world wars employed
explicitly race-conscious policies in the belief that segregation was an essential
component of military efficiency. Chapter Two argues that although President Harry
Truman’s 1948 executive order abolished segregated units, military integration was
contested and contingent, particularly in the officer ranks, and many army officials
continued to dispute the wisdom of investing Black officers with leadership in an
integrating army. In any case, army officer-management policies became colorblind in the
sense that it was seen as enough merely to state in policy that these officers could serve
where and how they wanted. But in social scientist John Skrentny’s estimation, “World
War II and the Cold War [and Black military service in those conflicts] helped make the
minority rights (especially Black) revolution possible.”!?

Chapter Three describes the army’s halting shift to race-conscious approaches in
officer management. The beginnings of a rights revolution in American society changed
African American expectations of their professional lives, and this change occurred in the
army as well. For its part, the army reacted to pressure from the Kennedy and Johnson
presidential administrations to expand opportunities in all parts of American society,
including the military. Still, Black officers who served in the sixties experienced change

punctuated by frustrating continuities. Sixties officer-management policies based on

10 Skrentny, The Minority Rights Revolution, 7.



concepts of equal opportunity proved not to be enough to dissolve officer corps
inequities.

Chapter Four paints a picture of the Vietnam War from the Black officer’s
perspective. This was the U.S. Military’s first truly integrated conflict, and the racial
inequities of the army’s officer policies showed themselves in combat. The general
paucity of Black officers “in country” in Vietnam, while Black enlisted soldiers enlisted
and were drafted in large numbers and sustained disproportionate casualties in the war’s
first years, accelerated racial conflict that threatened the army’s cohesion, discipline, and
combat effectiveness. Black officers occupied a central and difficult place at the center of
the army’s racial crisis because they were often expected to represent their fellow Black
soldiers outside the chain of command while simultaneously enforcing and following
orders. However, despite unwritten barriers to command assignments and career
advancement that showed the insufficiency of colorblind policies, those Black officers
who did serve in Vietnam abolished another artifact of the era of segregation, the army’s
color line through the combat arms.

During the seventies, as the U.S. military ended its involvement in the Vietnam
War and shifted to an all-volunteer force, the army began more aggressively to address
persistent inequities, rooted in segregation-era policies and a belief in colorblind
meritocracy, that affected Black officers most acutely. Chapter Five illustrates how army
policies and culture mirrored America in the seventies. Affirmative action programs,
which sought not only to foster equal opportunity but actively to remedy discrimination
in education, hiring, and government programs, created expectations in the officer corps

of individual identity and cultural expression that frequently clashed with traditional

10



understandings of service and chain of command. As legal historian Melvin Urofsky
points out, advocates of equal opportunity “also did not take into account a basic conflict
between affirmative action and the American tradition of individual merit.” This conflict,
and the army’s attempts to resolve it, is central to this study. White officers continued to
“see only green and khaki” when they looked at the army, but Black officers, particularly
of the sixties and seventies generations, saw a different environment. When presented
with statistical evidence that colorblind policies had not reduced the Black enlisted-
officer disparity, and that Black officers struggled to advance through the ranks more than
did their white peers, the army employed a mix of colorblind structural changes and race-
conscious officer-management policies. !!

Chapter Six brings this story to the beginning of the Reagan Administration. After
the U.S. Military became an all-volunteer force in 1973, the army acted upon
accumulated evidence of two decades of inequality of treatment and opportunity in its
officer corps. At a time when the army could no longer rely on conscription to fill its
ranks and it competed in a widening job market for talented people, the disparity in
African American representation between enlisted personnel and officers, combined with
residual racial strife after Vietnam, threatened the army’s order, discipline, and military
efficiency. Increased Black participation at all ranks in the army’s leadership meant that

Black officers led this social change in an environment that increasingly gave them the

" Melvin 1. Urofsky, The Affirmative Action Puzzle: A Living History from Reconstruction to
Today (New York: Pantheon, 2020), xi. Urofsky defines three components of affirmative action.
First, it is remedial, taking race, sex, and national origin “into account for the purpose of
remedying past and present discrimination and its effects.” Second, affirmative action is
necessary to create conditions of equal opportunity “because of the duration, intensity, scope, and
intransigence of discrimination women and minority groups experience.” Third, affirmative
action specifies protected classes covered by its policies.

11



latitude to do so. Beginning in 1974, a potent combination of institutional logic, strategic
urgency, and individual agency accelerated social change. Some of this change was a
matter of economic and employment concerns that made military service more attractive,
as well as timing, as Black officers achieved general’s rank and moved into leadership
and policymaking positions that gave them a platform to enact these changes. Indeed, in
the Ford and Carter Administrations, Black officers had the support of key senior officials
who recognized the need for such change. But the army also suffered some of the white
backlash to affirmative action that occurred throughout American society.

In his essay “Affirming and Disaffirming Actions: Remaking Race in the 1970s,”
historian Eric Porter summarizes adroitly the challenges and opportunities presented by
examining the past through the lens of race. “Historically,” Porter asserts, “race is an
extremely difficult concept to understand. Today, many biologists and sociologists argue
that there is really no such thing as race: it is a fictive social and scientific category . . . .
But if we acknowledge that race is a complex and protean concept, defined and used by
individuals, groups, and the state in different ways and to different ends, we begin to
grasp its continuing importance. Although race may not actually exist as a physiological
fact, it is nonetheless a powerful social construct. As put into practice through various
political, economic, military, cultural, and intellectual systems, race has played a
fundamental role in U.S. history, and it shows little sign of retreating to the background

any time soon.”!2

12 Eric Porter, “Affirming and Disaffirming Actions: Remaking Race in the 1970s,” in Beth
Bailey and David Farber, eds., America in the Seventies (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas,
2004), 50-74.

12



This study explores one aspect of the intersection of race and social change. Beth
Bailey argues that to understand social change in the United States, “we have to look
beyond the movements for social change” because the protests and demands of activists
are usually not the objective. “To make a fundamental difference, change has to be
enacted into law or translated into policy, and with sufficient mechanisms of enforcement
to make the change significant.” Change must “percolate through culture” and be
managed by the “institutions of American life,” including the military. This is the story of

one such process of change, and one such institution. '?

13 Bailey, An Army Afire, 5-6; Skrentny, The Minority Rights Revolution, 5. In challenging what
he calls the “social-movement” approach to understanding the late 1960s and early 1970s,
Skrentny asserts that during this time, “formal members of social-movement organizations held
positions of power in Congress and the bureaucracy, and strong advocates also worked out of the
White House. They played crucial roles in formulating and pushing new rights.” These were not
“angry minority protests, raised fists, picket lines, and placards,” but “Euro-American males and
minority advocates, wearing suits, sitting at desks, firing off memos, and meeting in government
buildings to discuss new policy directions. While these are not romantic images, they are the
images of power.” In this study, I add uniformed officers, Black and white, to this picture.

13



Chapter One
“Leadership is not embedded in the Negro race yet:” Black Officers In a Segregated
Army, 1870-1948'

“There was not just a question of Negro or white. If you were Negro, you were wrong, if
white you were right.”!3

- Maj. Charles M. Brown, 92" Infantry Division

In 1889 Charles Young became the third-ever African American West Point graduate
and an officer in the regular army. After serving in the 9" Cavalry, one of the segregated
army’s three regular Black regiments, he headed the military science program at
Wilberforce University, was promoted to major, and commanded another all-Black unit,
the 10" Cavalry. He earned the praise of General John Pershing for his valorous conduct
during the Punitive Expedition in Mexico and was a regular lieutenant colonel when the
United States declared war on Germany in 1917. He was the most accomplished Black
officer in America, was a friend of W.E.B. Du Bois, and had every expectation of
promotion to general and command of a Black division in France.!®
When Young reported to San Antonio, Texas, to take a routine physical for his impending
promotion to colonel, he was ordered to undergo additional tests and sent to another

hospital, where he was ordered to retire because of an undiscovered heart ailment. His

petitions to Secretary of War Newton Baker were to no avail; unbeknownst to him, a

4 Henry Stimson, quoted in Geoffrey W. Jensen, The Racial Integration of the American Armed
Forces: Cold War Necessity, Presidential Leadership, and Southern Resistance (Lawrence:
University Press of Kansas, 2023), 29. Although this study focuses on the U.S. Army’s officer-
management policies after 1973, the eras of slavery and segregation offer important contexts that
this first chapter will survey.

15 Charles M. Brown oral history interview, Black Military Oral History Collection, Moorland-
Spingarn Research Center, Howard University.

16 Chad L. Williams, The Wounded World: W.E.B. Du Bois and the First World War (New York:
Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 2023), 26-28; Marvin E. Fletcher, The Black Soldier and Officer in the
United States Army 1891-1917 (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1974), 61-64.
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white officer from the 10" Cavalry complained to his senator about being forced to serve
under a Black officer. President Woodrow Wilson and Secretary of War Baker consigned
Young first to retirement, then to train a draftee regiment that never actually existed, and
finally to serve as military attaché in Liberia. The African American 92" Division
deployed to France with white officers above the rank of major.!’

During the eighty-year period from Reconstruction to President Harry Truman’s
Executive Order 9981, which abolished racial segregation in the United States military,
African Americans served in both the army and the navy, but it was their presence in the
army that most captured the attention, interest, and activism of the Black community. At
different times and among different groups, military service was seen both positively — as
a demonstration of citizenship, leadership, and masculinity — and negatively, as an
institution that supported Jim Crow at home and imperialism abroad — but it was rarely
absent from national discourse.'®
The army’s practices of segregation emerged from the society that produced them, and
they had profound effects on all African Americans who served, but the officer corps
demonstrated the complexities and nuances of racism in ways that the enlisted ranks did

not. Because an officer’s commission carried with it duties and privileges that placed the

7 Williams, The Wounded World, 50-53.

18 Marvin E. Fletcher, The Black Soldier and Officer in the United States Army, 1891-1917
(Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1973); Bernard C. Nalty, Strength For the Fight: A
History of Black Americans in the Military (New York: The Free Press, 1986); Michele Mitchell,
Righteous Propagation: African Americans and the Politics of Racial Destiny After
Reconstruction (Chapel Hill: UNC Press, 2004); Le’Trice D. Donaldson, Duty Beyond the
Battlefield: African American Soldiers Fight for Racial Uplift, Citizenship, and Manhood, 1870-
1920 (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 2020); Kevin K. Gaines, Uplifting the
Race: Black Leadership, Politics, and Culture in the Twentieth Century (Chapel Hill: UNC Press,
1996); Martin Summers, Manliness and its Discontents: The Black Middle Class & the
Transformation of Masculinity, 1900-1930 Chapel Hill: UNC Press, 2004).
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bearer in a superior-subordinate relationship with other men and women and because
those duties often involved the management of violence, the presence of a Black
commissioned officer repudiated segregation in ways that service in the ranks did not.
Even Black officers who served in segregated units had expectations of treatment and
status that called Jim Crow into question, and these expectations became pronounced and
visible during the two world wars, which involved national mobilizations and the
induction and service of both white and Black people. African Americans comprised
anywhere from ten to fifteen percent of the army’s forces but less than one percent of its
officer corps during the two world wars. The different and problematic experiences of the
Black officer corps vis a vis its white counterpart have largely disappeared, but the
disparity between Black enlisted and officer participation in this period persists in the
U.S. Army to the present day.!"”

In the maintenance of a segregated army from the end of the Civil War through World
War Two up to Truman’s executive order, the United States army employed officer-
management policies that were explicitly race-conscious. The most important of these
were the strict segregation of units into all-white and all-Black personnel, the

maintenance of strict percentage caps on Black service in both war and peace, and the

19 There is a large and growing literature on the Black military experience in the world wars. The
most important works include Chad L. Williams, Torchbearers of Democracy: African American
Soldiers in the World War I Era (Chapel Hill: UNC Press, 2010); Adriane Lentz-Smith, Freedom
Struggles: African Americans and World War One (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2009);
Thomas R. Guglielmo, Divisions: A New History of Racism and Resistance in America’s World
War 1I Military (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2021); Daniel Kryder, Divided Arsenal: Race
and the American State During World War Il (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000);
for participation statistics, see Ulysses Lee, The Employment of Negro Troops (Washington, D.C.:
Center of Military History, 2001), 414-415, part of the U.S. Army’s official history of World War
II. In 2022, the enlisted component of the U.S. Army was 21% Black, against 11% for the officer
corps.
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prohibition against Black officers ever giving orders to white soldiers. While the army
did not bar Black men from obtaining an officer’s commission, it did create barriers to
Black officer service and advancement and produced a marked disparity in Black enlisted
and officer participation in the army. The foundational element of these policies
questioned Black aptitude for military leadership. During the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries, the army convinced itself through observation of wartime and peacetime
experiences and scientific study that African Americans were fit for military service only
in junior, subservient roles because of their supposed moral, mental, and physical
weakness. This belief was of course central to the nation’s larger system of white
supremacy, but it found enthusiastic application in the army, which of all the nation’s
military services attracted and employed the largest number of African Americans (and
still does today). The army’s internal assessments of the performance of African
American soldiers and units in the two world wars were central to the core belief in Black
incapacity for military service in direct combat roles in general, and leadership in
particular.?’

The second element that over time produced differences both in the scope of
service of Black officers and enlisted and Black and white officer experiences was the
under-representation of Black officers in the combat arms, those army units charged with
direct combat against enemy forces, and in the technical and scientific branches, which
demanded specialized education and training. These absences in certain branches existed
side by side with Black over-representation in labor, service, and logistics specialties,

which were seen as unskilled duties. This condition built naturally upon the first, not least

20 Kryder, Divided Arsenal, 133-167.
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because it conformed to white America’s collective understandings of the role of African
Americans in society. Historian Thomas Guglielmo portrays a Black-white divide
grounded in “leaders’ own sentiments about Black people’s supposed inferiority as
soldiers and as officers and their deep investments in white domination and Black
subordination. Both, they seemed to believe in their bones, were natural, essential, and
virtuous features of American life.” This subordination became an organizing principle of
the post- Civil War army starting in the Spanish-American War, continued in World War
I, and reached its apogee in World War II. In the world wars the army employed
segregated units in both service and logistical roles, behind the front lines, and in direct
combat with the enemy. Both types of units permitted Black officers up to the rank of
lieutenant, but officers at captain and above were vanishingly rare. It was the
performance of the latter units, known as “combat arms,” that most directly informed the
army’s belief in the unfitness of African Americans for combat roles.?!

African American women could not serve in the U.S. Army until the
establishment of the Women’s Auxiliary Army Corps (WAAC) in 1942. Black women
who aspired to be officers faced the dual challenges of serving in an institution that was
overwhelmingly male and white, but as historian Tanya Roth points out in her study of
women in the Cold War U.S. military, “When it came to women. . . .military leaders acted
colorblind: regulations only limited women because they were women, so officials did
not think that race mattered in the women’s services.” In Roth’s estimation, “Race

absolutely mattered when constructing womanpower,” because of the military’s reliance

2l Guglielmo, Divisions, 6.
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on both the guiding principle of whiteness and on society’s conceptions of women’s
gender roles.?

After Black officers experienced segregation in wartime, the combined effects of
whiteness and masculinity created specific officer-management policies that had a
disproportionately negative effect on Black officers, both male and female, during the
demobilizations that followed each of the world wars. Black officers, who were mostly
reservists or promoted from the ranks, were kicked out of the army or left of their own
volition when they saw that their opportunities were limited in peacetime. In choosing to
leave the service, two generations of Black officers interrupted or ended careers in an
institution that requires a commitment of fifteen to twenty years to reach senior rank.?

The institutional logic that created barriers to Black officer representation in the
late twentieth century had its roots in the nation’s colonial past. America’s earliest
military manpower policies institutionalized ideas of Black military incapacity for
leadership. A few free and enslaved Blacks served in the New England colonial militias
and enlisted in the Continental Army in the early days of the Revolutionary War but never
served as officers. When southern colonists began to join the cause, their leaders brought
with them fears of arming the enslaved and creating the conditions for their freedom,
leading the Continental Congress to outlaw their service in the regular army by October
1775. In 1778, the Massachusetts legislature recommended the formation of a regiment of

African American volunteers for wartime service. The regiment would consist of the

22 Tanya L. Roth, Her Cold War: Women in the U.S. Military, 1945-1980 (Chapel Hill: UNC
Press, 2021), 13.

23 This study will observe the convention of grouping officer ranks into the junior, or company
grades (second and first lieutenant and captain), field, or senior grades (major, lieutenant colonel,
and colonel), and general officer grades (brigadier, major, lieutenant, and full general).
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same number of officers and soldiers as a Continental Army regiment, and other than one
White sergeant in each company, would consist of “Negroes, mulattoes or Indians.” All
the regiment’s “higher officers,” colonels, majors, and captains, were White men, while
Black men were allowed to serve as “inferior officers,” lieutenants and ensigns. Black
men could not be trusted with the complex responsibilities of unit leadership, even in an
eighteenth-century army governed by the strictures of close-order drill on the battlefield.
This policy remained in effect in various forms until the beginning of World War I, when
Charles Young was the senior Black officer on active duty.?*

Although more than 180,000 Black soldiers served in the United States Army
during the American Civil War and constituted approximately thirteen percent of all army
troops, the army and the nation took two concepts from the Civil War experience that
further established the institutional logic of the Black officer corps of the twentieth
century. The first was that strict segregation of White and Black soldiers into separate
units was the only way to employ a multiracial army. The second was that limiting the
number of African American units served to limit Black access to weapons and military
power, which in turn reinforced white supremacy. As for the officer corps, it followed
that Black officers could never command White soldiers and could certainly never
occupy positions of authority over white officers. Black soldiers were only deemed
capable of efficient service, particularly in direct combat with the enemy, under white

officers. In this environment, the only real purpose for commissioning an African

2* The Black military experience in the colonial era is captured in Nalty, Strength For the Fight,
3-18; Report of the Joint Legislative Committee, State of Massachusetts Bay, 18 April 1778,
Bernard C. Nalty and Morris J. MacGregor, eds., Blacks in the Military: Essential Documents
(Wilmington, DE: Scholarly Resources Inc., 1981), 8-9, 43; Judith L. Van Buskirk, Standing in
their Own Light: African American Patriots in the American Revolution (Norman: University of
Oklahoma Press, 2017).
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American as an officer was to ensure the better control and discipline of Black soldiers in
a particular situation, or to fill an immediate vacancy in a unit when no white officers
were available. Accordingly, a small number of Black men served as officers in state
Black regiments, but only below the regimental level as lieutenants and captains. A
commission appointed by Secretary of War Edwin Stanton reported to him in June 1863
that Black enlistees were known for “Docility, earnestness, the instinct of obedience,”
and were “generally skillful cooks and providers,” but their usefulness in combat
depended “on whether there leaders are in sympathy with them, have gained their
confidence, and can arouse their devotion” to duty. “I have no confidence in them,” Gen.
William T. Sherman told his brother, Senator John Sherman, “& don’t want them mixed
up with our white soldiers.” While Maj. Gen. David Hunter, one of the U.S. generals
most inclined to abolitionist policies, found Black regiments to be “hardy, generous,
temperate, strictly obedient . . . and deeply imbued with that religious sentiment which
made the soldiers of Oliver Cromwell invincible,” the characteristics that white Northern
leaders found militarily useful in Black soldiers fit them for subordinate roles, and not for
leadership, which demanded a different set of attributes.?’

In the state and federal volunteer regiments that enlisted Black soldiers, Black
men lacked the vote and possessed no civil rights and thus did not possess the social
standing to compete for officer’s commissions in those regiments. Because they “were of
little consequence politically,” in the words of a historian of the United States Colored

Troops, there was no political or social advantage to be gained by a state governor for

23 Preliminary Report of the American Freedmen’s Inquiry Commission to Sec. of War Edwin M.
Stanton, 30 June 1863; David Hunter to Stanton, 30 April 1863; both in Nalty and MacGregor,

eds., Blacks in the Military, 29-30; Sherman quoted in William A. Dobak, Freedom By the Sword:
The U.S. Colored Troops, 1862-1867 (Washington, D.C.: Center of Military History, 2011), 9-10.
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commissioning a Black applicant. Those Black men who demonstrated valor in combat
might be selected to replace a White officer who was wounded or killed, as was the case
in the 55" Massachusetts Infantry, where James Monroe Trotter, a sergeant, rose to
second lieutenant in his company when the unit sustained heavy casualties in fighting in
coastal South Carolina and marked the achievement by having his photograph made.?°

Because the regiments of United States Colored Troops (USCT) were recruited,
formed, and trained at the federal level, with officers who volunteered for USCT service
and underwent oral and written examinations of military proficiency, the possibility
existed that Black men could earn officer commissions, but in the end, out of a
complement of some five thousand officers who served in USCT units during the Civil
War, only about one hundred were Black. There was apparently no possibility of
commissioning a valorous Black soldier from the ranks in the USCT. Christian A.
Fleetwood, who rose to the rank of sergeant major in the 4" USCT and earned the
Congressional Medal of Honor, was nominated for a commission by his unit’s white
officers, but Secretary of War Edwin Stanton denied the request, claiming that even
though Black men were serving as officers, “there was no law under which a colored man
could be commissioned to a rank carrying command at the time.”?’

After the Civil War, Ulysses S. Grant, who was the army’s senior general until his
retirement to run for President, resisted Congressional attempts to extend African

American emancipation to full military service. When Massachusetts senator Henry

Wilson, chair of the Senate Military Committee, proposed a postwar Regular Army

26 Dobak, Freedom By the Sword: The U.S. Colored Troops, 1862-1867, 13, 74-78; LeTrice D.
Donaldson, Duty Beyond the Battlefield: African American Soldiers Fight for Racial Uplift,
Citizenship, and Manhood, 1870-1920 (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 2020), 38.
" Fletcher, The Black Soldier and Officer,18-19; Donaldson, Duty Beyond the Battlefield, 44.
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establishment that included Black units, Grant responded that although he had no
objection to the use of colored troops in wartime because they were readily available, he
did not recommend their inclusion in the peacetime regular army because he believed this
force should be as small as possible and have the “highest possible efficiency,”
apparently impossible with Black soldiers. Further, Grant disagreed with the
establishment of Black artillery units because those units had no real use in peacetime
other than as “an artillery school for time of war,” and because he believed that “the
efficiency of the artillery as a school will be higher if composed solely of white troops.”
But despite Grant’s objections, Wilson’s persistence resulted in the establishment of six
Black regular army regiments, four of infantry and two of cavalry. A subsequent 1869
reorganization consolidated the four infantry regiments into two. The 9™ and 10™ cavalry
and 24 and 25" infantry regiments remained on the army’s rolls as segregated units until
the 1950s, led largely by White officers. 28

Because the Gilded Age regular army obtained its officers solely from the graduating
classes of West Point, there were few Black officers to serve in leadership positions. The
academy’s post-Civil War leadership took a dim view of enrolling Black cadets and
subscribed to the gradualism that became a core tenet of Jim Crow; perhaps African
Americans would be fit to attend West Point and meet the same standards as white men,
but not right now. When superintendent Maj. Gen. John C. Schofield reviewed a hazing
incident in 1880, he blamed the Black victim, Cadet Johnson C. Whittaker, for feigning
unconsciousness after being beaten, and asserted that “the cadet himself [ Whittaker] was

the author of it.” In other words, Whittaker had assaulted himself. Schofield went on to

28 Lt. Gen Ulysses S. Grant to Sen. Henry M. Wilson, 12 January 1866, Nalty and MacGregor,
eds., Blacks in the Military, 45, 47.
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make what is perhaps the first recorded expression of a longstanding belief among
professional soldiers that the military should somehow be held apart from larger
processes of social change, or at the very least should not be in the vanguard of such
change. “Military discipline,” Schofield averred, “is not an effective method of
promoting social intercourse or of overcoming social prejudice.” Because West Point
cadets grew up in a society that embraced white supremacy, “the Military Academy
cannot be made a favorable place at which to first introduce social intercourse between
the white and Black man.” West Point, Schofield concluded, “will, at the most, only be
able to follow the example of the country at large in this respect.”?’

Five African Americans gained admission to West Point before Johnson
Whittaker’s arrival in 1876, but only one of them, Henry Ossian Flipper, graduated and
served as an army officer. His experiences illustrated the limits and conditions that white
America placed on Black leadership. While the previous six failed academic
examinations or were court-martialed for misconduct, Flipper survived at the academy
because of his social background, academic preparation, and views on racial uplift.
Flipper was born in servitude on a plantation in south Georgia before the Civil War, but
his parents moved his family to Atlanta immediately after the war’s end. There, the
Flippers became prosperous members of the city’s new Black bourgeoisie, and Henry’s
father, a shoemaker with a multiracial clientele, came to the attention of Georgia’s white
Republican postwar leaders. Henry wrote to his congressman, J.C. Freeman, about a

place at the military academy, and in April 1873 he passed the physical examination and

2 Maj. Gen. John M. Schofield, “The Freedman at West Point and in the Army,” Annual Report
of the Secretary of War, 1880, Nalty and MacGregor, eds., Blacks in the Military, 53; Donaldson,
Duty Beyond the Battlefield, 114; Isaac Hampton 11, The Black Officer Corps: A History of Black
Military Advancement From Integration Through Vietnam (New York: Routledge, 2013) 6.
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received his letter of appointment. Flipper spent his four years at West Point in the same
conditions of social isolation and ostracism that had bedeviled his predecessors, but his
schooling helped him to pass his classes, and his personal convictions of his place in
society helped him to endure his loneliness. When he graduated in 1877 and reported to
the Tenth United States Cavalry at Fort Sill, Oklahoma, he was a national celebrity and
the first Black officer to command Black troops in the U.S. regular army.3°

Lieutenant Flipper’s introduction to army life was relatively uneventful, and he
got along well for the first three years at Fort Sill, but his budding friendship with the
sister of his white commanding officer’s wife caused him to run afoul of the expected
social separation of white and Black commissioned officers; in any case, by 1880, the
regiment had moved to Texas, Flipper served capably in a small military action against
Native American tribes, and had become the regiment’s quartermaster and commissary
officer. But in 1881, a new regimental commander, William R. Shafter, and his adjutant,
both outspoken racists, engineered Flipper’s arrest on charges of embezzlement of
government funds. Despite a very capable defense, a military tribunal found him guilty
not of embezzlement, but of conduct unbecoming an officer, and recommended in
December 1881 that he be dismissed from service. His fight to clear his name garnered
no support from either white or Black advocates. To white Americans, Flipper was simply
a further demonstration of Black incapacity for morally upstanding leadership. To Black
Americans, Flipper was seen as serving only for himself. Henry Flipper isolated himself
by choice from other Black soldiers because he viewed his service as an officer as a

demonstration of class membership, not as a marker of racial progress. Flipper’s elitist

30 Donaldson, Duty Beyond the Battlefield, 109-114.
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views and criticisms of the Liberia movement alienated him from African American
society and meant that he was to fight a lonely fight for redemption after his removal
from the army, without the support of the Black press. Flipper’s Faustian bargain with
white society allowed him to earn a lieutenant’s commission, but it meant his ostracism
from Black society and prefigured the criticisms by twentieth-century Black soldiers of
Black officers as “Uncle Toms” and race traitors.3!

Debates about Black military leadership formed a part of a larger discourse over
questions of political and social equality. In Plessy v. Ferguson (1896), the United States
Supreme Court enshrined the doctrine of “separate but equal” as the legal basis for
segregation in America. Even Justice John Marshall Harlan’s dissent agreed with the
majority that “the white race deems itself to be the dominant race in this country . . . in
prestige, in achievements, in education, in wealth, and in power,” and “will continue to be
for all time.” But despite this preordained condition of White supremacy, “There is no
caste here. Our Constitution is color-blind, and neither knows, nor tolerates classes
among citizens. In respect of civil rights, all citizens are equal before the law.” When
African American men asserted their rights as Americans to serve as commissioned
officers, they did so in opposition to what Kevin Gaines calls “the sedimented . . . racial

assumptions driving much U.S. political discourse.” But where Gaines finds these beliefs

31 Donaldson, Duty Beyond the Battlefield, 120-125. In Uplifiing the Race: Black Leadership,
Politics, and Culture in the Twentieth Century (Chapel Hill: UNC Press, 2009), Kevin K. Gaines
argues that “African American cultural elites, struggling to articulate a positive Black identity,
developed a middle-class ideology of racial uplift, insisting that they were truly representative of
the race’s potential,” and that Black elites “distinguished themselves from the Black majority as
agents of civilization.”
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to be “almost subconscious” in civil society, in the U.S. Army they were both deeply held
and explicitly expressed.3?

The officer corps was also a venue for Black men to demonstrate citizenship and
manhood in opposition to Jim Crow. Barriers to officer service served the same functions
as disfranchisement in that they “attenuated the links between manhood and citizenship
for Blacks” and produced a “precarious sense of manhood among Blacks” in which
limitations on how and at what level they could serve constituted insults to manhood.
Because Black men could not freely serve as officers, demonstrate their leadership
qualities as men, and advance in the ranks to high positions, they were unable to embody
turn-of-the-century notions of manliness, honesty, piety, self-control, and hard work.
Those like Henry O. Flipper who did achieve rank and position in the army found
themselves victims of the personal racism of many, if not all, superior officers, and they
served within an institution that gave these ideas official sanction.3
But despite institutional barriers to Black officer service in the regular army, the outbreak
of the Spanish-American war presented an opportunity for Black officers to demonstrate
their skill and manhood in combat leadership positions. After the Civil War, Black
communities enthusiastically formed volunteer militia regiments, subscribing to pay and
equip the units, and these regiments served as a potential source of manpower for service
in Cuba and the Philippines. The War Department also raised federal volunteer regiments
in which Black men applied and won officer’s commissions. War Department records
documented eight state infantry regiments and four federal volunteer infantry regiments

“officered wholly or in part by colored officers and whose enlisted strength consisted of

32 Gaines, Uplifting the Race, xiii.
3 Martin Summers, Manliness and its Discontents
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colored men.” Officer service carried powerful connotations of manliness, leadership, and
racial destiny for Black men only twenty years removed from slavery.3*

The late nineteenth-century fight for militia officer positions served as a venue for
Black Americans to resist Jim Crow and to assert their citizenship. In state militias,
officer service became both an enabler of racial uplift and an element of community
development within a segregated society. Black communities in Tidewater Virginia
formed the Sixth Volunteer Infantry in 1876, and secured for it a special status, reporting
directly to the state’s adjutant general. At the outbreak of war with Spain, the unit and its
supporting community made it clear that the unit was eager to serve overseas, but only
under Black officers. John M. Mitchell, Jr., editor of the African American Richmond
Planet, initiated a “No Officers, No Fight” advocacy campaign in the local press and
community. The governor, J. Hoge Tyler, acceded to Mitchell’s demand, but only on the
condition that the unit would have a white commanding officer. Tyler chose a recent West
Point graduate for the post, and promoted the white officer, Richard Clayborne Croxton,
to lieutenant colonel. When the regiment moved to a mobilization camp in Tennessee,
Croxton ordered all the unit’s Black junior officers to sit for examinations to document
their incapacity and have them replaced with White officers. This prompted the Black
officers to resign as a group and a meeting of concerned citizens in Richmond formed a
committee to contact the Secretary of War with their concerns. This pressure campaign
had its desired effect. The unit’s Black major, William Johnston, a school principal in

civilian life, visited the camp to meet with Croxton, who agreed to reinstate the Black

34 Endorsement to Letter, War Department, Adjutant General’s Office, to James W. Howard,
National Memorial Association, 3 August 1916, U.S. Army Center of Military History,
Washington, D.C. (Hereafter referred to as CMH); Mitchell, Righteous Propagation, 62-63.
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officers. The incident gained the unit the moniker “Mutinous Sixth,” however, and this
was enough to prevent its shipment overseas. Virginia abolished the unit in January,
1899.33

The “No Officers, No Fight” campaign spread across the country during the
mobilization for war with Spain. “It is an insult to tell us that we are incapable of holding
the rank of an officer — no officers, no soldier, is our motto, wrote the Kansas City
American Citizen. Alabama’s Black volunteer units and their officers had similar
experiences. Across the former Confederate states, Black militia service paralleled
African American inroads in state and national government before the rise of Jim Crow.
In 1893, the state formed two Black militia companies and permitted Major Reuben R.
Mims, who had commanded one of the companies, to form the First Colored Battalion.
At the outbreak of the Spanish-American War, Governor Joseph F. Johnson authorized
the establishment of a four-company Black battalion as part of the state’s quota of units
but only commanded by White officers. Mims’s former company, the Gilmer Rifles,
refused to serve under White officers and was left out of the war. A White regular army
captain, Robert Lee Bullard, was commissioned a colonel in the militia and commanded
the regiment, but it never went overseas. In 1900, J.C. Wooley petitioned the secretary of
war, state adjutant general, and eventually President William McKinley to form another
Black militia unit but was informed that “there were no vacancies in the Alabama

National Guard.” After the state’s lone Black company was disbanded in 1904 (for having

35 Donaldson, Duty Beyond the Battlefield, 48-50.
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the temerity to march through Montgomery to the tune of The Battle Hymn of the
Republic), there were no Black soldiers in the Alabama National Guard until the 1960s.3¢
The Gilded Age army’s small size, combined with national policies of
segregation, formed a natural barrier to Black officer service. Although pressures of the
Spanish-American War and America’s growing imperial role led Congress to double the
army’s size from 1895 to 1902, the 59,000-strong regular force of 1903 only required
2,900 officers. These officers obtained their commissions in one of four ways. They
graduated from West Point, rose from the ranks, entered the army directly from civilian
life as specialists or technicians, or applied for regular status after being commissioned in
a state volunteer unit that had mobilized for the war. The army was able to staff its three
Black regular regiments with junior officers from the ranks, eliminating the need to create
a pipeline of Black regulars from West Point or specially trained Black civilians. Once
the state-level Black militia units died away under the pressures of Jim Crow, the only
avenue for an African American man to obtain military training was to attend a Black
university. The second enactment of the Morrill Land Grant Act in 1890 provided Federal
funding for Blacks-only public universities, which were then required to host military
training under the terms of the act. Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCU)
as the primary source of Black commissioned officers dates from this act, expanding the
availability of military training beyond the few private Black colleges (such as

Wilberforce, Charles Young’s alma mater) that also offered ROTC. With West Point

36 Roger D. Cunningham, “Black Participation in the Alabama Militia, 1884-1905,” Military
Collector & Historian 53 (Winter 2001-2002), Army National Guard Headquarters Historical
Collection. Although I have found no official correspondence explaining the decision not to send
Bullard’s regiment overseas, Bullard’s well-documented history of derogatory assessments of
African American soldiers suggests to me that he agreed with the governor that the unit would
never see combat. Fletcher, The Black Soldier and Officer, 63.
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closing its doors to Black cadets at the turn of the century, HBCUs assumed an outsize
importance in offering Black men an avenue into the army officer corps.3’

The passage of the 1903 Militia Act, known as the Dick Act for its Congressional
sponsor, was significant for the army officer corps because it created the modern National
Guard, establishing a statutory relationship between the War Department and the state
militias, which had previously been distinct entities under the complete control of state
governors. The national guard structure tied federal funding for state units to the
maintenance of standards of training and readiness. While it did not specifically give the
War Department control over officer commissions, it established the precedent for the
government’s ability to demand integration and equal opportunity for Black officers.3?

The massive scope and industrialization for World War I highlighted the
integration of freed African Americans into American society and the challenges of
finding a sufficient labor force to keep up with the demands of industrial capitalism.
Between the Civil War and World War I, managerial innovators conceived of African
Americans in pathological terms, as “plastic” bodies remarkable only for vacuity and
animal emotions, and only able to work in the modern world under the direct supervision
of white managers. W.E.B. DuBois asserted that only by educating and developing the
“Talented Tenth” would the Black community “guide the Mass away from the
contamination and death of the Worst, in their own and other races.” Black officers

existed at the intersection of these opposing ideas. White army leaders demanded that

they be restricted to junior ranks and support roles, while DuBois pushed them to model

37 Robert Wooster, The United States Army and the Making of America: From Confederation to
Empire, 1775-1903 (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2021), 275-277.
38 Wooster, The United States Army and the Making of America, 275.
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leadership and masculinity. Some Black observers saw their service in racialized terms,
not only serving in imperialistic white campaigns against people of color across the
Global South but helping to command other Black soldiers in those campaigns. But most
continued to see them as exemplars of what was possible.*

In this context, investing African Americans with military leadership roles, but
restricting them in rank and role became a way to reinforce established racial hierarchies.
As an avowed segregationist and the leader of a Democratic administration, President
Woodrow Wilson did not depend on the Black vote, but the War Department faced
widespread discontent with national conscription and needed manpower wherever it
could find it. Thus, Secretary of War Newton Baker did not have the luxury of ignoring
the calls of the Black community to open officer positions in the AEF to Black men. He
advocated for using the ROTC program at Howard University as the nucleus of a Black
officers’ training camp, but in the end, the army opened a segregated camp in Des
Moines, lowa. This happened over the objections of Brig. Gen. Joseph E. Kuhn, the
commandant of the Army War College, who observed that “Whether or not they [Black
men] should be utilized as officers is . . . more of a political than a military question, but
in general it is believed that our colored citizens make better soldiers if commanded by

white officers than they do under officers of their own race.” In early 1917, there were

3 Paul R.D. Lawrie, Forging a Laboring Race: The African American Worker in the Progressive
Imagination (New York: NYU Press, 2016), 5-12, 39-75; W.E.B. DuBois, “The Talented Tenth,”
in DuBois, The Problem of the Color Line At the Turn of the Twentieth Century: the Essential
Early Essays (New York: Fordham University Press, 2015), 209; Donaldson, Duty Beyond the
Battlefield, 38-65; Khary Oronde Polk, Contagions of Empire: Scientific Racism, Sexuality, and
Black Military Workers Abroad, 1898-1948 (Chapel Hill: UNC Press, 2020); Ibram X. Kendi,
Stamped From the Beginning: The Definitive History of Racist Ideas in America (New York: Bold
Type Books, 2016), 280-294.
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only four African American army officers, none above the rank of lieutenant colonel, and
there were no Black women in the Army Nurse Corps .4

NAACP chairman Joel Spingarn was a strong supporter of the military
preparedness movement and attended Gen. Leonard Wood’s first military training camp
at Plattsburgh, New York, in 1915. This camp and its larger movement, which specifically
denied entry to Black men, led Spingarn and later DuBois to advocate for the
establishment of a Black officer training camp for the U.S. Army, which they believed
would soon be involved in the war in Europe. Secretary of War Newton Baker agreed and
recommended to army chief of staff Gen. Hugh Scott Howard University would be as an
ideal host for the camp. The ideas about racial uplift advanced by Spingarn and DuBois
shaped the institutional logic of segregn, pushing the army in a different direction, and
the army opened its Black officer training camp in Des Moines, lowa, in May 1917.
Black community leaders pilloried Spingarn for bending to the will of Jim Crow, but
Black officer candidates volunteered in huge numbers. In an anonymous letter to the
Atlanta Independent, a writer, who would seem to be one of the officer candidates,
celebrated this opening as “the greatest opportunity since the Civil War.” “Some few
people,” he continued, “have opposed the camp as a Jim Crow camp; they say we are
sacrificing principles for policy. Let them talk . . . here the government has assured us of
exactly the same recognition, treatment, instruction and pay as men in any other camp

get.”!

0 Brig. Gen. Joseph Kuhn to Newton Baker, quoted in Nalty and MacGregor, Blacks in the
Military, 75; Williams, The Wounded World, 26-28, 46-52.
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The enlistment and training of thousands of African American soldiers, and their
formation into segregated units, forced the War Department to confront America’s “race
question” head-on. Historian Chad L. Williams argues that “African Americans, in and
outside of the army, struggled against their imposed problematic status,” while the
military “and the numerous civilian agencies under its purview tried as best they could to
replicate the racial dynamics of everyday life in the army.” Units like the 15% Infantry,
New York National Guard, which mustered into Federal service as the famed 369t
“Harlem Hellfighters,” experienced the “race question” when the War Department
assigned them to a training camp in Spartanburg, South Carolina, despite dire warnings
of trouble from local leaders and the Black press. When the New York Age reported on the
regiment’s joyous departure from New York City, it also predicted trouble when it quoted
a local newspaper, which told South Carolinians that “The Fifteenth is expected to arrive
to-morrow morning. Some folks of marked Dixie ideas . . . are forecasting all sorts of
catastrophies . . . the populace of this Carolinian vicinity threaten to put the ‘bar sinister’
on all members of this famed outfit who undertake to touch elbows with the rest of the
boys in the pursuit of happiness.” Violent confrontations between white and Black
soldiers, and between Black soldiers and local civilians, broke out after only three weeks,
and forced the army to deploy the regiment to France ahead of its original timetable. In
one well-publicized incident, the regiment’s band leader, Lieutenant James Reese Europe,
went into a hotel with a sergeant in search of a New York newspaper, and a hotel clerk
assaulted the sergeant, throwing him into the street. Europe had to defuse a confrontation

between a hundred or more Black and white soldiers and the hotel staff.*?

2 Williams, Torchbearers of Democracy, 63-103; “Fifteenth Leaves for Spartanburg, S.C.,” The
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The exigencies of rapid mobilization and deployment to France, combined with
an insatiable need for soldiers to perform unskilled labor duties to free combat units for
training and operations, gave the army the pretext of military effectiveness it needed to
limit the number of Black volunteers and draftees who would serve in the infantry, and
accordingly the number of Black officers it would need to lead segregated combat units.
The War Department general staff advanced a plan, which Baker approved, to “suspend
for a little while the call for the colored draft” and to “call these men out as they are
required for service with the Quartermaster Corps or Engineers.” In France, Pershing was
“urgently calling for troops of this character as being absolutely necessary in connection
with the service at the ports of debarkation in France, along the railway lines of
communication, at the great depots of supplies, for service as forestry regiments etc.”
Army chief Tasker Bliss favored Pershing’s employment of Black soldiers because it
required little or no “training under arms” [emphasis in original] and would result “in
getting the colored draft abroad more quickly than any other plan.”

Bowing to continued pressure from the NAACP and the Black press, however, the
army eventually formed two Black divisions, but only one, the Ninety-second, served as a
unit overseas with the AEF. The other, the Ninety-third, saw its four regiments parceled
out to the French for combat duty. Bliss saw an advantage in forming the new division in
separate camps across the Southern United States which had been vacated by White units,
so that the army could minimize the time in which large numbers of Black soldiers were
concentrated in one area. “At the same time,” Bliss continued, “we can proceed with the

organization of the noncombatant Negro forces as rapidly as they are required . . . The

Harlem s Rattlers and the Great War: The Undaunted 369" Regiment and the African American
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colored race, knowing that a combatant division is being formed, will realize that in the
noncombatant service, they are doing no more than their share along with similar white
troops, and there can be no reasonable cause for ill feeling.” Even in June 1918, as the
AEF joined the allied counter-offensive and casualties began to mount, Pershing persisted
in his assessment that Black draftees should serve in “labor and service battalions™ as the
“best possible utilization of these men.”*3

The Black regiments that did reach the battlefield and see combat were led by
White officers above the rank of captain and faced incredible odds as they confronted not
only a battle-hardened German enemy, but also the prejudices of American society.
Colonel Charles Ballou, who had served as the commander of the Black officers’ training
camp in lowa, rose to general and commanded the Ninety-second division under
Pershing, out of the belief that his experience in Des Moines fitted him to command
Black troops. But when the division suffered heavy casualties and failed to reach most of
its objectives, Ballou reversed course on his advocacy of Black officers. In a postwar
assessment written for the Army Staff College, Ballou remembered the Black junior
officers under his command as “slothful and negligent and “prone to leave the frontline
trenches and loaf around the kitchens.” In retrospect, Ballou thought it “probable that
philanthropic considerations, or at any rate considerations not purely military, influenced
decisions regarding the use of Negro officers; but even so it is believed that the decisions

were erroneous. No good came, nor could come, to the colored race from imposing upon

it responsibilities and burdens it could not creditably sustain.” He went on to point out

3 Tasker H. Bliss to Newton D. Baker, 24 August 1917 and 3 September 1917; Pershing, cable to
War Department, 8 June 1918, Nalty and MacGregor, Blacks in the Military, 77-79; Lentz-Smith,
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that the army’s selection and promotion procedures both allowed less-qualified Black
men to obtain commissions, while not allowing them to compete for promotions above
the junior grades. “The colored officers never could understand this,” he remembered,
“and attributed it all to the injustice of their division commander. It made no end of
trouble.”*

While all African American officers suffered personal and institutional racism in
France, the small number who managed to survive officer training and earn selection into
the army’s artillery units faced unique challenges. Service in the artillery demanded
mathematics and engineering skills that white officers deemed beyond Black capacity to
master, and when Camp Des Moines closed in early 1918, the War Department planned
to train all future Black officer candidates alongside white candidates in branch-specific
camps. Since there were only a few Black artillery units in the Ninety-Second Division,
aspiring Black artillerists with college degrees and military training formed a tiny
minority in these otherwise all-white camps, and they received substandard training
compared to white candidates. When they arrived overseas, their lack of preparation
followed them, necessitating their assignment to French artillery schools for further
instruction, where they suffered the same indignities, from French and American officers,
and outright violence from white American soldiers, that followed them stateside. One of
the officers, Charles Houston, had persistently lobbied the army for a transfer from the
infantry to the artillery, but came to regret that choice. After he had five of his fellow
Black officers finished in the top fifteen of an artillery officers’ course that comprised

more than twenty-five hundred students, the army assigned him not to a unit in France,

# C.C. Ballou to assistant commandant, General Staff College, 14 March 1920, Nalty and
MacGregor, Blacks in the Military, 84-85.
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but to a troop school at Camp Jackson, South Carolina, where he experienced one of the
worst stateside locales for Black soldiers. In France, “the treatment meted out to us
violated every principle of Army regulations. Army procedure and tradition was visited
on us solely in an attempt on the part of the white officers to humiliate us and destroy our
prestige as officers in front of the French instructors, the white soldiers and even the
German prisoners.” He came to believe that “there was no sense in my dying for a world
ruled by them [whites]. My battleground was America, not France.” His experiences
simply became further evidence, in the eyes of white people, of Black unfitness for the
combat arms, but they did form a powerful motivation for Houston’s next phase of life,
when he served as dean of Howard University Law School and served as legal counsel
for the NAACP.®

The army’s internal postwar discourse reflected considerable ambivalence about
the place of African Americans in the military. On the one hand, scientific racism and
decades of personal experience caused many officers to persist in beliefs of Black
incapacity, but the war itself offered powerful counterexamples of Black skill and
dedication to duty. In May 1924, the Army War college had the current class and the
college faculty complete a survey on the use of Black soldiers. Seventy-six officers
favored the service of Blacks in the combat arms; only eight did not. Half of the seventy-
six believed that the “technical arms should be excluded, such as the Air Corps.” When
the survey turned to Black officers, however, their enthusiasm cooled. Only fifty-three
had a favorable opinion of a Black component of the officer corps, “generally in company

grade.” Fifteen officers believed that there should be no Black combat arms officers, but

4 Williams, Torchbearers of Democracy, 132-134; Williams, The Wounded World, 341.
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that they would be acceptable in “service organizations.” One of the officers who
proposed a strictly proportional integration of all units in the enlisted ranks stopped short
when it came to officers. Col. James Parsons, an infantry officer, felt that while his
proposal would not meet White objections because “even in the south white men work
along side [sic]of the Negro without objecting,” but he drew the line at having Black
officers or sergeants in charge of White soldiers. These assessments make it clear that the
World War I generation of officers saw the Black officer’s proper place in the army in the
company grades, and in service and logistics units, because in the words of the army’s
chief of training and operations, “It is generally conceded that Negro officers serving in
the American Expeditionary Forces during the World War were failures as combat
officers.”#

The year after the war college conducted its survey of students and faculty, the
college completed a comprehensive study of Black soldiers that gave the army’s
institutional racism a veneer of scientific objectivity. One of the study’s foundational
“facts bearing on the problem” of how to employ Black soldiers in a future war was that
Black officers had been failures, it argued, in combat roles. The study ascribed this failure
to several supposed physical and mental deficiencies, including a basic lack of
intelligence, a tendency to fall prey to “crowd psychology,” and a belief in natural Black
subservience to White people. The study asserted that Black men as soldiers were
lethargic and afraid of the dark, and overall, made poor combat arms soldiers compared
to Whites, even when led by White officers. Blacks could not in the end be trusted as

officers because “the negro lacks initiative, displays little or no leadership, and cannot

4 Memorandum for commandant, Army War College, 24 August 1924, Nalty and MacGregor,
eds., Blacks in the Military, 90-91; Lee, The Employment of Negro Troops, 181.
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accept responsibility. This immensely influential report established one of the core tenets
of Black officer management over the course of the twentieth century. While they made
poor combat leaders for these multiple reasons, Black soldiers of all ranks made “fair
laborers, but inferior technicians” and combat soldiers. Black soldiers and officers could
find appropriate outlets for their desire to serve in service and labor units behind the front
lines, and the commandant of the war college believed this arrangement supported the
“guiding principle” of “military efficiency” and was fair to both white and Black soldiers.
No “political or racial pressure” should be allowed to modify it. Equally as serious as
Black officers’ mental and physical shortcomings were their moral failings, which
unfitted them for anything higher than company-grade rank. “As judged by white

b3

standards,” the report concluded, “the negro is immoral.” Black officers’ “ideas with
relation to social and sex relations or not on the same plane with our white population.” It
is here that the report recycles racist tropes of the oversexed, animalistic Black man who
preys on White women, even in the officer corps.*””

Postwar assessments by the White officers of the Ninety-second and Ninety-third
divisions formed a powerful body of knowledge that shaped Black officer and soldier
employment in World War II. These assessments were not uniformly critical of a Black
presence in the future army, or of the presence of Black officers. The ironically named
Col. Malvern-Hill Barnum, who commanded a brigade in the Ninety-second Division,
summed up the white officer’s barely tolerant, paternalistic view of Black officers in

1919:

The colored race in our Country is making great advances in education
and in commercial and professional channels. It would not be in

47 Lee, The Employment of Negro Troops, 16-20; Commandant, United States Army War College,
“The Use of Negro Man Power in War,” 30 October 1925, AHEC.
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accordance with the policy of our Country to close to the colored man the

door of opportunity to become officers, and to rise as high as their merit

will permit. . . The greatest difficulty to be overcome [in training Black

officers in World War I] was the natural lack of aggressiveness on the part

of the colored man. It could not for a moment be expected that a race

which had for two hundred years, or more, been kept in a subordinate

position would suddenly manifest aggressiveness such as was required in

the desperate fighting which occurred during the last year or two of this

war. Some may say that colored men are not competent to become officers

of the Army. This statement is entirely too sweeping, for there is no doubt

but that we had many colored officers who were thoroughly competent,

the fact that we had a good many incompetent ones should not be allowed

to give rise to the feeling that all were incompetent.”*?

As the military shrank during the interwar period and the Great Depression drove
army funding downward, the demand for officers shrank accordingly. Only ten days after
the armistice, Congress informed the War Department that all wartime volunteers and
draftees would have to be out of the army within four months. The shrank dramatically,
going from a November 1918 strength of four million to 134,000 in 1925. When the War
College produced its Black manpower study the same year, the army had all the
justification it needed to return to a white officer corps. On the eve of World War 11, only
two Black colleges, Howard University in Washington, D.C., and Wilberforce University
in Ohio, hosted ROTC programs, while a few Black students at white universities were
also able to participate in ROTC. Upon graduation, Black lieutenants went into the
infantry, and joined one of two segregated regiments in the organized reserve, the 428"
and 429" Infantry. By the mid-1930s, the army had bowed to Southern congressional
pressure and the large-scale postwar demobilization to effectively abolish the four all-

Black Regular Army units, the 9" and 10" cavalry regiments and the 24" and 25"

infantry regiments. They would take part in the coming mobilization either as stateside

* Quoted in Lee, The Employment of Negro Troops, 181.
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labor and service units or by being dismantled and their officers and men used as training
cadres for the new, wartime units, which would not be regular army regiments.*’

Black attorneys, journalists, and community leaders pilloried the War Department
for their decision to dismantle the four African American regular regiments. Charles
Hamilton Houston spoke from personal experience in a letter to President Franklin D.
Roosevelt when he offered “some friendly advice about the attitude of Negroes toward
the national defense.” Hamilton told Hoover that “Negroes keenly resent the present
policy of the War Department which excludes them for the newer arms of the service,
which has eliminated Negro officers from duty with troops and has reduced three of the
four Negro regiments in the regular army to the status of service battalions. The army
cannot ignore and reject the Negro in times of peace and expect him to function with 100
percent efficiency in time of war . . . Negro officers have demonstrated their loyalty and
ability wherever they have been given a fair chance.” When asked for his assessment of
Houston’s claims, army chief of staft Gen. Douglas MacArthur replied that “there has
been and will be no discrimination against the colored race in the training of the national
forces.”>"

Frederic Davison’s experiences as a Black junior officer at the beginning of World
War Il demonstrated both the quotidian institutional racism that Black soldiers faced, and
those officers’ personal struggles to reach their own aspirations. Davison entered the
small, parochial, and vastly white army when he graduated from Howard University in

the spring of 1939. As a commissioned reservist, he joined the Washington, D.C.-based

4 Brian McAllister Linn, Real Soldiering: The US Army in the Aftermath of War, 1815-1890
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428" Infantry, under the command of Col. West A. Hamilton, a Black reserve officer and
graduate of Washington’s Dunbar High School. Davison was also a Washington, D.C.
native and Dunbar alumnus, and most likely met Hamilton while a student there. As
Davison commented years later, Hamilton single-handedly held the unit together through
his personal influence in the community. Davison’s only chance at formal post-
commissioning training came with the selection by Hamilton to attend a two-week
training course at Camp McCoy, in Wisconsin. In the interwar years, opportunities to
attend these training camps were strictly limited and highly coveted, and Davison
credited Hamilton for serving as a mentor and inspiration for interwar Black officers. By
1940, Davison had added a master’s degree in zoology and chemistry to his bachelor’s
degree, creating a file that would seem to fit him both for a long army career and for a
variety of assignments. But as Davison commented wryly in an interview years later, “I
guess [ wasn’t educated enough.”>!

As the nation mobilized for war, the War Department’s policies for the induction
and employment of Black officers were grounded in public relations and the maintenance
of the nation’s color line, not on answering the army’s need for capable leadership at all
levels. African American incapacity for combat leadership was now an article of faith, but
the army had to offer just enough opportunity for Black officers to maintain the facade
that race was not a barrier to advancement. The pitifully small number of Black officers
at the outset of the war allowed the army to construct policies that reinforced the color
line. In 1940 the national guard contained just 150, assigned to an infantry regiment in

the mid-Atlantic, a field artillery regiment, and a coast artillery regiment. The situation

5! Frederic Davison oral history interview transcript, p. 2; Colonel West A. Hamilton Papers,
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was no better in the reserves, where there was a total of 353 Black officers eligible for
active duty. Three-quarters of them came from the infantry, the medical corps, and the
chaplaincy, while only one each served in the chemical warfare branch and in military
intelligence.>?

African American civil rights leaders focused their efforts and advocacy on the
army officer corps before the United States became involved in the war. The Selective
Service Act of 1940 contained a nondiscrimination clause that established a ten-percent
goal for Black inductions into the armed forces, but the act said nothing about the roles
that Black soldiers would fill or about their service in the officer ranks. A September
meeting at the White House between President Franklin D. Roosevelt, Assistant Secretary
of War Robert Patterson, and civil rights leaders A. Philip Randolph, T. Arnold Hill, Mary
MacLeod Bethune, and Walter White. Roosevelt opened the discussion with the
declaration that War Department plans called for the induction of Black draftees into all
the branches of the army. Randolph, president of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car
Porters, spoke for the group and immediately asked the President if this policy applied to
officers as well as enlisted men. Patterson responded that the army had plans in place to
mobilize six hundred Black reservist officers, but that the National Defense Act of 1920
prevented the army from inducting more Black officer candidates because of its
requirement that all officers on active duty had either combat experience in World War 1
or ROTC training. The NAACP staff member who wrote the summary of the meeting
pointed out that Patterson left out West Point as a source of officers, with the implication

that mentioning the military academy, when it had only commissioned two African

52 Lee, The Employment of Negro Troops, 192-93.
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American graduates in its entire existence, would have cast doubt on the War
Department’s commitment to employing Black officers.>?

NAACEP pressure had only a limited effect on War Department plans, which
maintained prewar barriers to the Regular Army for Black officers. Less than three weeks
after the White House meeting, Patterson produced a policy memo outlining Black
service which received the President’s approval. At this “critical time,” the War
Department did not wish to introduce Black officers directly from civilian life into
established regular units because of the fear that they would bring increased visibility and
pressure against segregation. Patterson’s policy document specified that “Negro reserve
officers eligible for active duty will be assigned to Negro units officered by colored
personnel.” Any newly established Black units would be formed and trained under white
officers. Black pilot trainees would be accepted into the Army Air Corps, but only for
service in segregated units. A final clause restated an existing policy not to intermingle
Black and White soldiers in the same regiments because “this policy has proven
satisfactory over a long period of years” and changing it would harm military efficiency.
It went on to state that “the department does not contemplate assigning colored reserve
officers other than those of the Medical Corps and chaplains to existing Negro combat
units in the regular army.” These regular units are going concerns,” the policy concluded,
“accustomed through many years to the present system. Their morale is splendid, their

rate of reenlistment is exceptionally high, and their field training is well advanced.”>*
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Aware that these assertions were either deliberate falsehoods or the product of
deceptive white military leaders, the NAACP reacted with outrage and concerted action
to this policy document, which the White House announced to the public on 9 October. In
a November 1940 issue of The Crisis, the NAACP laid out the “White House Jim Crow
Plan,” and highlighted its implications for the Black officer corps. “When the plan is
studied,” the article concluded, “the President and the War Department intend to have as
few Negro officers as possible — the fewer the better.” It accused the War Department of a
“long-range plan” to eliminate the Black officer corps entirely by refusing to admit
African Americans to West Point, limiting Black ROTC enrollment, denying skills
training to Black reservist officers, and reclassifying officers from one job to another with
no notice, while requiring them to pass technical examinations in their new branch. The
NAACEP called on the War Department to provide “proof that even one Negro is now
being given aviation training as a pilot in the Army Air Corps. As recently as October 1,
1940 the adjutant general of the War Department wrote ‘applications for colored persons
for flying cadet appointment or for enlistment in the Air Corps are not being accepted.”
The article went on to proclaim that “the whole section of policy dealing with Negro
army officers” was merely “a plan to put Negro officers ‘on the skids’ and eventually
eliminate them altogether,” and noted that the NAACP was sending a summary to all of
its six hundred branches with the request for “action before election day for make the

protests of Negro Americans most effective.” 3°
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Although the army would need large numbers of officer candidate school and
ROTC officers to lead national guard and draftee divisions, it still wanted as many
regular army officers as it could get, and they had to come from West Point. In 1941,
then, the academy shifted from a four-year to a three-year course of study, and by 1943
was graduating two classes per year. Black men still only made it to West Point in
exceptional circumstances, however. Henry Minton Francis grew up in Washington, D.C.
and enrolled in the pre-medical program at the University of Pennsylvania in 1940, but
when he was refused entry because of his race to a fraternity favored by his white crew
teammates, as well as to the medical school, he quit the university. With war on the
horizon, his well-connected father secured him a place in the West Point class of 1944. At
the start of his freshman, or “plebe” year, “Mint” Francis had two Black classmates, but
he was soon on his own. He wrote in a fifty-year retrospective of his class, “I assume
most of our class had a ‘hard’ Plebe Year but I faced something worse: a vicious
unrelenting effort by half a dozen upperclassmen and one Tactical Officer to eliminate me
from the Corps of Cadets by any means . . . . I was denied time to study in an attempt to
drive me to academic failure and a [commissioned] ‘Tac’ even proposed I be discharged
for mental illness. In an early letter home, he wrote that “for the past three days the senior
cadet in charge of New Cadet Barracks has ordered that I and two other colored boys be
run around the mass formation of new cadets . . . until we perspire and then we join the
formation to march to the mess hall looking dirty and sweaty.” The other two Black

cadets resigned soon after, but Francis told his parents, “I will never resign.”>¢

3¢ Foster L. Smith, Whom Shall I Send? The Half Century History of the Class of 1944 (West
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Because of the academy’s persistent effort to penalize Francis with excessive
demerits, he spent his three years there constantly in fear of being eliminated for
disciplinary issues. In the spring of his plebe year, Francis wrote a cryptic letter to his
parents in which he begged them to not tell a soul, not anyone about an incident he had
written of in a previous letter. This seems likely to have been an incident of abuse or
hazing that got back to other cadets from family correspondence, but Francis was terrified
that he would be singled out and eliminated for it. “I want to go the rest of the way here

alone,” he wrote. “TEAR THIS AND MY LAST LETTER UP!! TEAR THEM ALL UP. I

am up here and know better than you what’s what.” Despite the fact that he was warned
that summer training camp “would be hell” for him, he made it through camp, even as a
particular upperclassman ‘“assigned himself the mission of obtaining my resignation” by
hazing Francis so badly that he was ultimately reported and turned back to the Class of
1945. In spite of this calculated physical and mental abuse, Francis graduated in 1944,
became the first Black officer in the regular army field artillery.>’

As the United States military prepared for war in 1940, there were only five Black
officers in the Regular Army, three of whom were chaplains. The remaining five hundred
or so Black officers served either in the National Guard or in the Organized Reserve, and
the War Department would have to develop procedures and guidelines for integrating
them in a mobilized, segregated army to fight overseas. Black officer management
policies developed sporadically during the war, as issues surfaced across the army. The

author of the army’s study on Black troops made the salient point that at no time were

7 Henry M. Francis to Dear Dad & Ma, March 25, 1942, Box 6, Folder 1, Henry Minton Francis
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these policy adjustments focused on combat efficiency or the question of appropriate
leadership for an army at war; rather, they focused almost exclusively on the maintenance
of America’s color line.>

The War Department evaluated five proposed plans to comply with Patterson’s
policy of Black officer assignment and eventually chose a plan that would create a new
all-Black infantry regiment to join the existing three Black combat arms regiments. This
new regiment could absorb twenty percent of the Black national guard and reservist
officers, with the remainder being distributed among Black national guard units. The
arguments for and against this plan explain a good deal about army perceptions of Black
officers at mid-century. Proponents of the plan liked that it placed additional Black
officers in the regular army, the most visible component of the force, and in a combat
arms unit, moves that they believed would show the American public the utility of
segregationist, separate-but-equal policies. At the same time, it also adhered to a core
element of the army’s segregated structure in that it avoided the mixing of Black and
White officers in the same unit or on the same post, because such mixing would admit the
possibility of a Black officer giving orders to a subordinate White officer.

The War Department’s operations and training staff, known as G-3, objected to
the plan in ways that echoed the War College study and the dearly held opinions of Great
War White officers. This office objected even to bringing more Black officers into the
army at all and specifically objected to their presence in the combat arms, where they
would of necessity “be located at stations where there are also white or negro units with

white officers.” In its place, the G-3 recommended that Black reservist officers be

58 Statement of Rayford W. Logan, chairman, Committee on the Participation of Negroes in the
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assigned to newly formed engineer battalions and ammunition supply companies, which
would “suffer least from being officered by negroes.” This proposal offered the final
advantage that upon war’s end, as the army demobilized, these labor and supply units
would be the first to go. “This will afford an opportunity,” the report concluded, “of
eliminating with their units, the negro reserve officers on duty with Regular Army
units.”>

The proponents of this approach quickly overwhelmed the army’s personnel
office, which had proposed the creation of the new Black infantry regiment, and the war
department selected a plan which assigned Black officers to higher headquarters and
logistics units. When the army announced the plan, it provoked immediately backlash
from Black communities and soldiers, forcing President Franklin Roosevelt to order the
army back to the original proposal. On 28 October 1940, army chief of staff General
George C. Marshall ordered the implementation of the personnel office plan.®°

In the fall of 1941, Lieutenant Frederic Davison joined the 366" Infantry

Regiment, which had been mobilized from the organized reserve into the Army of the
United States for the war, at Fort Devens, Massachusetts. In accordance with the interwar
army’s policies, all the unit’s lieutenants and captains were Black reservist officers, and
the exigencies of the looming war meant that in the 366™, Blacks would be promoted to

major as well. The regiment’s three battalion commanders (lieutenant colonels) and its

commanding officer (a colonel) were White regulars, with Black officers of the same

5 Lee, The Employment of Negro Troops, 190-193.
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grade shadowing them. Col. West Hamilton, the Washingtonian who commanded the
regiment at home, shadowed Col. Edmond Andrews.5!
Davison was assigned to lead a platoon of some forty soldiers in the regiment’s heavy
weapons company, which employed machine guns and mortars. He had had no prewar
training whatsoever but had learned about them by reading “field or technical manuals,
sort of self-teaching.” A month after the regiment’s one hundred or so officers arrived, the
enlisted troops arrived for their organization and training, forcing Davison and the others
to confront the administrative challenges of “bringing people in, putting records together,
gaining enough knowledge of our administration essentially without assistance.” This
experience led Davison to conclude thirty years after the war that the low caliber of the
White commanding officers, combined with the total lack of concentrated training and
urgency to have the unit meet army standards of training, was “designed so that the unit
would fail.” It seemed to him that the army would never let this Black regiment be
committed to combat, and so they would endure their year of mobilization and return
home.®?

The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor imparted a sense of urgency for the entire
U.S. military, but that urgency did not lead army leaders to turn away from interwar
assessments of Black officer incapacity. In early 1942, the army’s training and operations
directorate developed a procurement and assignment plan for Black officers, called a
troop basis. While the troop basis assigned Black officers to all unit types, they were in

practice restricted either to the junior grades or to all-Black segregated units. The official
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historian of African American participation in the war concluded that instead of creating
effective combat units and providing all soldiers with competent leadership, “The major
aim [of the Black officer troop basis] was to provide Negro officers to units while
inviting the least possible friction from combining Negro and white officers in the same
units.”%3

Although it was modified constantly throughout the war, the troop basis always
prohibited the assignment of Black senior officers — majors, lieutenant colonels, and
colonels — to units with white junior officers, with the only exceptions being chaplains
and medical officers. Instead of being evaluated, promoted, and assigned as individuals,
based on their own merit and performance as white officers were, Black officers were
held at their initial rank of lieutenant until a sufficient number of their comrades in the
same unit were selected for promotion to fill a newly mobilized unit’s officer positions.
Until this occurred, they remained in holding centers or in their original jobs. They were
selected, promoted only to first lieutenant and captain, and reassigned as groups, an
oppressive practice that had the veneer of administrative efficiency but in reality crushed
the morale of Black officers. The maintenance of segregation, rather than the imperatives
of order, discipline, leadership, and combat effectiveness, always held sway. When Black
officers did transfer as individuals, they faced concerted efforts by the chain of command
to prevent them from using their training or executing the same tasks as white officers.

After he attended flight training in Oklahoma, Charles M. Brown reported to a field

artillery unit in Louisiana to serve as an observation pilot. When he signed in, “there was
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complete consternation. They just could not believe nor understand it. They reacted as if
something was happening to the Army. I believe that they thought that I had come in
from outer space. They just could not believe that a ‘colored’ could fly an airplane. In
fact, I had to make an official request of the Group Commander to order the Headquarters
Battery Commander to allow me to assemble and fly the unit aircraft. The aircraft was in
its shipping crate at the airstrip.” Isaiah A. McCoy, Jr., grew up in Connecticut and earned
a degree from Wilberforce University. He was in basic training at Fort Bragg, North
Carolina when Japan attacked Pearl Harbor but was an acting corporal because of his
education. When told that he was now in the service for the duration of the war, he
expressed an interest in officer training and was promptly sent to a quartermaster truck
unit in Selma, Alabama, where he was to remain a private. With persistence he secured an
interview for officer candidate training in Montgomery and earned a commission in the
field artillery.®

Frederic Davison and the other Black junior officers of the 366™ Infantry
Regiment had to wait for more than a year to attend courses at the army’s infantry school,
located at Fort Benning in Georgia, which only then began to give the men the skills and
knowledge that they would need in combat. Davison was horrified “to sit there at
Benning and learn the things that were wrong - that we were doing wrong” all along in
their training at home and at Fort Devens. Off-duty conditions for the officers reflected

the Jim Crow society that produced them. All Black officers attending training courses at

% The Adjutant General’s Office, AG 210.31, “Subject: Policy on Assignment of Negro Officer
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Fort Benning had to live in open barracks intended for enlisted men, while their White
counterparts were billeted in groups that corresponded to their job specialties and training
courses, such as communications, maintenance, and tactics. Davison and the other five
Black officers in his course were prohibited from using base recreational facilities such as
swimming pools, libraries, and nightclubs, and any trip off base sent them into the heart
of the Jim Crow South, on a base where a Black soldier, Private Felix Hall, had been
lynched the prior year. That same year, a Washington Afro-American correspondent found
that among most of the soldiers of Hall’s regiment, the 24 Infantry, “generally their
morale is good — surprisingly good,” but the soldiers complained that the inhabitants of
Columbus, the nearby city, “seem to be united in a conspiracy to make life miserable for
soldiers.” They also resented the complete absence of Black officers on the post, save the
regiment’s chaplain. Their white officers were clearly not the army’s best; they knew “so
little that they have to be ‘carried’ by colored non-commissioned officers.” When a white
officer did learn his job through the mentorship of his sergeants, “he proceeds to give the
colored non-coms and the colored soldier hell in big doses.” Most of all, the Black
soldiers, a tenth of whom held college degrees, complained about the lack of
opportunities for advancement. “They can be corporals and sergeants,” the correspondent
told his readers, “that’s all. They feel that they are qualified to be lieutenants, captains,
majors and colonels.”%

As the army’s mobilization expanded in 1942, the War Department and its
training arm, the Army Ground Force, began to consider a variety of policies for the

assignment of Black officers. The headquarters carried on a dialogue with the various

6 Davison interview, p. 5; “3600 Men at Camp Benning, No Officers,” Washington Afro
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branches about how many Black officers each could absorb, and the decisions this debate
produced would have a long legacy in the army. Predictably, the Quartermaster Corps had
sufficient Black units to receive large numbers of officers. The Engineer Corps was
willing to assign Black officers to various field engineering and construction units, but
only in the grade of lieutenant. The Ordnance Corps, a technical and specialized branch,
had but one Black officer in the entire branch in 1942, but planned to assign Black
officers to ammunition supply companies, not maintenance and technical units. Leaders
in the army’s other highly technical branch, the Signal Corps, believed that “relatively
few, if any,” Black men possessed the education and skills to serve in combat
communications roles, and recommended that any Black officers in that branch be
assigned to rear-echelon duties. The Provost Marshal General was reluctant to assign
Black officers to the Military Police Corps at all, given that these officers carried
disciplinary authorities, managed prisoners of war, and served in widely dispersed, small
units on all-white camps and posts. In the combat arms, the small number of all-Black
infantry, cavalry, tank, and artillery units served as an automatic limitation on large
numbers of Black officers, as did the regular army status of the combat arms. The cavalry
had no need for Black officers, since all cavalry units were regulars, officered by whites
under army policy.®

Black men who wished to serve as combat arms officers faced not only
institutional prejudice but outright violence. Pearle Mack, Jr. was drafted into the army in
1943. After attending a segregated basic training course in Missouri and advancing

quickly to sergeant, a rise he attributed partially to serving a short stint as a personal
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assistant for Brig. Gen. Benjamin O. Davis, the only Black army general, during his visit
to the post, Mack secured a nomination to attend Infantry Officer Candidate School at
Camp Benning. After a field exercise, the unit’s commander gathered the Black and white
officer candidates to review their performance and stopped his remarks to order the Black
candidates to move away to separate area at the rear of the formation. When Mack
refused to move because the commander had referred to them as niggers, the officer
attacked and beat Mack in full view of the unit until he was pulled away. Mack was
immediately reduced in rank back to sergeant and reassigned to a supply unit as a mule
driver. He excelled again, but instead of commissioning as an infantry officer, his
aspiration, he became a transportation officer.®’

Even the few Black West Point graduates were not immune from this racist
treatment. After Minton Francis left West Point in the spring of 1944 and attended the
basic artillery officers’ course at Fort Sill, Oklahoma, he reported to his first assignment,
in a Black national guard field artillery battalion at nearby Camp Gruber. As he stood
outside the white battalion commander’s office waiting to report in, he heard the colonel
say, “Well, the nigger West Pointer has arrived; let’s see what he looks like.” The colonel
let Francis know right away that his West Point diploma and regular commission “cut no
ice with him” and that he would start out in the motor pool and the officers’ mess. When
Francis ordered the mess sergeant to intermingle the white and Black officers’ nameplates
in the mess, the colonel relieved him of his duties and reported him to the War
Department for “subversive activities,” for which the army intelligence office

investigated him. When he arrived at the embarkation port in New York with the rest of
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his battalion, military police took him off the troopship and sent him to a series of Black
“officer pools” where he was reassigned to the infantry. It was only through the
intervention of his West Point commandant of cadets, who saw his name on a list of
reassigned Black officers at the War Department, that Francis was reinstated in the
artillery and sent to the Pacific.%®

In two of the army’s branches, the dictates of segregation ironically increased
opportunities for Black officer service, but in a continued setting of unequal opportunity.
All units, regardless of branch or function, required medical care and religious support,
and the army deemed these non-combat roles appropriate for Black officers in a
segregated military. In these two specialties, which demanded significant education,
training, and expertise, Black chaplains and doctors saw themselves in a dual role as
protectors of their fellow African Americans and government officials who were expected
to police Black behavior and reinforce the color line, which itself was a constantly
moving policy.

Religious leadership was the one area of military leadership in which the army
sought Black officers’ abilities and acknowledged their fitness for commissioned officer
positions, even in settings that mixed Black and white officers. As unit chaplains were
frequently the only Black officers on a camp that included segregated units, the Black
soldiers in units to which chaplains were assigned expected them to provide both support
through the conduct of chapel activities and religious rites, as well as constant moral and
morale support in their daily wartime lives. This role derived from the essential place of

religion in African American life, and the leadership role that Black clergymen exercised.
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From the earliest beginnings of African life in America, religion was an essential element
in the formation of Black families and communities. Among numerous historians of the
period, Stephen Hahn argues that before the Civil War, African American “congregations
had . . . become the principal means through which individual slaves and their families
were formally initiated into a chosen community, collective norms were defined and
imposed, leaders were mobilized and sustained, and events were discussed and
interpreted.” In communities of the enslaved, “sacred and secular leaders were usually
one and the same, that they included folk practitioners as well as preachers and women as
well as men, and that they normally had an organic relationship to their congregants. The
correspondent to the Southern Cultivator who found that "on almost every plantation of
Negroes there is always one among them ... to [whom] they look as an oracle," added that
"this same oracle . . . [is] most generally a preacher." After emancipation, Black ministers
continued to serve as a locus for community development the expression of newly gained
rights. In the South in particular, churches served as a safe gathering place against
redemption movements that sought to undo emancipation and reconstruction, and
platforms for political activity that resisted Jim Crow.®

While white chaplains ministered to soldiers of all races, they operated as a voice
of white power over African Americans. Building on traditions of community and
spiritual leadership, African American army chaplains operated at the intersection of three
competing demands which they struggled to balance. From the institutional perspective,

the army expected chaplains to conform to service and War Department policies, which
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meant the reinforcement of the racial order of a segregated military. This reinforcement
itself occurred in two dimensions. As commissioned officers, Black chaplains had the
responsibility of reinforcing adherence to regulations and aspects of military discipline
that operated through segregation. They were often the only commissioned officers that
Black soldiers encountered who looked like them, and they engaged in the constant
negotiation of color lines through the enforcement of military discipline. In the interwar
period, this role extended to all aspects of morale and recreational activities, and even
until late 1941 to the instruction of Black soldiers in “the common English branches of
education.” White officers expected Black chaplains to explain and justify military
segregation policies to Black soldiers, ensuring their compliance as a key element of
good order and discipline. When his unit was investigated for a racial incident, one white
officer commented with frustration that “I don’t know whether the men took this matter
up with the Chaplain or not but if they did I feel rather disappointed because I feel that
the Chaplain could have straightened the matter out.””°

Black chaplains also served as the voice of African American soldiers to army
leadership. This role went far beyond religious ministry, as chaplains fielded a seemingly
unending stream of complaints and protests against Jim Crow policies and interpersonal
violence. As a white chaplain put it, “The army measured a chaplain’s success in terms of
the degree to which he expedited army discipline; but the men judged him on his ability
to unbend discipline.” This dilemma placed Black chaplains in the almost impossible
situation of trying to maintain their credibility both with their white superiors and their

Black congregants. Success in influencing one frequently meant failure in influencing the
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other. Against all odds, many Black chaplains managed to go both. In July 1942,
Chaplain Lorenzo Brown used a promise of support from his white commanding officer
to break up a mass demonstration by over five hundred Black soldiers who had gathered
to break men of their battalion out of an off-base jail after they had been arrested by local
police. The rumor developed that the police had killed some of the soldiers; this turned
out not to be true, and Chaplain Brown burnished his credibility with both his
commander and his flock by presenting the supposed dead soldiers to the battalion and
the commander on Monday morning.”!

At least one Black army chaplain gained national attention for his outspoken
critiques of the segregated military. Grant Reynolds was born in 1908 and grew up in
Cleveland, Ohio, where he served as a pastor in the Mount Zion Congregational Temple
and as the president of his local branch of the NAACP. Reynolds believed in the allies’
cause in World War II and wanted to serve to help halt fascism. He thought that he could
best do that as an army chaplain, using his religious training and his experience in civil
rights organizing to be a voice for Black soldiers. His army experiences were anything
but positive, however. His expressions of concern over segregated policies branded him a
malcontent, such as when his complaints over being billeted with Black enlisted
personnel in violation of army regulations led one commander to construct a separate
house for him, a conspicuous waste of resources in wartime. In 1944, the army forced
Reynolds to undergo a psychiatric evaluation that determined him to have “paranoid

trends” that led to his “being involved in affairs that are none of his business.” Reynolds
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received an honorable discharge from the service, no doubt to suppress his activism, but
this discharge had the opposite effect.”?

When the NAACP contacted Truman K. Gibson, the civilian assistant to the
secretary of war, to protest Reynolds’s discharge, the war department ignored the
complaint. Reynolds then resigned from the NAACP over its continued support of
President Roosevelt, who Reynolds asserted was determined upon “wilful degregation of
the sensibilities of American Negro fighting men,” but as a lapsed member, penned a
series of four articles in The Crisis entitled “What the Negro Soldier Thinks.” The articles
encapsulated Reynolds’s observation African American soldiers’ feelings about the war,
the American military, the conditions that they and their families endured at home, and
the coming postwar world.”

Grant Reynolds’s second instalment opened with the assertion that “The War
Department has sold the Negro soldier a rotten bill of goods,” and further argued that
“The Negro soldier thinks the War Department itself is prolonging this war and he is
convinced by multitudinous evidence that he is right.” Reynolds called Fort Huachuca,
Arizona, where he served with the all-Black 92"¢ Infantry Division as it trained for
overseas duty, a War Department “plantation” that held African American soldiers in the
middle of the desert, thirty miles from civilization, and subjected them to worse
conditions than German prisoners of war. Reynolds arrived at these assessments after

trying to reinforce order and discipline to a group of angry Black soldiers. When he

cautioned them with the advice to “don’t let such things get you down,” and that “if [
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were you I would be more careful about expressing such thoughts,” the soldiers rounded
on him. “Chaplain, you haven’t turned ‘long-coat,” have you?” Reflecting on the
conversation, Reynolds knew “how one such man in a barracks was enough to evangelize
all others,” and that this discussion put his authority, as both a Black man and a
commissioned officer, at risk, but he also “knew they were right and they knew it too.”
Reynolds reflected on the “post commander’s refusal to place a white officer in any
position where he might be subordinate to a Negro officer.” When he described to his
commanding officer how the treatment of Black soldiers was harming readiness and
morale, and how these conditions “constituted a daily threat” to those white leaders,
Reynolds “was promptly admonished with the kind of tongue lashing a Tennessee cracker
can so adeptly dispense.” Under these white officers, “the Negro has seen officers of his
own color held up to shame and ridicule and in many instances unjustifiably persecuted.
He has seen the positions of command in the various companies of his regiment so
shuffled about that Negro officers were not only denied positions commensurate with
their training and ability but were handicapped by lack of opportunity for promotion to
the next higher grade.” The NAACP believed that Grant Reynolds’s articles had “got
administration circles by the ears,” and their description on a nationwide broadcast by
radio station WOR lends credence to this belief. In his next article, Reynolds noted with
evident satisfaction that the army had closed its “FOREIGN LEGION Outpost” at Fort
Huachuca, as the 92" Division shipped out to Italy. While this deployment was not a

direct result of Reynolds’s campaign, the War Department’s closure of the post was a
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logical reaction to it, and a way to reduce the army’s public relations problems without
addressing Black soldiers’ concerns.’

Finally, Black chaplains represented their religious denominations and their
communities in the army and carried with them the expectations of these communities
that they would be standard bearers of the “Double V”’ campaign against fascism in the
war zones and racial oppression at home. This role gave White army leaders pause,
because they were acutely aware that African American churches and religious
organizations criticized military segregation in vocal terms. In the end, this dimension of
the Black chaplain’s role had a chilling effect on the army’s ability to convince Black
clergymen to enlist in the army. By the end of 1943, the burden of these conflicting
expectations led an increasing number of Black chaplains to resign or to request
reclassification into another branch. An uptick in racial incidents and a few highly
publicized incidents of misconduct by Black chaplains had led to court-martial and
dismissal from the service. As early as January 1943, the War Department was
advertising calls for African American chaplains in Black newspapers, warning that “The
total present need for Negro Chaplains . . . is 430. There are now 147 Negro Chaplains on
duty. We will need therefore, at least 283 . . . The need for Negro chaplains is urgent and
immediate.” In September 1943, the National Baptist Convention, U.S.A., the largest
African American church denomination, passed a resolution to “refrain from further
endorsement of members of our Denomination to serve as Chaplains in the United States

Army” so long as the army continued to permit “the public humiliation of outstanding
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members of the Baptist Clergy with the tactic agreement of the Chief of Chaplains, the
Chaplain’s office, and the War Department.” In 1944 the Fraternal Council of Negro
Churches in America recommended sweeping reforms of the military’s race relations
policies, a pronouncement that further weakened the collective influence of Black
chaplains in a white-led army. The total number of Black chaplains on active duty never
reached three hundred during the war, and by war’s end, had shrunk to only 174, against
a quota based on the total size of the army of 790.7°

The army’s wartime employment of Black medical professionals demonstrated
what historian Thomas Guglielmo refers to as the malleability of the military’s color line,
reflecting a difficult balance between military efficiency and American society’s deep
distaste for physical contact between the races. Army nurse Prudence Burrell, who served
in a segregated field hospital ward in New Guinea for fourteen months, recalled a
situation in which a white soldier was brought into her ward hemorrhaging badly and
about to die from blood loss. The soldier cried out for blood, but none was immediately
available save units of whole blood marked “A” [African] for use only in Black
wounded. When Burrell reminded him that army regulations prohibited the mixing of
blood supplies between the races, he yelled out, “I don’t give a damn, don’t let me die!”
The dire situation overcame their racial scruples, and they used the Black ward’s blood
supplies, saving the soldier’s life, but after the emergency had passed, they immediately

moved the soldier back to a white ward for recovery. Burrell remarked with wry humor

75 “War Department Wants 430 Negro Chaplains,” The Chicago Defender, January 23, 1943,
newspapers.com; Lee, The Employment of Negro Troops, 228-231.

64



more than forty years later that “If he’s still alive, he’s walking around with that ‘A’ blood
in him.”76

In the assignment of Black medical officers across the rapidly mobilizing army,
urgent need in many cases blurred the color line. The army surgeon general drafted a
policy in October 1940 that would have maintained a strict segregation in medical care,
with Black medical officers serving in units led completely by Black officers, and Black
doctors and nurses serving in “colored wards” at hospitals with an average of one
hundred Black patients. Hospitals that served an exclusively Black population could only
have a Black staff. Partly at the urging of the National Medical Association, the African
American counterpart to the American Medical Association, a December revision of this
policy called on the Black medical association to suggest by-name Black physicians who
would be suitably qualified to serve in units with all-white line officers. The War
Department acknowledged that this adjustment served both military need and the desire
to avoid the further accusation of racial discrimination.””

The sum of these racialized manpower decisions on the officer corps took
physical form in the army’s so-called “troop basis” for assigning Black officers to
specific jobs and roles at specific grades. The army’s resulting “troop basis” was
immediately denounced ecause it was both obviously unfair and racist in the eyes of
Black soldiers and communities, and almost impossible to implement for white army

officials and commanding officers. While the troop basis preserved a veneer of fairness

for white officials by documenting requirements for Black officers in all of the army’s
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unit types and branches, and across the three components of the army (ground forces, air
forces, and service forces), the troop basis established inequality by limiting Black
participation in technical and specialized fields, such as chemical warfare and
communications, that required specialized education, high rank, or the supervision of
white officers and soldiers. The small number of Black combat arms units produced an
automatic limit to Black officer service in the very branches leading directly to high rank
and command responsibility. Black officers were virtually absent in the military police,
which had disciplinary authority over army units and installations. The policy went on to
specify that Black officers were not considered for promotion and assignment on an
individual basis, based on their own merit, as were their white counterparts. Black
officers were evaluated in groups or cohorts by a unit commander, not by the War
Department, and could only be promoted and reassigned in these groups, a management
technique that allowed the white army to police and control their behavior. The sheer
scope of such a policy, which required commanders to maintain duplicate systems of
management and administration, quickly overwhelmed the army’s command structure,
and under pressure from Black officers, the NAACP, and the Black press, underwent a
series of revisions from 1942 to 1944. A 1943 revision expanded overall requirements for
Black officers and opened the possibility of service at higher ranks in so-called
“overhead” or higher headquarters roles.”®

The formation in 1942 of the Women’s Auxiliary Army Corps (WAAC) gave
Black women the opportunity to serve as officers. From its inception, the WAAC was a

more integrated institution that offered Black women more leadership roles than their
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male counterparts, but as in the army at large, social change was a result both of top-
down policy decisions and the personal decisions of African Americans. After a tepid
initial response and few Black volunteers, exacerbated by the concerns that the WAAC
would mirror the army’s lack of Black officer representation, the first director, Oveta
Culp Hobby, announced that of the initial cohort of four hundred women officers, forty
would be African American, a ratio that doubled Black male officer representation from
the very beginning. Hobby also detailed teams of recruiters to visit Black women’s
colleges to advertise the opportunities of wartime army service. The combined effect of
the Black community’s advocacy and army policies was to allay fears that Black women
would be consigned to menial roles, and enlistment ticked up. One of the first Black
women to sign on was Charity Adams, a Wilberforce University graduate who had
completed a year of graduate school at Ohio State before she enlisted.”

Charity Adams and thirty-eight other Black women attended the first WAAC
officer candidate school at Fort Des Moines, lowa, the same camp that training Black
officers in World War 1. This first class had both Black and white students, with
segregated living and dining arrangements. Once the class graduated, many of its
members remained at the camp to serve as instructors for following classes. Adams was
in this group, and when she attempted to have dinner in the camp officers’ club, a white
male officer reminded her of her place in American society and the army’s culture: “I

don’t believe in race mixing, and I don’t intend to be a part of it . . . Don’t let being an
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officer go to your head; you are still colored and I want you to remember that. You people
have to stay in your place.”%°

The army’s assignment of both Black and white women to clerical, hospital, food
service, and transportation roles made the WAAC a more integrated organization than the
all-male regular army. Hobby selected Harriet M. West, who had worked for Mary
McLeod Bethune in the National Youth Administration’s Division of Negro Affairs in the
1930s, as an aide and inspector. In this role, West toured WAC detachments in the
continental United States, met with post commanders and staff, assessed the operations of
Black detachments, and conducted information and sensing sessions with Black unit
members. During these visits, she frequently evaluated the work of white WAAC:s,
especially as it touched on race relations and white leadership of Black enlisted women.
Reporters from Black newspapers in the post’s local area accompanied West on these
visits.

Harriet West’s inspection visits frequently placed her in the difficult position of
briefing and working with white male officers who outranked her on almost every
occasion. In these situations, she stretched both racial norms and gender norms in the
course of her duties. When West visited Fort Benning, Georgia, in January 1944, to assess
the performance of the WAAC detachment there, the base had a well-developed
reputation for racism in the local community and substandard conditions for Black
soldiers. West focused immediately on the living and working conditions of the four
Black women who served as officers on the Columbus, Georgia installation. On the day

West arrived, a postal officer had been summarily moved out of her officers’ barracks and

8 Quoted in Moore, To Serve My Country, To Serve My Race, 65.
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into a barracks for civilian laundresses, an express violation of army regulations requiring
officers and enlisted personnel to occupy separate billets. A second officer informed West
of an incident at the Columbus train station, where she was directed by a police officer to
leave a Whites-only platform where she was waiting for two new recruits to arrive by
train. West conducted an outbrief with the post commander, who promised both to move
the postal officer back into officers’ quarters and to address the train station incident with
the mayor and police chief.®!

As the army began deploying overseas in late 1942, and additional divisions
began to form and train across the United States, the institutional demands of leadership
and what official historian Ulysses Lee called the “social matrix™ of segregation
continually reshaped the Black officer assignment policy and made their day-to-day lives
contingent and uncertain. As the ground, air, and service forces filled their units with
white officers, shortages developed all over the army. Even when stateside commanders
requisitioned Black officers for open positions in administrative and training units
stateside, they confessed that they were unable to comply with War Department policy
that mandated separate billeting, dining, and recreational facilities for Black troops.

Commanders oftentimes made unit assignment decisions based on the racist
attitudes of their surrounding communities. The Northwest Service Command, which
operated the Alaska-Canada Highway, reported openings for Black officers in segregated
units along the highway, but would only accept chaplains because local government

leaders warned the army against assigning Black officers in locations where they would
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necessarily patronize local facilities and interact with white communities. A military
police unit operating in Arizona was designated to have its white officers replaced with
all Black officers, and the unit’s higher command promptly reassigned the unit to the
uninhabited border areas near Mexico because while the local community was
“beginning to be tolerant in their attitude toward colored troops, it is only because they
have the greatest confidence in the [white] officers commanding these colored troops.
This confidence, I am sure, would not extend to colored officers.” As a result, the sixteen
Black officers already assigned to the unit were transferred to smaller detachments
elsewhere or removed from the military police altogether. The Mississippi congressional
delegation formally requested that the War Department assign no Black officers at all
within the state.??

As units moved from mobilization points to aggregation as regiments and
divisions in larger camps throughout 1943 and 1944, Black officers came to realize that
they had to wage their own “Double V campaign,” this one against both an enemy that
they might one day confront on the battlefield, but more immediately the War
Department’s intentionally unequal training regimes and assignment policies. Black
officers were not content to remain quiet and sought to affect these policies by using the
NAACP and the Black press to highlight them.

All units conducted training schools in specific skills to augment the often-limited
training officers and soldiers initially received. In units with both white and Black
officers, the latter always observed that these troops schools were disproportionately, or

often completely, filled with Black personnel, and they were used not to make them
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combat-ready, but to serve as a pretext for their elimination. When the army’s sole Black
general, Benjamin O. Davis, Sr., conducted an inspection of Fort Huachuca, Arizona,
which was the assembly and training camp for the Black 92" Infantry Division, in the
company of Truman Gibson, the African American assistant to the Secretary of War, the
dignitaries listed Black officer concerns at the very top of their report. Since the division
assembled at the Arizona post, Davis reported, a series of incidents had “caused great
dissatisfaction among the colored officers, which is reflected throughout the Division.”
They specifically addressed the separate promotion policy, which they considered
“discriminatory and unjust,” and considered this policy “a recognition by the War
Department of a different status for colored officers, who feel that, since they are called
upon to make the same preparation and sacrifices, the promotion and assignment policy
should be the same for all officers.” The Black officers objected to the “demoralizing
effect” of separate dining facilities for regimental officers.®3

The 92" Division officers reserved their greatest criticisms for the division’s
troop schools and military justice policies. After speaking with the officers, Davis
reported that the division’s schools for officer training were “not up to standard, the
attitude of the instructors therein, methods used by them, and the fact that only colored
officers were assigned to this school” led them to conclude that the schools were
“discriminations and punishment, rather than an attempt to help the below-average
colored officer.” Davis concluded that the school’s eventual abolition by the commanding

general of the Third Army was a “confirmation of their estimate of the school.” A review
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of the division’s disciplinary statistics offered that twelve Black second lieutenants had
been recommended for court-martial, while in the few months that the division had been
on the base, twenty-four Black officers had been recommended for disciplinary action.
Davis did not compare the list of white officers undergoing these punishments, but across
the army, justice was not meted out equally. Davis added perceptively that virtually none
of these conditions had existed in the separate regiments in their mobilization camps, but
that when the division was brought together in Arizona, morale and cohesion worsened
rapidly, to the point that when the commanding general spoke to ten thousand of the
division’s enlisted men at the dedication of a baseball field, they booed him. It appeared
to Davis that the division’s Black junior officers, who spent most of their time with their
men, had listened to the concerns of their men and supported them in this provocative
act.3

Widespread anger in the Black officer corps, in Black communities, and in the
Black press drove the War Department to change certain aspects of the Black officer
management policy, but the changes that resulted did not always, or even mostly, result in
greater opportunity. In March 1943, the War Department adjusted the Black officer
promotion policy to maintain a hold on Black officer promotions above the rank of
lieutenant, which many Black soldiers had come to believe was the only officer grade
available to them. The new policy required the three component commanders to submit
“confidential” lists of “Negro officers who have fully demonstrated their qualifications

and fitness for promotion to the grade of captain and above” to the War Department “for
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the purpose of setting up an eligible list for consideration at such time as positions may
be made available.” Thus, the War Department would centrally manage Black officer
promotions while it left white promotions to the lowest possible level in the operational
forces.®

Those Black officers who managed to make it through selection, initial training,
and the military color line to reach the combat arms found their positions in those units
under continual threat. As the American war effort widened in 1944, the army had a
seemingly insatiable need for service and logistics units behind the lines. War Department
planners, many of whom were World War I veterans and had participated in the postwar
and interwar studies that judged Black officers unsuitable for combat arms roles, had a
ready solution in the redesignation of Black combat arms units and the assignment of
Black officers to labor and service roles overseas. The War Department also continually
broke apart larger all-Black logistics units such as quartermaster regiments and seaport
operations battalions, distributing their subordinate units among other mixed and all-
white units. For the Black officer corps, this had the practical effect of reducing the
number of higher-ranking positions available to Black officers. As early as January 1943,
the Army Ground Forces applied this to artillery units as well. When the new Tank
Destroyer training center recommended the elimination of all Black group headquarters,
which maintained large numbers of positions for colonels, lieutenant colonels, and
majors, Army Ground Forces took the suggestion and applied it across the entire
component. “The result,” the official historian concluded, “was a material reduction in

the number of Negro group headquarters.” In July 1943, the ground forces disbanded
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thirty entire battalions of Black air base security personnel, and the ground and air forces
were prohibited from forming any new Black combat units. The next month, the service
forces requested and received another 14,500 Black soldiers from the ground forces, and
the ground forces stripped thirty-one combat arms battalions of eighty percent of their
soldiers to further fill the service forces. By the end of August 1943, the army had
transferred 30,000 Black soldiers from combat arms to service units. 3¢

Even the Army Service Forces participated in this constant disaggregation of
larger Black units and refused to accept Black officers into positions deemed technically
complex. When a revised 1943 troop basis recommended the creation of nine all-Black
quartermaster depot companies, responsible for maintaining and distributing equipment
to deploying units, the quartermaster branch worked with army ground forces to put
white soldiers into those units by reassigning them from salvage collecting units, perhaps
the least-skilled positions in the entire army. Ground forces then assigned Black soldiers
to the salvage units.%’

The 1944 army troop basis, the last such of World War II, completely abandoned
the pretense of equal opportunity of service for Black officers and soldiers. The army G-3
reasoned that “operational demands . . . require the mobilization of a considerable
additional number of service units in which Negroes can profitably be employed,” and
listed port, ammunition, truck, service, and dump truck companies as the types of units

suitable for Black soldiers. “Generally speaking,” the G-3 concluded, “all augmentations
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of these types of units have been earmarked for Negro personnel.” This was the
twentieth-century legacy of World War II for the Black officer corps.®®

The unbending pressure of African American political, media, and social pressure
finally forced the army to deploy Black combat units to Europe and the Pacific. Frederic
Davison’s 92" Infantry Division served in Italy, from late 1944 until the end of the war,
and portions of Isaiah McCoy’s 93" Infantry Division saw action in New Guinea.
Davison commanded an infantry company in the 366 Infantry Regiment. After McCoy
graduated from officer candidate school and joined the field artillery, he commanded an
artillery battery in the South Pacific for almost two years, returning stateside only in
1946.%°

The ultimate effect of the army’s unequal policies for Black and white officers
was to ignore a significant source of trained, educated, and motivated officer leaders,
depriving the army of the leadership that it needed to prosecute a global war. Tom
Guglielmo concludes that “The military’s racist lines unquestionably interfered with its
efficient execution of the war, perhaps lengthening America’s time in the conflict and
costing American lives.” While Guglielmo correctly cautions that “Settling the matter
definitively is impossible,” it is “indisputable” that the military’s racial restrictions on
service “robbed it of hundreds of thousands of additional troops and untold numbers of
people who, had they been given the chance, would have excelled, as, say, combat troops
or pilots or paratroopers or generals.” The army’s manpower policies forced it into

strategic decisions with serious consequences that lengthened the war, lengthened
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casualty lists, and made ultimate victory much more difficult. The army’s so-called
“ninety division gamble,” which limited the size of the Army Ground Forces so that the
allies could pursue a strategic bombing campaign by the Army Air Forces, was
necessitated in large part by self-inflicted manpower shortages and the need to redirect
many of its most highly-educated personnel into technical fields such as the air forces. As
the army’s total strength topped eight million men by September 1944, requiring almost
900,000 officers, Black officer strength peaked only at 5,718 men, and this only in
September 1945, as the war ended with the surrender of Japan. In June 1944, as the
army’s climactic offensives got underway in Europe and in the Pacific, less than one
percent of the army officer corps was Black, and only a few hundred served in the combat
arms. Thousands of college-educated African American men, who possessed both World
War I and interwar military experience and reserve training, were either ignored
altogether, drafted into the enlisted ranks and forgotten, court-martialed and cashiered, or
simply overwhelmed by segregation.”

When the army underwent a wholescale demobilization after World War 11, the
wartime officer corps shrank to its prewar size and scope, and Black officers were the
first to go. As an army official historian judged, “Concern about the numbers of Negro
officers and the possibility of reducing their numbers once the emergency was over
exceeded concern about regulating numbers in terms of their qualifications and their
usefulness to the training and leadership of the units to which they were to be assigned.”

Black officers’ reserve status and officer candidate school commissions, which always
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took precedence behind the Regular Army, made this process easy, and the army’s
policies protected White regulars at their expense. By 1948, as African Americans like
Arthur Gregg continued to voluntarily enlist in large numbers, the army’s chief of staff,
Gen. Omar Bradley, left no doubt as to the army’s concerns: “The army is popular with
Negroes as evidenced by the Negro strength, in spite of quotas and AGCT limitations . . .
. The long-range effect of unrestricted Negro enlistments could produce a
disproportionately large pool of career Negro soldiers which would unbalance the
composition and effectiveness of the army.”*!

The army evaluated its performance in World War II in ways that validated
limitations on Black officer service, and the belief in their incapacity for combat arms
leadership, suitability only for service roles, and the impossibility of Black leadership of
white soldiers. In this way, as historian Tom Guglielmo concludes, “a fractured wartime
military helped produce a fractured postwar America,” in which the accumulated
valorous service of Black officers and soldiers counted for little in setting the course of
future policy. Six months after the war’s end, Gen. Alvan C. Gillem, Jr. chaired a board to
study the Army’s employment of Black soldiers during the war and to make
recommendations for the future. The Gillem Board’s report, published in 1946 as a War
Department circular, reinforced the racial-composition method of delimiting Black
participation in the military at ten percent of the total force, roughly equivalent to the
Black proportion of the national population. The board’s analysis of the army’s combat
performance told it that “the least proficient performance [of Black soldiers] has been

derived from combat units which were required to close with the enemy to accomplish a
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prescribed mission,” and that “the Negro soldier will execute in a satisfactory manner,
combat duties in a supporting-type unit; for example, an artillery battalion.” In any case,
“Evidence definitely indicated that the largest use of Negro manpower was in service-
type units, and that in this field they demonstrated their highest degree of efficiency.”®?

For the next six years, the army adhered to its wartime policies of creating
segregated units, officered by Blacks who would replace white officers when they
“prove[d] qualified to fill the assignment.” Although the circular noted that “Officers will
be accepted in the regular army through the operation of the present integration policy
without regard to race,” and that “Negro reserve officers will be eligible for active-duty
training and service,” segregation and the proportional model continued to impose a de
facto ceiling on Black officer possibilities. The board could congratulate itself by
pronouncing that “the present policy of according all officers, regardless of race, qual
opportunities for appointment, advancement, professional improvement, promotion, and
retention in all components of the army will be continued,” but the reality for early Cold
War Black officers was different.”?

The U.S. Army’s World War II generals had entered service in the years between
the world wars, when documents like the War College study constituted the army’s
official position on race, and the army’s enforcement of the color line accreted these ideas
in their minds. They emerged from World War II with a strong belief in the racial

gradualism that gave white moderates the language they used to contrast themselves with
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white Southerners who supported massive resistance to civil rights initiatives such as
school integration. When General Dwight D. Eisenhower testified before the Senate
Armed Services Committee about universal military training in early 1948, he spoke with
the immense credibility of the Supreme Allied Commander in Europe and the immediate
postwar army chief of staff, but also with the measured, temporizing language on race
that he would go on to employ as President. In response to committee chair Leverett
Saltonstall’s question about the military necessity of the “program of segregation in the
army,” Eisenhower opined that race was “the problem of course that has been with the
Army ever since it has been with the country,” but that it presented “certain
incontrovertible facts that you must walk right up to.” He advocated gradualism in the
military context because he saw no immediate solution to the core obstacle to the
integration of Black soldiers: lack of education. Only over time, and in segregated small
Black units melded into larger white units, would a Black soldier be able to “show his
own wares” and advance in rank. Nowhere in Eisenhower’s imagined future, where
racism simply melted away of its own accord, was there a requirement for the army to
work proactively toward equal opportunity.

The three years between the end of World War II and President Truman’s
executive order were a difficult and uncertain time for the entire United States Army,
which was forced to balance powerful, contradictory social, institutional, and global
events. In the aftermath of the most destructive war in history, Americans
overwhelmingly desired a rapid demobilization and a return to peacetime life, protected
by a military that would rely not on large numbers of ground troops, but on airpower,

missiles, and atomic energy. These desires conflicted with continuing requirements for
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army forces to serve on occupation duty in Germany and Japan, and a nascent but
growing threat from the Soviet Union. A force that ended the war at more than 8.2 million
men underwent, in the words of historian Brian Linn, “more a disintegration than a
demobilization,” declining to just 590,000 five years later.**

As the overall strength of the army declined, so did the need for hundreds of
thousands of officers. From a 1945 peak of 891,663 officers on active duty, the army
officer corps shrank to 68,178 by 1948. In August 1945, 7,748 of those officers were
Black; two years later, the Black army officer corps bottomed out at 1,184, 1.7% of the
larger army officer complement. At war’s end, most officers were not regulars, but
members of the Organized Reserves in the so-called Army of the United States or
members of a state-level National Guard unit, forces mobilized and grown to defeat the
Axis. They obtained their commissions by taking officer training in college, by
volunteering from civilian life, or by rising from the enlisted ranks through efficient
service. National military policy held that when an emergency requiring mass
mobilization ended, such officers were demobilized along with other citizen-soldiers in
the ranks, while maintaining just enough on active duty to meet any emerging
requirements such as occupation duty or the closure of installations and the disposition of
large quantities of equipment. The army’s core of regular officers guarded jealously their
prerogatives and tenure, a status that would lead eventually to retirement and a pension

for life.??
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Frederic Davison’s combat experience and educational attainments were not
enough to outweigh the army’s dual institutional biases, against both non-Regular officers
and African American officers. Davison was out of the army and in medical school by the
end of 1946, but not by choice. He recalled to his interviewer that “I didn’t get out of the
Army because I really wanted to get out of the Army.” He applied for a Regular Army
commission even before the war’s end, but “wasn’t good enough to make it.” By his own
recollection, his efficiency reports as a combat leader were either satisfactory or
excellent, but not exceptional enough to position him for integration into the regular
army. So, he took his graduate training in chemistry and zoology to medical school.
While Davison applied for regular status and failed, the army instituted a Regular Army
Integration Program to retain the best wartime officers from the Organized Reserves and
National Guard. By the standards of the program, African American officers like Frederic
Davison did not measure up.*

The army’s official historian of the integration period, Morris MacGregor, notes
with considerable understatement that the army’s chief personnel officer, Maj. Gen.
Willard Paul, “was rather passive in his attitude toward the shortage of Black officers.”
His attitude reflected the army’s corporate stance on the matter. During the three years of
the Regular Army Integration Program, from 1945 to 1948, over 122,000 white reservist
officers applied for the Regular Army; only 927 Blacks applied. The army and air force
combined accepted only 28,000 of the white applicants, about twenty-three percent, but
only 10.3 percent of the Black applicants, a paltry ninety-six officers, with forty percent

of the rejections due to a combination of duty efficiency and education, neither of which
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should have been an issue for someone like Davison, who had months of combat time
and a master’s degree. Some remaining applicants were invited to stand before a selection
board, where the racial disparities of the officer corps became even more evident. While
almost forty percent of the white applicants appearing before the board were selected,
only 18.55 percent of Black officers made the cut.”’

When Assistant Secretary of War Howard C. Petersen suggested in 1946 that the
army augment the Regular Army Integration Program with a separate recruitment drive
for Black officers, Paul replied that since all officer appointments were based purely on
merit and were competitive in nature, any program aimed specifically at African
Americans would constitute discrimination against white candidates. This intransigence
postponed for two years any army efforts to increase the Black officer population. In June
1945, there were eight Black Regular Army officers; by April 1948, after years of the
reservist integration program, there were only forty-one, four of whom were West Point
graduates, leaving thirty-two converted reservists and five National Guardsmen. Nine of
the thirty-seven reservists and guardsmen were chaplains, but this group included the
first-ever Black army doctor and army nurse to be converted to regular status.”®

Those Black officers who did remain on active duty served overseas on
occupation duty in logistics or administrative roles, out of sight of American society and
out of the Regular Army mainstream. The institutional logic of the segregated officer
corps, combined with the army’s officer-management policies and the conditions of the
postwar world, hardened the ceiling over the heads of Black officers. The entire officer

corps suffered what Brian Linn refers to as a postwar “generational hump” of hastily
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mobilized officers of similar age, who all compete for an increasingly scarce number of
promotions in a smaller force. After World War II, this generational hump formed around
the more senior company-grade and junior field-grade ranks, captains and majors with
significant wartime experience. The shrinking army needed much fewer lieutenant
colonels and colonels, making the jump from major to lieutenant colonel, according to
Davison, “the first very, very difficult selection board.” In his recollection, “it was almost
acts of God if you got to be selected,” for officers of any racial or ethnic background. As
an infantryman who had led soldiers in brutal combat against the German Army in the
mountains of Italy, Frederic Davison judged “that the most bitter and traumatic period in
which Black officers functioned, at least my generation of Black officers, was not during
the war. It was in the immediate post-war period . . . and the times when the guys were
down at places like Fort McClellan, Alabama, or Kitzingem [sic], all jammed together in
places in Germany like that where people were brutalized on their efficiency reports.”

Davison captured the harsh reality of Black officer marginalization at Kitzingen,
but the army did take effective steps there to address some of the societal barriers to
African American military service. After two years of occupation duty in Germany,
segregated Black units suffered from poor treatment, substandard living conditions, and
menial missions. These conditions arose not only from the racist worldview of white
senior officers, but also from the fact that Black soldiers scored overwhelmingly in the
bottom two of the five classifications on the army’s vocational skills test. This meant that
most Black soldiers could only be assigned to service and labor units and could not

operate the army’s increasingly complex equipment. The theater commander, Lt. Gen.

% Linn, Real Soldiering, 133; Davison Interview, 22.

83



Clarence Huebner, had commissioned an African American army headquarters civilian
employee, Marcus Ray, as a lieutenant colonel and his advisor on racial matters. Huebner
and Ray developed an ambitious plan- to implement Europe-wide education programs for
Black personnel, including both dedicated skills, reading, and mathematics classes at the
U.S. base in Kitzingen, and on-duty school options to raise reading and math levels. The
training center, which opened in 1947 and peaked in 1950, trained more than sixty
percent of Black soldiers and officers assigned to Europe. The training center
immediately raised the educational levels, morale, and duty performance of Black units
across Europe, and became a model for the rest of the U.S. military. Huebner and Ray
recognized the importance of capable Black officer leadership as well. Shortly after the
center opened, Huebner wrote to Gen. Paul that the command wanted more “stable,
efficient, and interested Negro officers and senior non-commissioned officers,” both to
set an example for junior soldiers, and to represent and address their challenges in serving
in a segregated force. A group of African American newspaper editors touring European
facilities also saw “a noticeable improvement in the morale, discipline, and general
efficiency” of Black units fully staffed with Black officers.!'%

One of the Black officers who ran the Kitzingen training center was WAC Major
Harriet West. Her duties in Germany exemplified African Americans’ rising expectations
in the wake of World War II. From 1944 to the end of the war, West had served as an aide
to the corps director, Col. Oveta Culp Hobby, advising on the recruiting, training, and
employment of Black women. The visibility and reach of this assignment no doubt led to

her posting to Kitzingen in 1947 as a member of the headquarters company of the
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training command. In this position, West appears to have functioned as a sort of inspector
general, conducting a series of command-sanctioned inquiries into incidents around the
base such as traffic accidents involving German nationals and allegations of
misappropriation of funds and supplies. She also served on an examination board,
composed of male and female officers, Black and white, that provided the post
commander with recommendations on disciplinary actions and reassignment of soldiers
on the base. West’s work at Kitzingen, which involved a high degree of visibility and
autonomy, lends support to Tanya Roth’s assertion that the Women’s Army Corps in some
ways approached equal opportunity for men and women in ways the larger army did
not.'%!

Worsening struggles with officer manpower and the self-imposed requirements of
the Gillem Board, and not any nascent impulse toward equity or social justice, finally
drove the army to examine the Black officer corps and to take steps to grow it. General
Paul, still the army’s G-1, or head personnel officer, directed a review of the officer
strength of seventy-eight Black army units stationed in the continental United States. The
units were short a total of seventy-two officers, but the challenges went beyond that. The
Gillem Board, which directed additional officers for units containing a preponderance of
soldiers who scored low on vocational tests, meant that those units should have 187
additional officers on their rolls. Paul’s office recalled seventy-two Black reservists to
active duty to fill the immediate needs, but that recall virtually exhausted the pool of

available manpower. The Gillem Board also directed the replacement of white with Black
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officers in Black units. To meet these requirements, the army officer corps would have to
be more than four percent Black, as opposed to less than one percent. '0?

Faced with several thorny challenges in officer-management, the army began by
focusing on reducing the post- World War II generational hump and creating a more
uniform professionalism in an officer corps that would come both from West Point and
civilian life. It then tried to address the ever-present challenge of inventory: the
recruitment, education, and commissioning of young men and women into the officer
corps. The Officer Personnel Act of 1947, the first significant change to the army’s
officer-management structures in the twentieth century, established quotas of officers at
each grade, clear promotion paths, retirement benefits after twenty years of service,
mandatory duty-assignment rotations to improve individual skills, and increased
attendance for World War II veterans at the army’s general staff college.'%3
The army expanded ROTC at both white and Black universities after World War II. From
the initial two Black universities hosting ROTC at the dawn of the twentieth century,
Wilberforce and Howard, the program expanded to seven other schools during the era of
the world wars. Under congressional pressure, the army added three more Black
universities to the program in 1948, an increase that had the potential to increase the pool
of Black officers by one-third. It was in this environment of expansion that Frederic
Davison was recalled to active duty in 1947, a development that he welcomed in the
difficult years of demobilization. But the combat-seasoned infantry officer was not
assigned to command troops in a forward location or in one of the army’s rapid-response

units, assignments that would fast-track an officer’s career into senior ranks. Instead, the

192 MacGregor, Integration of the Armed Forces, 220-21.
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captain was assigned to ROTC instructor duty at South Carolina State University,
founded as a Black mechanical and industrial training college in 1896. With the
perspective of four decades of service, Davison and other Black officers understood the
critical mentorship role and example they provided as ROTC instructors, but this role was
always counterbalanced by the very real perception that they were being intentionally
held out of the mainstream of the army and the opportunities that provided. It was this
“assignment bit” that Davison sensed acutely, in addition to the “rating thing” that saw
capable Black officers disadvantaged in their efficiency reports. He recalled that after
serving in ROTC, he moved into a personnel management job at army headquarters. That
was “probably the first time we [army personnel managers] started questioning the
assignment patterns of people, and the fact that we did not get in on the mainstream of
assignments, we were having at that time officers who were, for example, one Black
officer was a lieutenant colonel who was then on his third tour of ROTC duty.”!%4
Twenty-five years after Charles Young was forced out of troop command on the
eve of World War I and exiled to consular duty in Africa, it must have seemed to Frederic
Davison that he would suffer the same fate when he failed in his bid to become a regular
army officer and left the service to attend medical school. But a combination of factors-
military requirements, a growing Cold War, and above all, the persistent struggles of the
Black community and Black officers and soldiers themselves- were beginning to cause
social change in the army. When President Truman issued Executive Order 9981 in the
summer of 1948, one of the key barriers to Black officer advancement dissolved. The

period from Reconstruction to Truman’s order saw the birth and strengthening of barriers
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to Black officer service and representation, but also the seeds of their undoing. Black
officers went to war in 1918 and 1941 in the belief in each instance that their service
would establish African American citizenship and equality once and for all, but that was
not the case. The institutional army took from the world wars the conclusion that Black
people were mentally, physically, and morally unfit for military leadership, and postwar
plans to maintain segregated units and strict caps on Black service reflected these
conclusions. It would require another military emergency and a national civil rights

movement to accelerate this process of social change.
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Chapter Two
Constructing the Circular Bind: Black Officers in the Integrated Army, 1948-1963

“It was still a Jim Crow Army. Segregation was practiced routinely and administered
religiously.”

- Charles M. Bussey
“The assignment of the Negro citizen to positions of responsibility on the basis of merit is

an important phase of our national life.”
- Charles C. Evans, 1957105

Arthur James Gregg was born in the Jim Crow South in 1929, the ninth of nine
children of a small farmer in Florence, South Carolina. His mother died when he was
eleven years old, and his father sent Arthur and Edward, his elder brother, to live with
their eldest brother, Joseph, and his wife in Newport News, Virginia. Arthur finished high
school there as World War II ended and earned a certificate as a medical technician in
Chicago. As the massive influx of returning veterans overwhelmed the domestic
American job market, peacetime army service in the occupation forces became very
attractive, especially for African Americans, who saw opportunities even in a segregated
army. In 1946, the first full year of peace, one of every two army soldiers was stationed
overseas, in units that balanced training for combat with the Soviet Union with
occupation duties that embraced military government and reconstruction, and the entire
army was vastly understrength; by February 1948, the army had 552,000 of its authorized
667,000 soldiers. The sole U.S. division in Germany was at half strength. Gregg had

enrolled at the Chicago College of Medical Technology and saw an opportunity to make a
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good living using his newfound college training. He also wished to demonstrate what he
called “manly conduct” by serving as a soldier. Arthur Gregg decided to enlist in the
United States Army in January 1946. He hoped to become a medical technician working
in a hospital or clinic.!%

But as he finished basic training and shipped out to Germany, Arthur Gregg
encountered military segregation and institutional racism. When he arrived in Germany
with other Black and white soldiers, he did not receive a “follow-on” assignment as an
individual, but rather as part of a cohort of Black soldiers, in accordance with army
policy. He was recruited for a quartermaster truck company as a supply specialist and
quickly earned promotion to become his company’s supply sergeant. On his own
initiative, he used his college training to open a medical clinic for Black soldiers. A year
after enlisting in the army, he transferred to a military police unit as its supply sergeant
and remained there for the next three years. During this time, President Harry Truman
issued Executive Order 9981, which called for equality of opportunity and service in the
United States armed forces, spelling the beginning of the end of a segregated military.
Gregg remembered being overjoyed at this announcement, which reinforced his decision
to try to make a career of the army by becoming an officer. His commanding officer
endorsed his application to attend Officer Candidate School, and Gregg transferred to
Fort Riley, Kansas, in early 1950. In May of that year, just a month before the beginning
of the Korean War, Gregg was one of only two Black graduates in a class of over one
hundred. Gregg’s brief time in the army had shown him how the officer corps worked,

and he was ambitious to advance in rank, so he listed a preference to be commissioned in
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the infantry, the branch from which the army habitually selected its generals. Even so, the
school designated Gregg for the Quartermaster Corps, which was far down his preference
list, behind the combat arms branches: infantry, artillery, and armor. This assignment sent
Second Lieutenant Gregg to the quartermaster officer’s course at Fort Lee, Virginia, a
post established in 1917 and named for Robert E. Lee, a West Point graduate who
resigned his U.S. Army commission in 1860 and served as the commander of the armies
of the Confederate States of America.'?’

When Arthur Gregg graduated from quartermaster school, America was at war in
Korea and faced Chinese entry into the conflict, but the army did not assign the young
officer to a combat job at the front. Gregg remained at the school for almost three years
as an instructor and curriculum developer, roles that were no doubt important to the
army’s long-term health, but which were out of the army’s mainstream of troop
command. In fact, Gregg did not reach Korea until 1953, the year an armistice ended the
fighting, and only then to serve at a quartermaster depot as the unit public affairs and
troop education officer. As an officer candidate school graduate, Gregg was not a regular,
but a reservist on active duty based on the army’s manpower needs at the time. He had
joined an army where less than three percent of the officer corps was African American
and there was but one Black general, and where Black soldiers and officers continued to
be channeled into roles and duties in that conformed both to white beliefs in their
capabilities and the societal norms produced by slavery and segregation. The army’s

decisions first to commission Gregg as a quartermaster, and second to keep him out of a
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combat leadership position, were understandable in the sense that he had served his
enlisted time in that specialty and that he was clearly intelligent and proactive. They also
illustrate how the effects of institutional racism often combined with ostensibly
colorblind, meritocratic policies in ways that were difficult to disentangle, and that
worked to the unseen disadvantage of Black officers. Jeremy Maxwell points out that
although the process of desegregation began with EO9981 and gained impetus from the
manpower crisis of the Korean War, the desegregation of the military by law and policy
did not by itself produce equal opportunities for African American soldiers. “There
remained very clear differences,” Maxwell argues, “between the African American and
white experiences in the services, differences that were exacerbated by the presence of
institutional racism.”!%8

Arthur Gregg’s early career as an enlisted soldier and officer demonstrated the
continuities of institutional racism that confronted African American military personnel
after the world wars. From 1945 to 1962, the army was an unwilling participant in the
social change that EO9981 helped to initiate in American society. Within the army, the
officer corps was a site of a particular type of civil rights struggle because the army
resisted racial integration across the total force of soldiers in the regular army, national
guard, and reserves. Army leaders at all levels believed that the demands of good order
and discipline and combat effectiveness were incompatible with social change and
therefore refused to comply with government policy. Officers were expected to enforce
army rules and regulations, and to ensure good order and discipline, which placed them in

a difficult position at the intersection of social change and a conservative culture. Only
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when the manpower demands of the Korean War made segregation untenable did the
army embrace racial integration. The small number of Black army officers who served
during this time advanced through their own merit and persistence, and in combat, their
valor. Historian David C. Cline refers to this as “a civil rights story with the covers of a
war story,” another way of describing the linkages between military desegregation, racial
integration, and civil rights. But world events, external pressures, and institutional
decisions did not break down all barriers to Black officer service and advancement.
Korea was both the last American war where the institutional logic of segregation and
racism restricted Black officers’ roles and prospects for advancement, and the first
conflict where they began to lead multiracial units, conclusively disproving the myths
and scientific racism that had led the army to deem Black officers to be incapable of
combat leadership. Their achievements served as an important accelerant to the civil
rights movement.'?

The racial representation of the U.S. military officer corps was a prominent part of
the larger conversation about civil rights. In policy and theory, President Harry Truman’s
1948 executive order ending the segregation of the military meant that Black men and
women could serve in any component of the military, in any job, and at any rank for
which they were qualified. Blacks enlisted steadily increased after the order and quickly
exceeded the Black proportion of the American population at large, but African
Americans struggled to enter the military’s commissioned officer ranks. As the largest
and most diverse military service, the army was widely seen as the most welcoming

service for African Americans, but only in rear-echelon logistics and support roles, at
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junior grades, and never in command of white soldiers or officers. Longstanding tropes
about Black incapacity for leadership, independent action, and performance in combat,
combined with barriers to education, left Black people unable in many cases to
demonstrate the skills and attributes leading to an officer’s commission. Those who did
earn officer commissions faced numerous obstacles to advancement. Structural limits on
the number of Black combat-arms units (infantry, armor, artillery) channeled most Black
officers into noncombat, nontechnical roles such as supply and transportation, and the
army’s implicit policy of selecting its generals from the combat arms effectively closed
the general-officer ranks to the minute number of Black officers who rose to the senior
grades.'?

The army evaluated its performance in World War II in ways that validated the
essential limitations of segregation on Black officer service. African Americans’
supposed incapacity for combat arms leadership, suitability only for service roles, and the
impossibility of Black leadership of white soldiers remained in place as pillars of the
army’s vision of its postwar army. White officers who served as senior combat
commanders in Europe and the Pacific moved up to army, and after 1949, Department of
Defense leadership positions, and they carried with them the army’s received wisdom on
the combat performance of segregated units such as the 92" Infantry Division. Six
months after the war’s end, Gen. Alvan C. Gillem, Jr. chaired a board to study the
Army’s employment of Black soldiers during the war and to make recommendations for

the future. The Gillem Board’s report, published in 1946 as a War Department circular,
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reinforced the racial-composition method of delimiting Black participation in the military
at ten percent of the total force, roughly equivalent to the Black proportion of the national
population. The board’s analysis of the army’s combat performance told it that “the least
proficient performance [of Black soldiers] has been derived from combat units which
were required to close with the enemy [engaging in face-to-face combat] to accomplish a
prescribed mission,” and that “the Negro soldier will execute in a satisfactory manner,
combat duties in a supporting-type unit; for example, an artillery battalion.” In any case,
“Evidence definitely indicated that the largest use of Negro manpower was in service-
type units, and that in this field they demonstrated their highest degree of efficiency.”!!!

The Gillem Board reproduced the nation’s “separate but equal” doctrines in its
largest military service. Once the army accepted the board’s findings, it was committed to
uphold wartime policies of segregated units, officered by Blacks who would replace
white officers only when they “prove[d] qualified [through unspecified procedures] to fill
the assignment.” Although the circular noted that “Officers will be accepted in the regular
army through the operation of the present integration policy without regard to race,” and
that “Negro reserve officers will be eligible for active-duty training and service,” the
small number of segregated units and the overall ceiling on Black enlisted sharply limited
Black officers’ prospects of advancement.!!2

The three years between the end of World War II and President Truman’s

executive order were a difficult and uncertain time for the entire United States Army,

" War Department, “Report of Board of Officers on Utilization of Negro Manpower in the
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which was forced to reckon with a combination of institutional and social changes and an
uncertain world situation. In the aftermath of the most destructive war in history,
Americans overwhelmingly desired a rapid demobilization and a return to peacetime life,
protected by a military that would rely not on large numbers of ground troops, but on
airpower, missiles, and atomic energy. These desires conflicted with continuing
requirements for army forces to serve on occupation duty in Germany and Japan, and a
nascent but growing threat from the Soviet Union. A force that ended the war at more
than 8.2 million men underwent, in the words of historian Brian Linn, “more a
disintegration than a demobilization,” declining to just 590,000 five years later, even as
the nation’s requirement for ground forces grew inexorably.'!?

As the overall strength of the army declined, so did the need for a large, wartime
officer corps. From a 1945 peak of 891,663 officers on active duty, the army officer corps
shrank to 68,178 by 1948. In August 1945, two percent of army officers were Black; two
years later, the Black officer corps bottomed out at 1,184, 1.7% of the larger army officer
complement. At war’s end, most officers were not regulars, but members of the organized
reserves, making them liable for an immediate return to active duty if needed, or
members of a state-level National Guard unit. They obtained their commissions by taking
officer training in college, by volunteering from civilian life, or by rising from the
enlisted ranks through efficient service. National military policy held that when an
emergency requiring mass mobilization ended, such officers were demobilized along
with other citizen-soldiers in the ranks, while maintaining just enough on active duty to

meet any emerging requirements such as occupation duty or the closure of installations
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and the disposition of large quantities of equipment. The army’s core of regular officers
guarded jealously their prerogatives and tenure, a status that would lead eventually to

retirement and a pension for life. A majority were World War II veterans but reservists,
leading them to remain on active duty with little hope of promotion, but also no need of
promotion to reach retirement age. Brian Linn identifies this “generational hump” in the
officer corps as the most important challenge to maintaining a professional officer corps

at the beginning of the Cold War.!!4

Faced with several thorny challenges in officer-management, the army began by
focusing on reducing the post- World War II generational hump and creating a more
professionally managed officer corps that would come both from West Point and civilian
life. It then tried to address the ever-present challenge of inventory: the recruitment,
education, and commissioning of young men and women into the officer corps. The
Officer Personnel Act of 1947, the first significant change to the army’s officer-
management structures in the twentieth century, established the system of that continues
in use to the present. OPA-47 established quotas of officers at each grade with defined
promotion paths, an “up-or-out” system designed to prevent a recurrence of the World
War II generational gap. It codified mandatory duty-assignment rotations to improve
individual skills in an increasingly technological age and made attendance at professional
military education courses a requirement for promotion. This latter requirement also

served to winnow aging World War II veteran officers from the ranks. OPA-47 was
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intended “to develop a highly competent Officer Corps to serve in positions of
progressively higher responsibility in the event of a national emergency.”!!3

The feature of OPA-47 that most directly shaped the officer corps and the lived
experiences of its members, however, was the institution of a new officer evaluation
system. Militaries have always needed procedures for assessing and documenting
leaders’ performance of duties, and the U.S. Army is no exception. Beginning with the
widespread administrative reforms of Secretary of War Elihu Root at the turn of the
twentieth century, the army attempted to apply Progressive Era management techniques
to its officer corps to assess performance, identify potential for increased responsibility
and promotion, or alternatively, remove those deemed incapable of military leadership.
After World War I, the army began to use a standardized “officer efficiency report,” or
OER, with a combination of narrative assessments by an officer’s direct superior and a
graphic rating scale with five levels of efficiency, ranging from “unsatisfactory” to
“excellent” and then “superior.” As World War II approached, the army introduced a
numerical scoring system to reflect these gradations. This “Form 67” served the army
through World War II and was quite popular with the officer corps because virtually
everyone received an excellent or higher rating. Inflation of efficiency reports has thus
been the central fact of the “tortuous history” of officer evaluation in the U.S. Army. !¢

OPA-47 introduced a new efficiency report, a Form 67-1, but the problem of

inflation persisted. This report used performance scores to compare officers to one
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another in the various grades, and it required the rating officer to rank-order all those he
supervised. Critically, the rater was not required to show the report to the rated officer.
This secretive process, designed to combat inflation, had the practical effect of creating
winners and losers in an opaque system, fostering frustration. The Form 67 underwent a
rapid-fire series of revisions from 1947 to 1952 as inflation recurred and senior officers
sought to manipulate the system to their preferred subordinates’ advantage, always with
an air of secrecy that meant that regardless of an officer’s commissioning source, there
was no education of new officers in what constituted successful career progression. If an
officer had a personal relationship with a general, or if they had experience working in
the army personnel system at some level, they possessed a greater understanding of the
intricacies of the system. Regular army officers, and most particularly West Point

graduates, had the implicit protections of an insular, white male community.'!”

Black officers’ combat experience and educational attainments were not enough
to outweigh the army’s dual-sided institutional bias against both non-regulars and African
Americans. Many left the army out of exhaustion and frustration over system racism.
Charles Bussey had earned his pilot’s wings and served in a segregated fighter squadron
in Italy, but when the war ended, “brass buttons, shoulder bars, and silver wings of a
fighter pilot became instant nothingness, and so he “got out of the Army as fast as I could
and went home.” Back in California, he married and used his G.I. Bill to earn a
bachelor’s degree. Frederic Davison was out of the army and in medical school by the
end of 1946, but not by choice. He recalled in an oral history interview that “I didn’t get

out of the Army because I really wanted to get out of the Army.” He applied for a
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Regular Army commission even before the war’s end, but “wasn’t good enough to make
it.” By his own recollection, his efficiency reports as a combat leader were either
satisfactory or excellent, but not outstanding, at the top of the evaluation pyramid of the
time. So, he took his graduate training in chemistry and zoology to medical school. While
Davison applied for regular status and failed, the army instituted a Regular Army
Integration Program to retain the best wartime officers from the Organized Reserves and
National Guard. By the standards of the program, African American officers like Frederic
Davison did not measure up.!'®

The army’s official historian of the integration period notes with considerable
understatement that the army’s chief personnel officer, Maj. Gen. Willard Paul, “was
rather passive in his attitude toward the shortage of Black officers.” His attitude reflected
the army’s corporate stance on the matter, and the general thinking of white officers.
During the three years of the Regular Army Integration Program, from 1945 to 1948,
over 122,000 white reservist officers applied for the Regular Army; only 927 Blacks
applied. The army and air force combined accepted only 28,000 of the white applicants,
about twenty-three percent, but only 10.3 percent of the Black applicants, a paltry ninety-
six officers, with forty percent of the rejections due to a combination of duty efficiency
and education, neither of which should have been an issue for someone like Davison,

who had months of combat time and a master’s degree. Some remaining applicants were

invited to stand before a selection board, where the racial disparities of the officer corps
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became even more evident. While almost forty percent of the white applicants appearing
before the board were selected, only 18.55 percent of Black officers made the cut.!'”®
When Assistant Secretary of War Howard C. Petersen suggested in 1946 that the
army augment the Regular Army Integration Program with a separate recruitment drive
for Black officers, Paul replied that since all officer appointments were based purely on
merit and were competitive in nature, any program aimed specifically at African
Americans would constitute discrimination against white candidates. This intransigence
postponed for two years any army efforts to increase the Black officer population. In June
1945, there were eight Black Regular Army officers; by April 1948, after years of the
reservist integration program, there were only forty-one, four of whom were West Point
graduates, leaving thirty-two converted reservists and five National Guardsmen. Nine of
the thirty-seven reservists and guardsmen were chaplains, but this group included the

first-ever Black army doctor and army nurse to be converted to regular status.'2°

Those Black officers who did remain on active duty served overseas on
occupation duty in logistics or administration roles. They were out of sight of white
American society and of the regular army mainstream, but not of the Black press. In
March and April, 1948, editors from seven Black newspapers conducted an inspection
tour of American occupation facilities in Germany and Austria. While they assessed that
American soldiers in general were “alert, well-trained, well-disciplined and efficient,”

they were “greatly insufficient in number.” Incidents of misconduct and venereal disease
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among Black and white soldiers alike were on the decline, which was to them evidence of
leadership emphasis and better working relationships between officers and enlisted, but
some conditions “seemed to offer a definite hindrance to complete efficiency and full
utilization of available personnel.” In Black units, the editors found that “officer
personnel was inadequate and unqualified,” with African Americans comprising only 152
of ten thousand officers in the occupation forces. While the commanding general
confirmed that he needed more qualified officers regardless of race, the team observed
that “wherever Negro officers were assigned there was a noticeable improvement in the
morale, discipline and general efficiency of the units involved.” The inspection also
found few or no African American officers or soldiers in military police, post offices,
hospitals, public affairs, military government, or in the European Command headquarters,
and only two Black regular army officers in the entire command, a condition that
provided “no incentive for Negroes of higher qualifications and educational backgrounds
to seek an army career . . . Adequate information concerning positions available is not
properly distributed, and thus, qualified Negro persons have no means of knowing” what
opportunities existed. In their overall analysis, the group offered that “these and other
deficiencies can be all be traced to one wrong basic concept. That wrong concept is that a
segregated army can be an efficient army. . . We have seen at first hand the inconsistency
of the democracy we preach and the hypocrisy we practice.”!?!

The continued existence of the segregated officer corps, combined with the
army’s officer-management policies and the conditions of the postwar world, hardened

the ceiling over the heads of Black officers. The entire officer corps suffered what Brian
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Linn refers to as a postwar “generational hump” of hastily mobilized officers of similar
age, who all compete for an increasingly scarce number of promotions in a smaller force.
After World War I, this generational hump formed around the more senior company-
grade and junior field-grade ranks, captains and majors with significant wartime
experience. The shrinking army needed fewer lieutenant colonels and colonels, making
the promotion board from major to lieutenant colonel, according to Davison, “the first
very, very difficult selection board.” In his recollection, “it was almost acts of God if you
got to be selected,” for officers of any racial or ethnic background. As an infantryman
who had led soldiers in brutal combat against the German Army in the mountains of Italy,
Frederic Davison judged “that the most bitter and traumatic period in which Black
officers functioned, at least my generation of Black officers, was not during the war. It
was in the immediate post-war period . . . and the times when the guys were down at
places like Fort McClellan, Alabama, or Kitzingem [sic], all jammed together in places in
Germany like that where people were brutalized on their efficiency reports.”!??

Durning the years of occupation duty in Germany, segregated Black units suffered
from poor treatment, substandard living conditions, and menial missions. These
conditions arose not only from the racist worldview of white senior officers, but also
from the fact that Black soldiers scored overwhelmingly in the bottom two of the five
classifications on the army’s vocational skills test. While scholars have demonstrated the

biases of these tests, they did point to disparities in secondary education that placed

African Americans at an early disadvantage. This meant that most Black soldiers could
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only be assigned to service and labor units and could not operate the army’s increasingly
complex Cold War equipment.'?3

Frederic Davison’s harsh assessment of Kitzingen as a place of officer
“brutalization” fails to account for the very real, intentional, and effective steps the army
took in Germany to address some of the societal barriers to African American military
advancement and Black officer service. To address this problem, the theater commander,
Lt. Gen. Clarence Huebner, commissioned an African American army headquarters
civilian employee, Marcus Ray, as a lieutenant colonel and his advisor on racial matters.
Ray was no ordinary civilian bureaucrat; he was a World War II veteran who had
commanded an artillery battalion in Italy with the 92" Infantry Division. Huebner and
Ray developed an ambitious plan to implement Europe-wide education programs for
Black personnel, including both dedicated skills, reading, and mathematics classes at the
U.S. base in Kitzingen, and on-duty school options to raise reading and math levels. The
training center, which opened in 1947 and peaked in 1950, trained more than sixty
percent of Black soldiers and officers assigned to Europe. The training center
immediately raised the educational levels, morale, and duty performance of Black units
across Europe, and became a model for the rest of the U.S. military. Huebner and Ray
recognized the importance of capable Black officer leadership as well. Shortly after the
center opened, Huebner wrote to Gen. Paul that the command wanted more “stable,

efficient, and interested Negro officers and senior non-commissioned officers,” both to

set an example for junior soldiers, and to represent and address their challenges in serving
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in a segregated force. New Pittsburgh Courier correspondent P.L. Prattis visited
Kitzingen and came away impressed, both with Ray’s efforts and the entire curriculum of
the school. Prattis learned from his interviews with soldiers that Ray was deeply
respected and recognized throughout the command. Ray, Prattis determined, “is not only
the most important Negro soldier at this headquarters and in the European zone, but he is
one of the most essential. He is . . . protecting and promoting the welfare of Negro
soldiers. He has policy levels. His knowledge of the Army has enabled him to ferret out
saboteurs [presumably of integration efforts] on all levels of action.”!?*

Worsening struggles with officer manpower and the self-imposed requirements of
the Gillem Board, and not any nascent impulse toward equity or social justice, finally
drove the army to examine the Black officer corps and to take steps to grow it. General
Paul, still the army’s G-1, or head personnel officer, directed a review of the officer
strength of seventy-eight Black army units stationed in the continental United States. The
units were short a total of seventy-two officers, but the challenges went beyond that. The
Gillem Board, which directed additional officers for units containing a preponderance of
soldiers who scored low on vocational tests, meant that those units should have 187
additional officers on their rolls. Paul’s office recalled seventy-two Black reservists to
active duty to fill the immediate needs, but that recall virtually exhausted the pool of
available manpower. The Gillem Board also directed the replacement of white with Black
officers in Black units. To meet these requirements, the army officer corps would have to

be more than four percent Black, as opposed to less than one percent. !>
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As the army downsized after World War II, lessening the need for officers, West
Point remained hostile to African American applicants. Although the reintegration
program offered a pathway into the regular army for World War II-veteran reservists, the
U.S. Military academy retained its institutional status as the gatekeeper of the regular
officer corps. The academy produced a miniscule number of African American graduates
in the postwar period, with zero, one, or two Black appointments in most years, but began
to respond tentatively to wider pressures on segregation driven by returning Black
veterans. Roscoe Robinson, Jr. grew up in Depression-era St. Louis, Missouri, where his
father worked in a steel mill. His teachers encouraged him to prepare for a day when he
would go to an integrated school and further encouraged him to select a college on the
east coast, but he ended up at St. Louis University when he graduated high school in
1946. Robinson knew of West Point only from listening to Army football games on the
radio, but that year his Congressman, Republican Claude Bakewell, made a campaign
promise that he would offer West Point and Annapolis appointments to Black constituents
in alternating years, a strategy that Robinson candidly understood to be about electoral
politics. His high school principal recommended to Bakewell that Robinson sit for the
appointment examination. Robinson earned the alternate appointment and became the
principal when the primary selectee could not pass his physical. In 1947, Roscoe
Robinson was one of an unprecedented five Black members of the West Point Class of
1951, but by the next year, the academy returned to form and admitted no Black

students.!26
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With West Point producing less than four hundred new officers in each graduating
class, the army looked to the Reserve Officer Training Corps, or ROTC, to supply the
growing Cold War army with the junior leaders it needed. The army suspended ROTC
during World War 11, instead training lieutenants in shorter officer candidate schools, but
revived ROTC at the end of 1945. The revived ROTC ballooned from 10,000 student
cadets at 129 colleges in 1946 to 100,000 cadets at 190 institutions on the eve of the
Korean War. With the passage of the Selective Service Act in 1948, ROTC participation
ballooned again because ROTC gave college students an option for serving their military
commitment as reserve officers instead of being drafted. Graduates of ROTC graduates
took reserve commissions, with a short active-duty service obligation and ready reserve
status in civilian life. Also in 1948, Congress approved the army’s establishment of a
Distinguished Military Graduate program, where the top-scoring cadets from ROTC
programs could earn Regular Army commissions out of college. By the 1950s, ROTC
began to double West Point’s annual graduation rate with its distinguished graduates
alone. More than 14,000 reservist officers entered the wider army each year, but they
continued to serve without the guaranteed tenure and retirement path that regulars
enjoyed.'?’

The army expanded ROTC at both white and Black universities after World War
I1. From the initial two Black universities hosting ROTC at the dawn of the twentieth

century, Wilberforce and Howard, the program expanded to five other schools during the
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era of the world wars. Under congressional pressure, the army added three more Black
universities to the program in 1948, an increase that had the potential to increase the pool
of Black officers by one-third. It was in this environment of expansion that Frederic
Davison was recalled to active duty in 1947. But the combat-seasoned infantry officer
was not assigned to command troops in a forward location or in one of the army’s rapid-
response units, assignments that would fast-track an officer’s career into senior ranks.
Instead, the captain was assigned to ROTC instructor duty at South Carolina State
University, founded as a Black mechanical and industrial training college in 1896. With
the perspective of four decades of service, Davison and other Black officers understood
the critical mentorship role and example they provided as ROTC instructors, but this role
was always counterbalanced by the very real perception that they were being
intentionally held out of the mainstream of the army and the opportunities that provided.
It was this “assignment bit” that Davison sensed acutely, in addition to the “rating thing”
that saw capable Black officers disadvantaged in their efficiency reports. He recalled that
after serving in ROTC, he moved into a personnel management job at army headquarters.
That was “probably the first time we started questioning the assignment patterns of
people, and the fact that we did not get in on the mainstream of assignments, we were
having at that time officers who were, for example, one Black officer was a lieutenant
colonel who was then on his third tour of ROTC duty.”!?

With segregation and institutional racism remaining facts of life in the postwar
army, what attracted African Americans to the postwar U.S. Army? For Black college

students, many of whom had interrupted their studies to serve in World War 11, this was a
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matter of bad and less-bad options. Edward Greer was the son of West Virginia coal
miners but made it out of the mines and into West Virginia State College during the war.
His entire class went from mandatory ROTC training into the ranks of the field artillery,
and Greer served in the Pacific Theater of World War I1. After the war, he returned to
college in 1945 determined to make up for lost time. By his own admission, Greer “really
never intended to go back into the Army” and “had no thoughts of it as a career,”
intending instead to go to dental school. But even as he secured a coveted place in the
dental school at Howard University, the army introduced its regular-army reintegration
program, and the attraction of a regular commission and a full career was too great to
pass up in “rather trying times.” In reflecting on his decision, which led him to a career
ending with the two stars of a major general, “it didn’t take any time of deliberation” to
decide on returning to an army that “really offered from a salary point, even though it was
low and even offered from an opportunity point a helluva lot more than I could see . . .
definitely than I could see going back to the coal mines of West Virginia.”!?°

In a period of sharply restricted civilian opportunities for returning Black
veterans, some Black officers kept their reserve commissions out of a sense of duty that
resulted from their time on active wartime duty. Julius Becton, Jr. was the son of a janitor
in Bryn Mawr, Pennsylvania, and applied for pilot training after Gen. Henry “Hap”
Arnold, the commander of the Army Air Forces, spoke to his graduating high school
class. After passing the battery of tests for pilot training and shipping out to Biloxi,
Mississippi for basic training, he and his five friends who had passed the exams were

shifted into aviation engineering. “[N]one of us became pilots, for various reasons,”
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Becton commented to his interviewer, no doubt with a wry smile. Becton served in the
Pacific as a communications officer and remained in the reserves for two years after the
war as he attempted medical school. Poor chemistry grades told him that he did not have
a future as a doctor, and he earned a regular commission instead. Once he reported for
duty in his original branch, he applied instead for the infantry, which he saw even then as
“the way to go if you want to be a career soldier.”'3°

Whether they came from West Point, ROTC, or from the ranks via the
reintegration program, newly commissioned Black officers entered an army structured
around institutional racism. The army’s Cold War officer-management structure
combined with the Jim Crow society that produced it to create barriers to Black officer
service and advancement. As the U.S. Army underwent massive demobilization, followed
by equally massive re-mobilization to confront the Soviet Union and the People’s
Republic of China, it did so with a force structure and an officer-management program
more suited to an earlier era with largely domestic commitments. A small regular force
continued to be the core of the army’s fighting strength and national image, supported by
a federal active reserve of organized part-time units that could be mobilized and filled to
wartime strength, an inactive reserve list of individual veterans who could be called to
active duty, and a state-level national guard of organized part-time units that could also be
mobilized, or “federalized” for a wartime emergency. The regular army obtained its
commissioned officers from West Point, where approximately seven hundred men
graduated each year, and from a new Distinguished Military Graduate program, which

offered regular commissions to a small number of the top graduates of university ROTC
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units. Reserve and national guard units had part-time officer complements composed
largely of ROTC graduates offered reserve commissions. These commissions came in
different types. Reservist officers went on active duty for short periods to attend training
courses but otherwise served only part-time with their units and conducted an annual
training period in the summer or mobilized with their units if required in wartime. If there
was a shortage of regular officers to staff those units, a frequent occurrence as the Cold
War intensified, the army could bring reservist officers on “extended active duty” to fill
regular units. The army staffed its headquarters and training elements, so-called
“overhead” units, with regulars, meaning that aside from the small number of general-
officer commands in the reserves and the national guard, the small, insular society of
regulars filled senior officer and general billets. 3!

Although there is no question that Executive Order 9981 was a landmark step in
the decades-long process of removing racialized barriers to African American freedom
and citizenship, most Black communities greeted it with a skepticism born of their
experiences during the World Wars. When Black veterans returned from overseas in 1919
and 1945 with the belief that their service and sacrifices validated their quest for full
citizenship at home, they encountered instead a concerted, violent white backlash that
sought to reimpose, and indeed reinforce, Jim Crow. After World War II, Black veterans
encountered renewed racial boundaries that reminded them of their place in a white

society by denying them the same rights and privileges as white veterans. They were

largely excluded from the housing, education, and employment benefits of the GI Bill,
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and did not enjoy the national adoration of military personnel in the wake of the defeat of
the Axis. But still, many African Americans saw the Truman administration as an
advocate for civil rights and continued to demand that Black people uphold their
responsibilities as American citizens. Walter White, head of the NAACP, lambasted Paul
Robeson for a critique of the United States to the World Peace Congress in 1949, and the
Seattle Northwest Enterprise called his speech “an insult to the thousands of loyal
Negroes who fought in the last war and left their blood on its battlefields . . . Paul
Robeson despises his country.”!3?

Still others saw the federal government’s demonization of labor and civil rights
leaders as radicals and communists. Manning Marable notes the Black middle class’s
“almost complete capitulation to anti-communism” that “liquidated the moderately
progressive impulse of the New Deal years and 1945-46, making African Americans
“unwitting accomplices of a Cold War domestic policy which was, directly, both racist
and politically reactionary.” Jeanne Theoharis agrees with Marable that the civil rights
movement “was deeply unpopular and most Americans did not support it. They thought it
was going too far that movement activists were being too extreme . . . and so they
criticized, monitored, demonized, and at times criminalized those who challenged it,
making dissent very costly.” The Gillem Board left no room for confusion on the matter-
the army would maintain its segregated force structures as the country returned to

peacetime and principally would adhere to the wartime restriction of Black soldiers to ten
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percent of its total manpower. Black veterans could be forgiven for being highly skeptical
of President Truman’s motivations and objectives in issuing E09981.133

While the timing of Truman’s executive order, issued at the height of the 1948
presidential campaign, also fed a widespread Black belief that it was more about winning
an election than striking a blow for civil rights, other historians of the era have shown
Truman’s personal journey from a white supremacist upbringing in Missouri to a growing
realization that he had a moral obligation to attack Jim Crow, particularly after World War
IT when a number of public instances of violence toward returning Black veterans made
the issue unavoidable. The savage beating and blinding of Sergeant Isaac Woodard by a
white policeman in a South Carolina bus station in 1946 was perhaps the proximate cause
of Truman’s personal conversion to the cause of civil rights, and the next year, he was the
first American president to address the NAACP, speaking from the steps of the Lincoln
Memorial. He proceeded to form the interracial President’s Council on Civil Rights,
which issued its report, entitled 7o Secure These Rights, to document America’s racist
past. The report also highlighted the degree to which the World War II U.S. military
offered an important example of the possibilities of integration. “During the last war,” the
report concluded, “we and our allies . . . found that the military service can be used to
educate citizens on a broad range of social and political problems. The war experiences

brought to our attention a laboratory in which we may prove that the majority and

minorities of our population can train and work and fight side by side . . . We should not
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hesitate to take full advantage of this opportunity.” Geoffrey Jensen argues that
“Truman’s plan for civil rights reform was both audacious and political dangerous, as it
attempted to introduce societal changes to the nation that the white majority had not
called for or seemed to desire.” Truman no doubt saw political opportunity in the order,
but “he also genuinely believed that the changes were necessary for the good of the
nation both domestically and internationally.”!3*

Like other African Americans occupying leadership and management roles in
society, Black officers have existed at the intersection of race and class. Because they
exercised authorities granted by the state, some Blacks saw them as representatives of
that state. In the Jim Crow era, this meant that Black officers faced a persistent critique
borne of the belief that they served merely as white proxies.” The army’s lone Black
general, Brig. Gen. Benjamin O. Davis, served as the face of this class divide in uniform.
When he retired in the summer of 1948, the Black press did not always celebrate his
accomplishments. The San Francisco Sun judged that “No one person in the services,
white or Black, was so universally hated and held in contempt by Negro Gls,” and that
the mere mention of his name release “a flood of invective . . . starting with ‘Uncle Tom.”
Davis “epitomized the type of officer successful in the Jim Crow army,” went this
judgment, because he acted as an accommodationist, working his way through the ranks
by playing the role of a subservient African American, and refusing to place his career on

the line to call out institutional racism. “General Davis was a second-class citizen, second
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class soldier, and second class general,” the writer continued, “who never lifted one little
finger in an effort to achieve full status and citizenship or against the demoralizing Jim
Crow army practices but instead aided and abetted them.” This was why the War
Department employed Davis as an inspector of Black units, because during these
inspections he was ““a hard taskmaster” who focused on Black shortcomings rather than
their poor conditions. “In the scheme of things,” the editorial concluded, “General Davis
was a symbol.” This assessment of Black senior officers as Uncle Toms continued into
the all-volunteer era.'3?

The national conversation around military desegregation overshadowed another
significant organizational decision for the postwar U.S. military. On June 12, 1948, six
weeks before the issuance of EO9981, Congress passed the Women’s Armed Services
Integration Act, which ensured the continued integration of women’s service components.
The army established a new Women’s Army Corps Training Center at Camp Lee,
Virginia, in the fall of 1948, and for the first two years of its existence, trained Black
women in segregated units. When the Fahy Committee abolished the military’s ten
percent African American quota in 1950, the WAC began to conduct integrated training in
all courses, with Black and white enlistees assigned to classes as they were open and
available.!36

EO9981 was more than just a part of Truman’s campaign strategy or a moment of

his personal moral reckoning; it was also a reaction to a concerted pressure campaign by

Black leaders, civil rights groups, ministers, and newspaper editors to influence the
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debate over a segregated military. As the military confrontation between the West and the
Soviet Union grew more serious, Congress and the army debated a proposed Universal
Military Training scheme that would supplement conscription with better-trained recruits
and signaled in no uncertain terms that they would maintain a segregated military as an
essential component of military effectiveness. A. Philip Randolph, the president of the
Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, proposed a nonviolent civil disobedience campaign
to prevent Black military-aged men from registering for the draft or attending the
training. With the help of Bayard Rustin, he formed the League For Non-Violent Civil
Disobedience Against Military Segregation. The NA ACP established a Council To
Abolish Segregation in the Armed Forces and held a series of public information
meetings in New York City.'3’

In testimony before the Senate Armed Services Committee, New York Adam
Clayton Powell supported Randolph’s campaign and called on the Black ministry to
reinforce it. “There aren’t enough jails in America to hold the colored people who will
refuse to bear arms in a jim-crow army. If you threaten our leaders, then the 60,000
pulpits of the colored church will thunder through their ministers against the immoral
hypocrisy of you, the leaders.” The editor of the San Francisco Sun proclaimed that
Randolph’s proposed campaign “proved once again Randolph’s stature as the greatest
Negro leader since Frederick Douglass.” He believed that African Americans had before

them “the prize of full economic, political, civic, and social participation in the greatest
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democracy in history,” if only they had “the guts of our forebearers to take this power in
hand and mold the democratic future of America and the world? ARE WE MEN OR

MICE?”!38

But even amid this outcry against military segregation, however, other voices held
different opinions. Many African Americans saw security, economic opportunity, and
perhaps a measure of equality in military service. A teenaged Arthur Gregg saw a steady
job and chance to demonstrate masculinity. World War II veteran Nicodemus McCallum
Jr., who had moved to northern Vermont after the war to escape the Jim Crow South, told
a Pittsburg Courier correspondent that even though he saw himself as a “very militant
guy and fights every form of segregation,” he was in favor of universal training and
military service for African Americans, pointing out better housing, better medical care,
clothing, and equal pay for equal work, “and that’s more than happens in most places,

especially in the South.”!3?

NAACEP leaders often disagreed with Randolph’s nonviolence campaign, at the
same time as they attacked military segregation. Gloster B. Current, the association’s
director of branches, told a church audience in Norfolk, Virginia, that he personally
disagreed with Randolph’s and Rustin’s campaign, but that “Throughout World War II,
Negro soldiers and sailors were constantly reminded that they were not actually part of

the Unite States Army and Navy but were members of a Black auxiliary.” Current went
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on to cite a wartime example of the possibilities of an integrated army, arguing generally
inaccurately, perhaps, but with a grain of truth, “No friction resulted when the races
attended officer candidate school together.”!40

Army leaders’ tepid responses to EO9981 established the context of the army’s
outright refusal to embrace integration and equal opportunities for African American
personnel. Secretary of the Army Kenneth Royal and Chief of Staff General Omar
Bradley were outspoken opponents of military integration, even as Royal made a show of
agreeing with the spirit of Truman’s directive. On the day after the publication of the
executive order, Bradley, who was unaware of the order at the time, made a statement to
the press that the army would not engage in any sort of social change before the wider
American society did so. He retracted his statement and apologized to the President, but
his feelings on the subject were well known. For his part, Royall resigned from his post
as army secretary less than a year later, rather than lead the army’s compliance with the
dictates of the Fahy Committee.'*!

In units across the army, commanders ignored EO 9981 altogether or told their
soldiers that they would not apply it. Julius Becton was enrolled at Muhlenberg College
in 1948 and spent the summer of that year on a ROTC training course at Aberdeen
Proving Ground, Maryland. Shortly after Truman issued the executive order, the post

commander gathered all officers and cadets in the post theater and read the order out loud

to them. He then made a statement that Becton would never forget: “As long as I’'m the
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commander at this post, nothing will change.” Becton knew that there would continue to
be segregated facilities and “no change. Which was the attitude of the military. The senior
officers did not want the president to sign the order.”'#?

But even as officers like Becton encountered senior officers who personally
resisted integration, the structure of the Reserve Officer Training Corps program after
World War II indicates that the army’s understanding of acceptable roles for Black
officers was beginning to change. Until the late 1960s, ROTC programs trained cadets for
service in specific branches, not as generalists who were permitted to select a preferred
branch. Of the nine ROTC programs operating at African American colleges in 1948,
four produced infantry officers, while two, at Howard University and Tuskegee Institute,
trained cadets both for infantry and the air corps. Two of the remaining three operated
field artillery and coast artillery programs, but only one, Virginia State University, trained
cadets solely for the Quartermaster Corps. This arrangement may also have been an
arrangement of proximity, as Virginia State is in Petersburg, Virginia, close to Fort Lee,
which housed the army’s quartermaster training school. The fact that eight of the nine
Black college ROTC programs produced combat-arms officers meant an increasing
number of African Americans in those branches, which in time would be the only way for
greater numbers of Black officers to achieve command positions and senior rank. !4

By 1948, postwar reductions in force had caused so much turbulence in the officer

corps that the army was beginning to experiment with incentives to keep combat veteran

junior officers. One of these was the Competitive Tour Program, which required officers
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to serve in a series of short, three-month assignments in both command and staff billets.
If an officer received high enough ratings in these assignments, he (as a component
separate from the Regular Army; the Women’s Army Corps did not participate) could be
offered a coveted appointment in the Regular Army. Gorham Black, Jr., a Chicago native
who had earned a commission from officer candidate school in 1942 and served in Italy
with the 92" Infantry Division, had remained in the army and survived the reductions,
and entered the competitive tour program in 1947. When his unit, the 24™ Infantry
Regiment, moved to its occupation-duty camp in Gifu, Japan, Black was serving as the
regiment’s public affairs officer, and eventually moved into a company command
position as a regular.'#4

For stateside Black officers, where the army most actively responded to public
and political pressure to integrate, the Competitive Tour Program was a fast-track to
advancement. It worked in that way for Julius Becton, who successfully transferred from
the signal corps to the infantry in 1949. He moved his family to Fort Lewis, Washington,
and the 2" Infantry Division, where one of its three infantry regiments, the 9" Infantry,
had a segregated Black battalion. Unlike the 24™ Regiment in Japan, however, where
white officers held most of the command and senior staff positions, and Black officers
only commanded other Blacks or served as lieutenants and staff captains, Becton’s
battalion was African American from top to bottom. The commanding officer held a PhD
in zoology and was known as an exacting leader with extremely high standards for his

men; Becton remembered that the soldiers “were pleased with that because we knew he
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was on our side.” He selected Becton to be the officer-in-charge of the regiment’s rifle
drill team, a prestigious billet for a junior officer in a peacetime army, and Becton’s
battalion had the same equipment and training as the rest of the division, making this an
environment where Black officers could begin to visualize change.!#’

Harold Woodman spent the years before and after EO 9981 in the 82" Airborne
Division, as part of an all-Black parachute infantry unit, the 555™ Parachute Infantry, or
“Triple Nickel.” The unit was organized and trained during World War I, but never saw
combat, serving instead on firefighting duty in the Pacific Northwest. In the late 1940s,
the division commander, James Gavin, was unique among white army generals for his
support for integration. In Woodman’s memory, Gavin’s progressive views filtered down
to his subordinate commanders. When the 555™ participated in a major training exercise
in Kentucky in 1948, the Kentucky National Guard provided officer evaluators for the
exercise. When one of the evaluators began to disparage the Triple Nickel in an after-
action review, Woodman’s regimental commander, Colonel Garrett, stopped the
proceedings and ordered the officer to issue a public apology to the unit. Although few,
officers like Gavin and Garrett “fought like the devil to get the 555 integrated into the
82" Woodman spoke from experience when he recalled that “the military, you know,
when you give them orders, they’ve got to stand up and march, [but] nobody wanted to
make it [integration] really take off and go the way that it eventually did.”!46

The U.S. Army’s World War II generals had entered service in the years between
the world wars, when documents like the Army War College’s “The Uses of Negro

Manpower in War” study constituted the army’s official position on race, and the army’s
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enforcement of the color line accreted these ideas in their minds. Those who served with
Black soldiers and officers in segregated units tended to believe in the idea of racial
gradualism, that African Americans would someday achieve equal status in American
society if mentored and prepared by whites. Others developed their opinions about Black
soldiers from what they read and heard about them, almost always negative. General
Dwight D. Eisenhower, who spoke with the immense credibility of the Supreme Allied
Commander in Europe and the immediate postwar army chief of staff, fell into the former
category. When Eisenhower testified before the Senate Armed Services Committee about
universal military training in early 1948, he spoke with the measured, temporizing
language on race that he would go on to employ as President. When committee chair
Leverett Saltonstall’s questioned him about the military necessity of the “program of
segregation in the army,” Eisenhower opined that race was “the problem of course that
has been with the Army ever since it has been with the country,” but that it presented
“certain incontrovertible facts that you must walk right up to.” He advocated gradualism
in the military context because he saw no immediate solution to the core obstacle to the
integration of Black soldiers: lack of education. Only over time, and in segregated small
Black units melded into larger white units could a Black soldier be able to “show his own
wares” and emerge into the officer corps. In Eisenhower’s imagined future, inequality
would eventually melt away simply of its own accord. His gradualist views held sway
with the white middle class that formed the political center of the nation and refused to
confront Jim Crow, preferring instead to maintain, in the words of Dr. Martin Luther
King, Jr., a “fantasy of self-deception and comfortable vanity,” even as they “consider[ed]

themselves sincerely committed to justice.” Jeanne Theoharis argues that “Recognizing
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the centrality of polite racism — of silence, coded language and the demonization of
dissent; the leveraging of bureaucracy and political power; and the use of cultural
explanations to account for disparities — also reveals the enduring use of these strategies
in maintaining racial inequality from the civil rights era to the present.”!4’

As it had during World War I1, the Black press played an important role in
highlighting resistance to EO 9981 up and down the army’s chain of command as units
trained for a new war in Korea. The immense size of the army, with thousands of units
commanded by officers of varying grades and varying means of communication with a
higher headquarters, made possible vast differences of implementation. Black
correspondents visited units, often at the invitation of men who hailed from their
communities, and they often shined a bright light of publicity on racist behavior. P.L.
Prattis told his readers in the Pittsburgh Courier that although Black soldiers made up
more than ten percent of army occupation forces in Germany, they still functioned as
“menials,” assigned either to labor and service roles or to showpiece units such as color
guards and bands. The Black soldiers that Prattis interviewed “have a sort of professional
pride in the work they are doing,” but they also had second thoughts. “Rather
disconsolately,” he reflected, “they realize that they are still in a jim-crow Army, that
what they have read about integration back home is not shaping up too rapidly over here.
They know that their work here is either semi-manual or dress-up. They know that the

‘big stuff” is above, or beyond, them.”!48
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Black officers who achieved educational and technical skills, and wished to use
them in service, continually encountered personal racism that was backed by official,
color-blind procedures. In 1947, the Massachusetts National Guard formed a field
artillery unit, the 272" Battalion, from a World War Il-era segregated infantry regiment.
The unit moved to Camp McCoy, Wisconsin, in September 1950 to train for deployment
to Korea. When the Black commanding officer, who had no artillery training, failed to
complete the mobilization, the army relieved him and put a white officer, Cornelius
Murphy, in his place. Murphy proceeded to purge the unit of Black officers by court-
martialing them on charges of incompetence, a technique that Captain William Cooke,
who was the senior battery commander in the unit, referred to as the “Murphy
Maneuver.” Cooke, who had attended and passed the field artillery advanced officers’
course already, was one of eleven officers who awaited trial in a stockade at Fort McCoy.
On one day’s notice, Murphy required the eleven officers to sit for a ten-hour written
examination of artillery firing techniques. Cooke remembered that Murphy “gave a lot of
simply problems right at the start, and then he gave all the tough problems to go along
[with] firing a battery. You had to know a lot of trigonometry — you had to find an
unknown by knowing two knowns. So he gave that test, it lasted all that time. In fact it
got so bad you got writer’s cramp. ‘Course, you know, I was the only one who passed it.”
That did not clear Cooke of the charges, however, and the court-martial began the next
day. At the trial, Cooke asked to see his test, which was marked with a passing grade, but
noticed that “four or five very tough problems” were marked wrong. Cooke asked for a
moment, brought out his personal copy of the field manual for arranging an artillery

battery, and quizzed Murphy on how to solve the problems. Murphy answered all of them
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incorrectly, grew agitated, and blurted out to the colonels on the panel, “Well, I can admit
that Captain Cooke is a qualified officer, but there’s just something about the man I don’t
understand.” Cooke’s defense counsel objected, and the panel exonerated him on the
spot. Murphy had brought in a complement of eleven white officers to replace all the
Black men but was stymied in this case. The damage was done to the unit’s combat
deployment, however, and the army sent the 272" to Germany for garrison duty instead,
no doubt because of the negative publicity this event created at the height of the Korean
War. !4

Beyond Eisenhower and General Douglas MacArthur, perhaps the most visible
opponents of a racially integrated army, postwar advocates for segregation counted
several influential senior generals and officials among their number. Gen. Wade Haislip,
the army’s number two officer, and Gen. Anthony McAuliffe, the army’s director of
personnel, directed the making and enforcement of army policies out of the spotlight of
the press, but all these leaders relied on the argument of combat effectiveness to resist
implementing the Fahy Committee’s directives. This argument used the army’s
experiences in the world wars to maintain the position that African American soldiers
could not be assigned in large numbers to the combat arms, that racial integration was
unthinkable, and that Black officers could never command white officers or white
soldiers.'>°

In November 1949, several months before the Fahy Committee issued its

directives to accelerate integration and abolish the ten percent quota, an army panel of
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three senior officers chaired by Lt. Gen. Stephen Chamberlin fought the U.S. military’s
last rearguard action against integration. After Kenneth Royall had resigned as Secretary
of the Army rather than preside over the implementation of EO9981, the three generals
advised Royall’s successor, Gordon Gray, that segregation was proven effective in
combat, and that the army should repudiate and resist the Fahy Committee’s
recommendation. The dictates of combat effectiveness, best determined from “the
opinions of war-tested combat leaders” who testified before the Chamberlin Board, meant
that the army should retain the “current practice” in the army of employing Black units
under the command of larger white units. It was “obvious” from harsh experience “that
large Negro units had not done well and that the greatest degree of success in combat was
achieved when Negroes were used in small units in close proximity to white troops.” In
gradualist words that echoed Eisenhower, the board cautioned that “amalgamation” [not
integration or desegregation] of Black and white soldiers into the same units “would
place the Negro in a competitive field he is not prepared to face, would deny opportunity
and retard development of Negro manpower.” The army simply could not afford to place
unqualified Black soldiers into competition with whites for advancement and dare not
risk angering white soldiers by placing them under Black officers and sergeants, “a
position which only the exceptional Negro could successfully fill.” Because those
combat-tested white leaders “vigorously opposed amalgamation and strongly urged the
retention of the Negro unit,” the board concurred. With the outbreak of war in Korea the

following June, there the matter stood in the army for some two years. !
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Military service was an attractive option for African American women in the
1950s, offering education and service opportunities and a financial benefit largely
unavailable to them elsewhere in the American economy, but the army demonstrated its
lack of interest in commissioning Black women as officers. By 1953, Black women
comprised almost twelve percent of the total WAC enlisted strength of 11,400, but less
than one percent of the WAC’s eight hundred officers. Just as it did for men, the army
applied meritocratic standards to recruiting pitches, an approach that was particularly
damaging for Black women, who had even less access than men to the education that
would allow them to meet commissioning standards and pass entrance tests and training
courses. Historian Brenda Moore points out that during the 1950s, many college-educated
Black women accepted enlisted status in the WAC because they could not meet officer
commissioning standards. Tanya Roth notes that “There is also no evidence that military
leaders ever specifically considered why they had a hard time recruiting African
American women, or how their own policies create such difficulties.” Programs like the
postwar Regular Army re-integration program, which offered incentives to World War II
officers to rejoin, did not consider Black WAC officers to be worth their time. '3

The army continued to maintain segregated units in Germany and Japan because
they helped to meet manpower requirements while keeping Black soldiers out of the
stateside public eye and away from Congressional oversight. Of the six Black combat-
arms regiments created by act of Congress in 1866, only one, the 24™ Infantry, remained
in service after World War I1. After the army demobilized the segregated 93™ Infantry

Division at war’s end, one of its regiments, the 24", remained in the Pacific to serve
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occupation duty in Japan as part of a white division, the 25" Infantry. The army’s Far
East headquarters assigned the 24 to its own base, at Gifu, southwest of Tokyo, which
allowed Gen. Douglas MacArthur to maintain segregation even after the issuance of
E09981.!53

Gifu, and the experience of serving as an African American in a legally integrated,
but still practically segregated overseas force, provoked a range of contrasting
experiences, opinions, and emotions from Black veterans of the 24" and the segregated
artillery and engineer units that lived with the infantrymen and their white officers on the
base. The regiment’s experiences from war’s end in 1945 to its establishment at Gifu
eighteen months later represented, in the assessment of an army historian “a long
letdown” that mirrored the African American post- World War II struggle. From
September 1945 to January 1947, the regiment lived on the island of Okinawa amidst the
apocalyptic death and destruction of the war’s largest and deadliest campaign. Where
white soldiers generally lived in established bases with housing and amenities, the 24™
lived in tents that were destroyed by typhoons, and then a mix of hastily evacuated and
flimsy buildings as they patrolled Japanese villages, buried bodies, and completed
construction projects. In the course of 1946, the regiment became a “holding detachment
for demobilizing soldiers,” and a dearth of trained mechanics, drivers, electricians, and
communications personnel meant that newly arrived draftees and enlistees had to receive
on-the-job training regardless of their specialty. The unit’s leadership was in constant

flux, and so the soldiers who remained were “bored, resentful because of the primitive
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conditions they sometimes endured, and lacking supervision,” and resorted to prostitution
and drug use. Rates of venereal disease skyrocketed, adding to the believe among senior
army leaders that African American soldiers were irredeemable. '>*

During the first week of January, 1947, the 24" moved from Okinawa to Honshu,
and took up residence at a nineteenth-century Japanese citadel in Gifu, west of Tokyo.
Gorham Black, Jr., who had entered the competitive tour program that year and was
working as the unit public affairs officer, brought his family from the United States after
about four months. The regiment’s white field-grade officers lived in segregated housing
areas, and the army’s segregated personnel management procedures followed the unit
overseas. An infantry regiment with three subordinate battalions and over three thousand
soldiers had a dozen or more field-grade leadership positions for majors, lieutenant
colonels, and colonels, yet only two, majors Porter and Hamilton, were African
American. It went without saying that Black officers could not supervise and direct white
officers, an unwritten but nonetheless strictly enforced policy that created segregated
units within a larger segregated unit. A review of the regiment’s three infantry battalions,
each composed of four companies commanded by captains, which in turn had four
platoons commanded by lieutenants, reveals that the companies were generally
segregated by race in their command ranks. Of the twelve companies, five had all white
officers, five had all Black officers, and only two, weapons companies that were parceled

out in small detachments to employ machine guns and mortars in support of other units,
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were interracial to the degree that they each had one Black lieutenant within an otherwise
all-white command complement. '

The combination of de jure and de facto inequities of the slowly integrating
army’s officer management system meant that Black officers had to engage in a constant
battle to gain the staff and command assignments that would build their resume and get
them into the regular army. After earning his bachelor’s degree at night and working a
series of odd jobs to support his wife, fighter pilot veteran Charles Bussey grew
“thoroughly disgusted” with the lack of opportunities for Black veterans, even after
joining the police force and finishing first in his academy class and so rejoined the army
in 1948 as a combat engineer. In January 1950, he transferred to occupation duty in
Japan, but not in one of the all-Black engineer units that supported Black infantry and
armor units. !

In Japan, Bussey descended into the postwar U.S. Army’s long-established
pecking order that protected regulars — West Point and other military school graduates,
followed by ROTC distinguished graduates — above reservists like himself. By the early
1950s, this pecking order produced a glut of white senior captains, majors, and
lieutenant-colonels who were conscious of being only a few years of service away from
earning a retirement pension and lifetime benefits. Their presence served as a brake on
advancement for those below them. “The reservists,” Bussey reflected bitterly in his

memoir, “no matter how well qualified or capable, were at the bottom.” In Japan, Bussey

endured a first assignment in a rear-echelon construction unit but had to serve as a
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defense counsel (with no legal training whatsoever) for Black soldiers being court-
martialed for misbehavior and drug use. When he approached his white commanding
officer to request reassignment to an engineer billet, the colonel told him that he was free
to drive to Eighth Army headquarters and plead his case to the head personnel officer for
the entire army.!>’

Bussey did just that. The personnel officer told him that the general commanding
a nearby training area needed an engineer officer who had experience in erecting
prefabricated bridges for river crossings. Bussey lied and told him that he had lots of
experience on these so-called “Bailey Bridges,” and was immediately reassigned to the
25" Infantry Division. He passed this test, embarrassing the more senior division
engineer officer who had failed, and parlayed this public success into a command
position in the 77 Engineer Combat Company, supporting the 24" Infantry at Gifu.
Charles Bussey had bent the segregated army’s personnel system to his will and gained a
sought-after place in Black soldiers’ “own little world” at Gifu.!®

Although this world held its attractions and advantages for Black officers, African
Americans in the early Cold War army saw that much of the army’s putatively colorblind
officer management procedures were performative. From personal experience, Gorham
Black referred to them as a “charade.” Upon reaching Japan, he recalled, “One could
have speculated with great accuracy that he was going to be assigned to the 24 since he
was Black,” despite the directives of the Fahy Committee and the policies of OPM-47. A

newly arrived Black officer “went to the 8" Army headquarters to be looked over,” and

from there went down to the First Corps headquarters, and thence to the 25™ Infantry
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Division, where “They would assign you to the 24" Infantry. You could have saved a lot
of time if you had just gone to Gifu directly.” The officer’s branch or skills were
immaterial; “officers of all branches ended up in Gifu if they were Black.”!>

Gorham Black saw this charade first from the perspective of the regimental
headquarters, where he served as a public affairs officer, and remembered clearly the
racist distortions of otherwise anodyne administrative procedures. For example, army
company-grade officer management policies, enacted completely at the local level by unit
commanders, specified that if a junior officer served for ninety days in a position
requiring a higher rank, a frequent occurrence in the rapidly downsizing postwar army,
the officer would be promoted to that rank, regardless of his time in grade or service. Unit
commanders constantly placed white officers in such positions, fast-tracking them to
higher rank, while Black officers did not get these opportunities. Many of the white
officers who took these jobs “were newly assigned or had not been around long. Black
lieutenants stayed lieutenants a long time.” %0

Even with the mobilization for war in Korea in the summer of 1950, institutional
racism continued to assert itself in the officer corps, limiting a significant source of
talented leaders. When his regiment received orders for Korea, Julius Becton’s Black
battalion commander disappeared, and a white lieutenant colonel replaced him. This
seemingly arbitrary and racist decision degraded morale in the unit and detracted from its
unit cohesion, a key factor in a unit’s performance in combat. The same leadership
dynamic affected the morale and cohesion of the 24" Infantry as it prepared to ship out to

Korea, but in this case, personnel decisions had disastrous consequences when combined
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with segregation. Just prior to the outbreak of war in Korea, the regiment’s commander
had reacted to the Fahy Committee by replacing his 1% Battalion’s white commander with
a Black lieutenant colonel, Forest Lofton, who had been in command of a Black battalion
at Fort Dix, New Jersey. Upon receiving the alert to prepare for deployment, Lofton was
out as commander of the 1% Battalion, and another white officer took his place. The
battalion’s white intelligence officer, Capt. Gillert, claimed to have been in Lofton’s
office when the regimental commander called to inform Lofton of the impending
mobilization, and said that Lofton responded that he “wanted no part of that,” believing
that the unit would fail in combat because it was untrained and poorly equipped. Lofton
requested a reassignment, Gillert maintained, and became the unit’s rear detachment
commander. Other officers in the unit did not corroborate Gillert’s story, however.
Another captain was present with his men when Lofton informed them simply that he
was being replaced and would not be allowed to command the battalion in Korea.
Because there was no communication to subordinates about the reasons behind the
command shakeup, the unit’s Black officers concluded that Lofton was being cashiered
rather than being allowed to command white officers in combat, and that the regiment
had invented the excuse of Lofton’s refusal to deploy.'6!

Some three years after the issuance of EO9981, stateside army units and their
officer billets were still strictly segregated. When Roscoe Robinson graduated from West
Point in 1951, he secured a place in airborne training and requested assignment to the 11
Airborne Division at Fort Campbell, Kentucky. His tactical officer informed him that

there were no Black officers assigned to the division (which Robinson knew to be untrue)
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and offered him an assignment in the 82" Airborne Division’s lone Black battalion, the
555" Parachute Infantry. Robinson persisted, and got his assignment to the 11" Airborne,
where he joined the 3" battalion, 188t Parachute Infantry, the division’s segregated unit.
It was the most overstrength unit in the division because all Black soldiers went there.
“As we were moving toward integration of our armed forces,” Robinson remembered, “It
gave me something that I could fall back on in the way of an experience that is only
gained by living through it. At the time period of 1951 to 1952, things had become much
better than they had been back in the forties. Still, there were those inequalities that
existed in the Army in assignments, in schooling, and you name it. We just had not done
what we should have done. We were slow at it.”!6?

Although army units in the continental United States and Germany were moving
toward integration in compliance with the Fahy Committee, for the first year of the
Korean War, the Black officer experience differed little from that of World War II. The
army employed ninety-seven segregated units in Korea from September 1950 to
September 1951. Only fourteen of these were combat arms units, and only one, the 24"
Infantry Regiment existed above the battalion level, with field-grade officer positions
(major, lieutenant-colonel, and colonel) theoretically open to Black officers. The other
combat arms units were battalions and companies, with mostly white officers in the
commander (lieutenant-colonel), executive officer, and operations officer (major)
positions, leaving most officer openings in transportation, ammunition supply, and
quartermaster companies and platoons, officered by captains and lieutenants. One army

division sent to Korea after the initial North Korean onslaught, the Second Infantry
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Division, had a segregated Black infantry battalion with Black junior officers in one of its
regiments, but no Black field-grade officers. Still, African Americans enlisted or were
drafted in large numbers to fight in Korea. A quarter of the 1.5 million men inducted into
service during the Korean War were Black, and only thirteen percent were drafted; the
remainder volunteered for the first time or were World War II veterans who returned
voluntarily. Racial violence at home, particularly in the American South, combined with a
faltering postwar economy that struggled to integrate millions of returning
servicemembers to the work force, motivated Black people to serve again in uniform.!63

Some African Americans who had served in World War II and returned home to go to
college using the GI Bill had a remaining service obligation that kept them in the
reserves, and therefore liable to be re-inducted in a military emergency. Rutherford
Vincent Brice served in World War II as an Aviation Machinists’ Mate and was
demobilized in 1946. He was in college at Morgan State University and decided to use
his reserve status to take an army officer’s commission in the infantry. He graduated in
early June, 1950, and reported for basic officers’ training at Fort Benning, Georgia. While
there, he volunteered for and completed both parachute training and the army’s elite
Ranger School, placing him in a small cohort of the army’s best-trained infantry officers.
The Korean War began ten days after Brice reported to Fort Benning. '

Even in the face of a widening war in Korea that required additional units, soldiers,

and officers to replace casualties, Black officers encountered stateside senior officers

whose personal priorities led to racist personnel decisions. Rutherford Brice’s advanced
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training made him a good fit for one of the army’s newly integrated, elite parachutist
regiments, which were almost immediately shipped out to Korea as the war expanded.
But when the infantry school announced the assignments for his training class, Brice was
slated for Fort Knox, Kentucky, not Korea, the destination for the West Point graduates in
his class. The commander of the officer schools at Fort Benning was scheduled to
command at Fort Knox, and he wanted to have a winning interservice football team there.
He selected Brice for service as an athletic officer based on his All-American status as a
football player at Morgan State. Brice recalled, “I’m an infantry officer, airborne trained,
the whole bit, and I just thought that was the sickest thing in the world. When I got there
[Fort Knox] and went to the general’s office, and he said, ‘You’ve been assigned to play
football and coach my backfield.” It was not until a year later that Brice shipped out for
Korea as a member of the 11" Airborne Division. %

Like their white counterparts, the African American combat-arms officers who fought
in Korea performed in combat in ways that reflected their personal attributes, preparation,
training, and the capricious, unforgiving nature of combat. Julius Becton’s white
superiors held him in high regard, and he was repeatedly wounded leading his men in
action against the Chinese communist forces. He led his platoon of Black infantry
soldiers in the desperate fighting to hold the Pusan perimeter, and in mid-September led
his battalion column as it attacked to recapture an enemy-held hill. When his men began
to falter and some tried to leave the fighting, he fired his rifle at their feet to stop the
panic, and proceeded to lead them forward, calling in artillery fire dangerously close to

his own position to protect his men. Becton earned the Silver Star, the nation’s third-
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highest decoration for valor. Others performed just as valiantly, and when recommended
for commendations, saw them downgraded or disapproved. After one Black captain led a
bayonet charge against the enemy in January 1951, his unit nominated him for a Silver
Star, the nation’s third-highest decoration for valor in combat. Gen. Edward Almond, the
officer’s corps commander and the commander of the 92"¢ Infantry Division in World
War II, not only disapproved the medal, but relieved the captain of his company
command. %

As the 24™ Infantry Regiment endured its tour of duty in Korea, serving more
continuous days in combat than any other regiment in the country, its Black officers bore
the brunt of accusations that Black soldiers were unfit to serve in the infantry. They
absorbed much of the blame for the regiment’s so-called proclivity to “bug out,” or leave
its positions without orders. Lieutenant Leon Gilbert was court-martialed and sentenced
to death for refusing an order, and only the intervention of Thurgood Marshall, who
traveled to Korea on behalf of the NAACP to survey army disciplinary procedures and
defend Black soldiers in trial proceedings. Marshall reported back that some sixty Black
soldiers from the 24" had been charged with misconduct or cowardice, and more than
half convicted, while only eight white soldiers from the rest of the 25" Infantry Division
had been similarly charged. Gilbert’s sentence was eventually commuted, but in Charles
Bussey’s view, Gilbert “brought his trial upon himself, which was his privilege, but his

action hurt every Negro officer in the theater of operations.”!¢’
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For his part, Bussey led his engineer unit very capably, and participated in the U.S.
Army’s first battlefield victory at Yechon during the early days of the conflict. Even so,
Bussey concluded, “A Negro officer commanding troops had many problems that white
officers didn’t have. The troops did not communicate extensively with white officers.
They expected little or nothing from these officers and concentrated only on their own
survival.” This created unrealistic expectations for Black officers, from whom Black
soldiers “expected miracles . . . superior leadership, sympathy, and involvement in
situations outside the officers’ areas of responsibility.”!68

The generally effective performance of integrated combat-arms units in the first year
of the Korean War seemed to invalidate the conclusions of the Chamberlin Board. But
white senior officers’ deeply held beliefs about the importance of maintaining segregated
units meant that the army sought more empirical data on African American combat
performance. In March 1951, as United Nations forces counterattacked north toward the
38™ Parallel, the army’s chief logistician commissioned the Operations Research Office,
or ORO, at Johns Hopkins University to conduct a study of integrated infantry units in
Korea. Over the summer and fall of 1951, office staff distributed written surveys and
conducted individual and group interviews in the six infantry divisions deployed to Korea
and among soldiers and officers in the United States. After the study’s first phase in
Korea, the ORO surveyed additional units in the country and created a control group
composed of stateside personnel with varying levels of experience in integrated units.
The survey compiled responses from almost two thousand enlisted soldiers,

noncommissioned officers, and junior officers. The study, entitled “Utilization of Negro
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Manpower in the Army,” became more commonly known by its classified codename,
Project Clear.'®®

While Project Clear demonstrated conclusively that integrated units performed in
combat generally as well as all-white units, it also reflected the degree to which the U.S.
Army maintained a white frame of reference built on the biological, mental, and cultural
African American incapacity for certain roles and activities. In his forward to the
unclassified version of the study, released to the public by the army in 1967, project
director Alfred Husrath used the language of scientific racism to frame the government’s
interest in the study. After the army accepted the project’s preliminary report in July
1951, Husrath noted, “Chief of Staff of the Army requested ORO to extend the study
Korea, to investigate ‘safe’ levels of integration, and to look into the problem [emphasis
mine] in the continental US.” The study’s authors provided the background that “One of
the most pressing problems [emphasis mine] continuously confronting the nation is the
efficient and effective utilization of its manpower resources. A significant segment of
these resources is Negro. At the time of this study Negroes generally had been employed
at lower levels of productiveness than other available manpower . . . It is in the interest of
national security and over-all efficiency,” they concluded, “that Negro soldiers be utilized
with maximum effectiveness.” In this context, Black incapacity was still the reason for
this decreased “level of productiveness,” and not institutional racism.!”°

While Black soldiers were present in the study population in rough proportion to their

service in the army, the study concerned itself most with white attitudes toward

169 Mershon and Schlossman, Foxholes and Color Lines, 232-233.
170 Alfred H. Husrath, Utilization of Negro Manpower in the Army: A 1951 Study (McLean, Va.:
Research Analysis Corporation, 1967), vii-viii, S-1.
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integration. Sherie Mershon and Steven Schlossman point out Project Clear did not assess
the performance of all-Black units, and did not compare the performance of all-Black and
integrated units, making the point that this “relative lack of interest in Blacks was
commonplace in studies conducted during the 1940s and 1950s, since most scholars and
civil-rights advocates identified white racism as the principal source of racial
discrimination and the principal target of reform, their focus stayed squarely on the
opinions and activities of whites,” rather than speaking to Black soldiers and officers
themselves and according their experiences an equal level of scrutiny. Despite the
excellent performance of Black volunteers in white units during the Battle of the Bulge,
at the beginning of the Korean War, army officers remained generally convinced that
assigning Black soldiers to combat units would “lower the morale and effectiveness of
white soldiers, undermine cohesion, and thereby decrease overall unit effectiveness.” But
while army leaders generally accepted the study’s results as proof that integration at some
level was necessary and would not harm combat effectiveness, Project Clear provoked
concerted white backlash in the Southern- dominated armed services committees in
Congress and among white Southerners. A constituent of Georgia Senator Richard
Russell decried the “apauling” [sic] situation in Korea, where “many a young [white]
soldier is getting mental breakdowns because of his having to stomach the nigger all the
time in an equal basis.”!”!

In cautiously concluding that assigning Black and white infantrymen to the same

units was feasible and effective, even if it recommended limiting a nine-man infantry

7! Mershon and Schlossman, Foxholes and Color Lines, 234; MacGregor, Integration of the
Armed Forces, 442; Jensen, The Racial Integration of the American Armed Forces: Cold War
Necessity, Presidential Leadership, and Southern Resistance (Lawrence: University Press of
Kansas, 2023), 132-139.
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squad to two Black soldiers, Project Clear maintained a focus on African American
enlisted soldiers and continued to substantiate assertions of Black incapacity for officer
leadership. Indeed, the study proceeded from the assumption that “the corollary to the
concentration [of Black soldiers] of low-scoring personnel” on army job classification
tests “is the lack, at the other end of the scale, of persons qualified to serve in positions of
leadership.” Because officer commissions “depend on fulfilling educational
requirements,” the authors took it as a given that “There will continue to be a smaller
proportion of Negro officers in relation to total Negro strength, because proportionately
fewer Negroes have the qualifications for entering officer-candidate schools.” Because
segregated units were the only places where Blacks could serve as leaders, and
“considering the lower average qualifications of Negroes,” it was self-evident that there
would be “a lower level of leadership in the Negro troops . . . Poor leadership is reflected
in poor training and poor performance. . . In such units, slow learners are apt to be taught
by “slow” teachers.” This seemingly obvious point made, the study moved on to a
granular assessment of Black representation in the noncommissioned officer ranks.
Project clear interviewed over two hundred and thirty officers, but only eleven Black
officers.!”?

If Project Clear privileged the voices of white soldiers over Black soldiers, and
largely elided the voices of Black officers altogether, Black and white soldiers alike had
interesting things to say about the racial component of officer leadership. Given racial
attitudes in American society, it appears that the experience of combat was instrumental

in changing racist views. Interviewers presumed that “Since Negroes in positions of

172 Husrath, Utilization of Negro Manpower in the Army, 5, 7-8, Table A9.
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leadership are relatively rare in the US, it was thought that white soldiers might be
reluctant, or might actually refuse, to take orders from Negro officers and noncoms.” The
survey found no evidence of this, even though “many of the men indicated various
degrees of personal dislike” of African Americans. In units commanded by Black officers
and sergeants, “such predictions of trouble did not materialize.” Black leaders “were, in
general, accepted within the framework of military discipline and were judged in terms of
their performance as leaders, regardless of the personal attitudes of the men they led.”
This was Roscoe Robinson’s experience when he left a segregated parachute unit at Fort
Bragg in December 1952 to join the 7 Infantry Division in Korea as a replacement
infantry officer. Robinson had a successful tour in combat, and in fact was elevated to
company command only a few weeks after arriving. His battalion commander selected
two white lieutenants and Robinson to take over rifle companies because the captains
who led those units were World War II veterans in their late thirties and could not carry
out their duties in the harsh, mountainous climate and terrain of South Korea. Robinson
had no problems with his integrated unit, was later selected to become his battalion’s
communications officer, and finished his year in Korea as the unit intelligence officer.
When he returned to Fort Bragg at the end of 1953, he rejoined his old outfit, now
completely integrated.!”

The Black soldiers who participated in Project Clear also reaffirmed the importance
of representation to unit morale and cohesion. Since World War 1, it had been a
commonly held belief among white military leaders that Black soldiers preferred white

officers over African Americans. Project Clear put this idea to rest once and for all,

13 Husrath, Utilization of Negro Manpower in the Army, 22; Roscoe Robinson oral history
interview, 45, 52-62.
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building on “surveys made in World War II [showing] that Negro troops overwhelmingly
preferred Negro officers.” Assessments both in Korea and stateside substantiated these
feelings and found that Black soldiers’ opinions on leadership “assumed one of two
positions: that color did not matter so long as a man was a good officer or that they
preferred Negro officers.” Julius Becton successively commanded segregated and
integrated units in the 2" Infantry Division from September 1951 to May 1951, and
although he did not participate in Project Clear, had personal experiences that validated
the importance of skill and personal courage, but also of representation. When his first
unit went into a counterattack in the fighting for the Pusan perimeter in the late summer
of 1950, members of his all-Black unit, which contained large numbers of truck drivers
and cooks converted to infantry before leaving Fort Lewis, began to falter and leave the
front line. Becton stood up amid heavy enemy fire and actually fired his rifle over his
soldiers’ heads to get their attention and force them back into the attack. This risky move
worked, and unit took its objective; Becton was seriously wounded and earned the first of
two Silver Stars for valor. When he returned from the hospital, it was to an integrated
rifle company that had lost all its officers. Black and white soldiers alike responded to his
leadership. When a white captain arrived to assume command of the company, this
officer made Becton his second-in-command, and largely remained in his dugout behind
the lines, while Becton served as the de facto unit commander, a fact not lost on his Black
soldiers.!"™

Once integration became the army’s stated policy at the end of 1951, Black combat

arms officers found increasing opportunities to prove themselves in the types of

174 Husrath, Utilization of Negro Manpower in the Army, 22; George L. McGarrigle interview of
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assignments that could lead to senior rank, but Black officers who came from ROTC or
officer-candidate schools still tended to encounter obstacles. After serving initially as a
special-operations officer who parachuted behind enemy lines to train Korean insurgents
to fight the Chinese, Rutherford Brice was transferred to the integrated Second Infantry
Division, where he served as a company commander in the brutal late war battles of
Bloody Ridge, Heartbreak Ridge, Pork Chop Hill, and Old Baldy. At Old Baldy he was
cited by his command for gallantry in combat, and recommended for the Distinguished
Service Cross, the army’s second-highest award for valor, but the award was downgraded
to a Silver Star.!”

In a relatively short period of time — from Truman’s executive order to the aftermath
of the Korean War, just five years — African American army officers caused a tremendous
shift in thinking and practice, even in the face of persistent racism. As the white South
reacted to Brown v. Board of Education by digging in its heels to resist any
encroachments on its racial order, Black officers persisted and began to achieve
leadership roles and high rank despite this resistance. The Korean War played an
important role in accelerating this change, but it began occurring even before the war.
Although Harry Townsend had served as an infantryman in an all-Black paratroop unit of
the 82" Airborne Division during World War IT and graduated from officer candidate
school after the war as an artillery officer, the army assigned him to an engineer unit in
Germany. As he remembered later, “the policy was that you did not arm Black soldiers,”
a fact that became apparent to him even before officer training. His unit of the 82", the

555 Parachute Infantry, never saw combat in World War 11, instead fighting forest fires
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in the Pacific Northwest. In Germany, his unit assigned him to command a platoon of
dump trucks, and then to command a platoon of firefighters. Only with persistence did he
manage to earn a spot in the Regular Army in Korea as a field artillery liaison pilot, and
Townsend went on to retire as a colonel.!7®

Rutherford Brice’s career after World War II demonstrated the ways in which
Black officers worked outside of the army’s management structures to protect and
advance one another. When the war ended, Brice was reassigned to an occupation
division in Japan and caught up in the postwar Reduction-in-Force, or RIF, and reduced
in rank to staff sergeant. The 1955 iteration of the army’s RIF shed over half a million
draftees and reservists from the officer and enlisted ranks. Brice’s reservist status and the
top-heavy army officer corps, filled with more senior World War II regular officers, made
him a prime target for the RIF, even though he was an infantryman with combat
experience as a platoon leader and special forces advisor. The letter informing him of his
elimination explained that it was because his combat jobs had been of very short
duration, and that “all these different things I was doing going all the way back to Fort
Knox [where the commandant had assigned him to coach football] where I was pulled out
of the infantry,” left him at a disadvantage to regular officers. “And so,” Brice concluded,
“they’re kicking out reserves officers like crazy.” He stuck it out as a sergeant, however,
and transitioned into the soldier education and public affairs fields after Korea. He was
posted to Panama and was promoted again to First Sergeant. He was filling his car tires
with air at the post exchange one day and felt a tap on his shoulder. Turning, he

recognized a Black general behind him, Alonzo Short. Short, was the new post
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commander, and expressed surprise that Brice was wearing sergeant’s stripes. After Brice
explained the RIF, Short replied, “come see me in ninety days.” When Brice arrived for
his appointment with the general, Short announced, “I made some calls to the Pentagon.
My only question to you is do you want to be an engineer officer or a signal officer?”
Brice selected the Signal Corps, and six days later was commissioned a major in that
branch and had orders to Vietnam, where he served two combat tours in military
intelligence units. Brice retired as a lieutenant colonel in 1975.17

While the Regular Army fought the Korean War and integrated out of necessity,
the army’s national guard and organized reserve units across the United States maintained
segregation and were not interested in recruiting Black soldiers of any rank, much less
officers. The national guard and reserves were part-time service and did not provide a full
working income to their members. Serving in the reserve components required both a
full-time job outside of the military and the ability to travel to an armory for training
sessions. African American unemployment and the physical danger of travel, especially
in the South, meant that Blacks were either unable or uninterested in the reserves. When
he left the army after World War II, Pearle Mack lived in Denver, Colorado, where he
worked as an engineer at a soft drink bottling plant. He became acquainted with an
officer in the Organized Reserve, began attending drill sessions in Denver, and in 1949
became the first Black commissioned officer in the army reserve in the state of Colorado.
He was a combat engineer but deployed to Korea as the commander of a transportation

company. After just a few months in command of the unit, Mack was reduced in rank to

177 Cline, Twice Forgotten, 192-194; Linn, Real Soldiering, 146-151; Rutherford Brice oral
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sergeant and reassigned to Okinawa as a psychiatric case worker. Although his college
studies in psychiatry led to his eventual assignment to Washington, D.C. as a psychiatrist
at Walter Reed Medical Center and his return to the commissioned ranks, the years-long
breaks in his career caused by branch changes and reduction in rank from captain to
sergeant effectively ended his career at major.!”8

When they encountered racism in their communities and in their units, Black
reservist officers began to go outside the chain of command for support. Civil rights
organizations saw this as an opportunity to highlight another corner of American society
that was slow to embrace integration. In the fall of 1953, Charles Shorter, the executive
secretary of the NAACP’s Philadelphia branch, wrote to President Eisenhower to
highlight the case of an army major, Ernest Fleming. Shorter reported that Fleming was
being “denied the right of a Reserve Officer to complete his Reserve Commitment” in the
79" Infantry Division “because he is a Negro.” Fleming was an infantry officer who
served in combat in Korea and returned to his home in the Philadelphia area after being
demobilized in 1952. He called the division headquarters and learned that there were
indeed vacancies in the unit, but when he reported in person to sign up, the personnel
office informed him that there were in fact no vacancies, and that if he had further
questions, he could address them to the division commander personally. Fleming did so,
and the commanding general told him that the “orders activating the division prevented
the assignment of Negro personnel to its ranks.” When Fleming replied that the army had
removed all such restrictions via orders and policies, the general ended the discussion by

telling him that he had no knowledge of any such instructions. This argument went on
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from October 1952 to March 1953, when the Pennsylvania reserve headquarters informed
the NAACP that a new general order from Second Army “changed the whole picture,”
and that Fleming would be offered a position in the unit. But there the matter stood for
another five months while the division refused to take Fleming on board. He submitted a
new application, but in October 1953, was still in limbo. Shorter put this situation down
to the general’s personal racism and pleaded with the president to issue peremptory
instructions to “eliminate a practice which from all indications is his personal one.”!”
Travel across the Deep South to attend reserve training sometimes meant that
Black officers needed outside assistance. On a Sunday in August 1959, Lieut. James
Hammond traveled with his army reserve unit from Tampa, Florida to Fort Benning,
Georgia, for a training event. The group traveled by commercial bus, and when they
reached Tallahassee, Florida, the driver took a break and the soldiers went to the bus
station restaurant for a meal. The restaurant manager refused to let Lieutenant Hammond,
an African American, sit with his soldiers, presumably all white, in the restaurant, and
later told a newspaper reporter that the officer “adopted a ‘provocative attitude” when
refused service with his men. Hammond called Father David Brooks, a local pastor who
was also the president of the Tallahassee branch of the NAACP, to ask for Brooks’s help
to “make arrangements for the group to eat on a non-segregated basis.” At some point
after the incident, Hammond also contacted Robert Saunders, the Field Secretary of the
NAACP who lived in Tampa and asked him to inform Roy Wilkins at NAACP
headquarters. Hammond’s wife began receiving threatening phone calls with “long

periods of silence,” and Hammond’s higher headquarters opened a military intelligence
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investigation not into the actions of the bus station staff, but into Hammond’s reactions.
An intelligence officer questioned Hammond two days later, intimating that the lieutenant
had planned the incident to bring discredit to the Army, and that “he may be a trouble
maker and / or member of a subversive group. The investigator also asked Hammond if
he had “set up” the entire incident before he departed Tampa by contacting Father Brooks
in advance. '3

Lieutenant Hammond’s refusal “to accept Tallahassee’s ‘cordial Jim-Crow’ eating
facilities” at the bus terminal led to an NAACP press release, in which the Florida State
Conference of Branches sought to place the blame not on “the officer or on any thinking
American Negro citizen,” but on “the continuation of racial segregation at the terminal
despite orders and directives from responsible government agencies, the Courts and in
some instances the carriers” that banned segregation in intra- and inter-state commerce.
Lieutenant Hammond “we fell, was in his rights when he chose to uphold the
Constitution of the United States and to protect his rank and the branch of the Armed
Forces in which he serves as a reservist, by not degrading himself to the role of second
class soldier in a first [class] army.” Robert Saunders concluded with a call to the U.S.
Army to “choose to support and maintain the freedoms guaranteed in the Constitution by
standing by him rather than submitting to the prejudices of a few who have continued to
maintain a condition which is in opposition to the laws.”!¥!

The last segregated army unit, a transportation company in Germany, deactivated

in 1954, the same year that the Supreme Court struck down the doctrine of separate but
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equal in Brown v. Board of Education. Colin Powell entered the City College of New
York in 1954 with the intention of becoming an engineer, an in-demand profession in the
booming postwar economy, and living and working in New York, close to his West Indian
parents. He had noticed other students wearing army uniforms on campus and was
intrigued. As a child of the World War II and Korean War years, the young Powell grew
up in an environment that celebrated American military power, and in his memory of the
time, “you are going to be drafted anyway, you might as well go in as an officer.” It did
not hurt that City College had the largest ROTC program in the country during the 1950s,
with over 1,500 cadets during the Korean War.'8?

Colin Powell saw ROTC as a place that helped him to overcome his personal
fears of academic failure at a prestigious college, and the challenge and structure
appealed to him. He enrolled in the advanced ROTC program as he began his junior year,
and the $27.90 monthly stipend sweetened the deal. He eventually became a battalion
commander and joined the Pershing Rifles, a military fraternity and drill team, and for his
last three years on campus, “the drill hall became the center of my universe.” His parents’
fears for their son became manifest when Powell had to travel to Fort Bragg, North
Carolina, for summer camp in 1957. Powell remembered that as he treated his son and
two of his white classmates to lunch before meeting their bus to North Carolina, Luther
Powell was “fidgeting, full of dire warnings, convinced he was never going to see his son

again,” a valid fear for a Black parent just two years after another young African
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American boy, Emmett Till, had traveled south to spend the summer with family and was
brutally murdered.'??

In upholding practices of racial segregation in the reserve components, state
governments were relying on what Hugh Davis Graham has called the “weak reed of
states rights gradualism,” which by the 1960s was both “constitutionally defensible in
theory” and, in the Army Reserve and National Guard at least, “politically defensible in
practice” for the military and many of the communities that hosted these units. In
November 1963, NAACP chairman Roy Wilkins took to the pages of Army Times to offer
a thirteen-point plan for addressing discrimination in the military. Along with calling for a
focus on discrimination in the reserve components, Wilkins noted that the “limited
number of officers, resulting from past exclusion and discrimination by the services,
requires special attention.” Wilkins recommended two approaches that would use the
Federal Government’s authorities over the military and circumvent state-level resistance
to integration. On his own authority, the President could order a program to increase
Black enrollment in the service academies and could order the Secretary of Defense to
reexamine currently serving Black officers for command positions. Neither would
necessarily involve Congressional action or require state support. 34

Colin Powell began his army career in an environment where Black advancement
was difficult but becoming more commonplace. If anything, representation mattered even

more at a time when service presented to Black officers both opportunities for
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advancement and durable legacies of segregation. Powell finished in the top ten of his
officers’ basic course, and moved on to Ranger training, a key gateway for an infantry
officer then and now. The Ranger trainee looked up to a Black instructor, a lieutenant
named Vernon Coffee, who in Powell’s recollection “seemed to be made of flexible steel.
.. Lack of motion offended Ranger Coffee. We stood in awe of the man.” For the
impressionable Black lieutenant, “Coffey was the first Black officer I knew who was at
the top of his game, the first so good that respect for him transcended race.” But for
junior officers like Vernon Coffee and Colin Powell in the late 1950s, this undeniably
positive example coexisted with life in the Jim Crow South, where an army officer’s
prerogatives did not exist outside the base front gate. Powell knew that he could shop in
the Woolworth’s department store in downtown Columbus, Georgia, but could not eat in
the restaurant or use the bathroom. He also knew never to look at a white woman on the
sidewalk. In this environment, Powell focused on his priorities, with a successful army
career at the top of his list. In writing his memoir from the perspective of forty years and
a meteoric rise to the highest levels of political and military leadership, one can only
imagine how the maddening dissonance between these realities must have affected him.
Powell remembered that did not intend to “give way to self-destructive rage, no matter
how provoked,” and that “If people in the South insisted on living by crazy rules, then I
would play the hand dealt me for now.”!%>

As the United States celebrated its independence day in July 1957, James C.
Evans continued a program that he had begun two years earlier in his capacity as an

advisor on racial integration and African American military affairs for the Assistant
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Secretary of Defense for Manpower, Personnel, and Reserve affairs. The MIT graduate
and engineer possessed extensive personal experience in this area, having served as the
Secretary of War’s executive liaison for Black military service from 1943 to 1947. Evans
had developed a biographical survey of Black armed forces officers, which he released on
the Fourth of July. His register, addressed primarily to Black ROTC cadets, was intended
to be a “portrayal of some of the opportunities and responsibilities of those ahead of him
may contribute to his undergraduate military training.” The list was not intended to be an
all-inclusive register, but rather a survey of “the wide range of assignments” African
Americans were beginning to fill. Evans made the point that “The Negro citizen, whose
military service dates from Colonial times, is represented in all ranks — from private to
general. The assignment of the Negro citizen to positions of responsibility on the basis of
merit is an important phase of our national life.” In his listing, Evans highlighted
Benjamin O. Davis, senior and junior, as the only African American generals at the time,
and went on to emphasize duty positions across the spectrum from unit commands, to
public affairs, professional military education, and departmental policy, primarily at the
senior field grade ranks. '8¢

The Black junior officer’s world was a more prosaic affair. When Colin Powell
joined the now fully integrated 8 Infantry Division in West Germany in 1958, he began
his education in the reality of Cold War military service with a draftee force. Powell
recalled that “life revolved around the care of our men. In those days, the Army was
composed mostly of draftees. They tended to be better educated than the volunteers, some

even college-trained. . . The draftees wanted to put in their two years and get back to
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school, jobs, wives and kids, or girlfriends. We called them the ‘Christmas help,’ the
people who came in, fought the nation’s wars, and went home.” Powell progressed
through the officer ranks in the same ways has his white counterparts, making the
automatic jump to first lieutenant after eighteen months of staying out of trouble. When
he accidentally misplaced his sidearm as he prepared for a highway convoy operation, he
overcame an incident that in another time and place might have ended his career, but for
an understanding commanding officer. In his first efficiency report, his white
commanding officer concluded that Powell was “tenacious, firm, yet polished in manner
and can deal with individuals of any rank. His potential for a career in the military is
unlimited and should be developed on an accelerated basis.”!®’

Even as Colin Powell’s world expanded as a Black junior officer, other observers
of desegregation were less sanguine. When the United States Civil Rights Commission
issued its 1963 report, it painted a gloomy picture of national civil rights progress. The
commission “expressed hope for improved race relations but warned that because of
recent bombings and other events occurring in the country there is danger of a renewed
lacy of ‘fear, hate, and mistrust.” St. Louis, Missouri faced “a problem of ‘re-segregation’
— schools once bi-racial are becoming all Negro or predominantly Negro because of
ghettoizing housing patterns.” The commission judged the program of integration
initiated by EO9981 to have been a failure. It assessed that “Most commanders and
installation officials see the issues of equal treatment as outside the military mission,” and
made several recommendations that touched on the officer corps. While the commission

recognized that the army and air force particularly had increased their Black officer
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complements, the military maintained colorblind manpower recruiting and induction
processes that did not “take into account the special background factors of different
cultural and economic groups.” The report recommended that the secretary of defense
examine testing procedures for both enlisted and officer personnel “so that they will be
validated for performance both in general and for persons differing in educational,
economic, regional, and other background factors.” Crucially, the report also
recommended periodic reviews of officer recruitment, selection, assignment, and
promotion policies, “and to develop such affirmative programs as are required to utilize
fully both Negro and white manpower resources.”!®8

Despite Charles Evans’s optimistic portrait of leadership potential in the early
civil rights era, and the undeniable progress that officers like Roscoe Robinson, Frederic
Davison, and Colin Powell were beginning to experience, Black army officers continued
to encounter as many obstacles as opportunities. From 1946 to 1963, the army confronted
a series of international events and strategic shifts that called into question its
effectiveness, and even its existence as a military service. At the dawn of the nuclear age,
the U.S. military prioritized air and naval power to counter China and the Soviet Union
and left the army to deal with the Korean War. The drastic post- World War II
demobilization, followed immediately by a re-mobilization to defend Western Europe as
part of NATO, and a shooting war in Korea, caused a series of expansions and

contractions of the army. Amid all this change and challenge, the military services

pursued racial integration at Presidential direction, a landmark change to the social and
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cultural fabric of the military that the army at first resisted but then carried out when the
demands of the Korean War made segregation untenable.

Against the backdrop of these intertwined military, political, and social
challenges, the army’s officer corps remained segregated because army leaders saw no
reason to change it and indeed believed that social change was harmful to military
effectiveness, good order, and discipline. The army’s central institutional logic, the
primacy of leaders and leadership, and dearly held beliefs about who was fit to exercise
leadership, took precedence over integration and civil rights. To the limited degree that
the officer corps integrated along with the rest of the army, Black officers themselves
drove this process through their own merit and accomplishments. Even in the face of
barriers to entry and unequal access to combat arms leadership roles and advanced
schooling, however, the army led the military services in Black officer participation by a
wide margin. From 1949 to 1962, the army almost doubled its Black officer strength,
from 1.8 percent to 3.2 percent. While the air force had been the most aggressive in
integrating after 1948, its officer corps was still only 1.2 percent Black in 1962, and the
navy and marine corps had less than one-half percent Black officers. Even with its
significant increase in Black officer representation, the army still faced a large disparity
between enlisted and officer representation, with Black enlisted personnel more than four
times their officer leaders.'®

From the end of World War II through the mid-1950s, the army officer corps
integrated along with the rest of the federal government, but the army remained

segregated in practice. Key army leaders, who took their cues from the white generals of
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World War 11, resisted integration in every way they could, until the Korean War rendered
this practice unacceptable and dangerous. The frustratingly slow, but perceptible,
expansion of Black officers’ opportunities during this period came about not because of
army and government leaders’ civil rights impulses, or because they believed in basic
ideas of fairness. Rather, Black officers themselves carried on the “Double V”’ campaign
that many of them had fought during World War II. Black quartermaster Arthur Gregg
was one of the leaders of this process. After an occupation-duty assignment in Japan,
which followed his stint in Korea in noncombat roles, Gregg spent three years in the
professional wasteland of the late 1950s army reserve, advising unit commanders in
several states. The limited advancement of those years hampered Black and white officers
alike, but the army continually treated Black reserve officers as second-class citizens.
After somehow securing a place in the quartermaster officers’ advanced course, Gregg
wrangled an assignment to Germany at the end of the decade. In Nuremberg, Captain
Gregg got his career back on track with tours as a company commander and battalion
operations officer. These favorable marks were enough to get him to staff college at Fort
Leavenworth and an opportunity to finish his bachelor’s degree. But none of these
opportunities came his way through the army’s good graces. Arthur Gregg and his fellow
Black officers had to fight for them. They forced open doors through which the next

generation would walk in the 1960s.!%°

190 Arthur Gregg interview.
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Chapter Three
“The Shadow of Race:” The U.S. Army Officer Corps and the Second
Reconstruction, 1960-1970
“Everybody [African Americans] recognized that the civil rights movement was a plus. It
was a positive thing . . . There were a tremendous number of pressures that were going
on [in the late 1950s and 1960s] . . . from the standpoint of the military, because, at the
same time, the military [was] quietly going about trying to take care of some of those
problems . .. Once you go into the local community from that base, you know, it was
two different worlds. That was part of the confusion and frustration that went along with
that time.”
- Edward Greer

Clara Leach earned a bachelor’s degree in nursing from North Carolina A&T
State University after a childhood spent in the tobacco fields of Wake County, North
Carolina. When she entered active duty as a lieutenant in the Army Nurse Corps in 1959,
the Nurse Corps was one of two army branches where women could serve on active duty.
The Women’s Army Corps still existed as a separate component of the army and placed
women in logistical and administrative jobs. When she arrived in Korea for her first
active-duty assignment, her commanding officer, another Black woman, pulled her aside
and “politely read her the riot act.” “You will not, Lieutenant,” the captain began, “do
anything in this place to embarrass or discredit your fellow Negro officers. Do you
understand me? We’ve spent a lot of time and effort making sure that we have a good
reputation over here, and we intent to keep things that way. You may see other officers
saying and doing all kinds of things but always remember that I am personally going to
be watching you.” Leach’s new boss concluded with the stark reminder to “rest assured
that Negro officers are watched more closely than White officers. That’s just the way it

is. 19!
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As Clara Leach began her career, Black officers who had joined the segregated
army a decade or more earlier barriers constructed by institutional racism. As they took
their places in the army’s middle and senior management, they accelerated social changes
that began in World War II and continued after the formal desegregation of the U.S.
Military. Twenty years after he survived physical and mental torture to graduate from a
sharply segregated West Point, Henry Minton Francis commanded a combat-arms
battalion in the regular army. Two years later Arthur Gregg, newly promoted to
lieutenant-colonel after successful assignments in Korea and Japan, declined a faculty
assignment at a staff college and took command of a logistics battalion scheduled to
deploy to Vietnam. At different stages of their careers, these African Americans
demonstrated the merit and persistence to compete for field-grade command positions in
combat arms and technical units, where they had formerly been relegated to the company
grades and shunted into labor and service roles. Younger Black officers observed their
professional environment and began to question the assignment choices the army was
offering them. Though it remained relatively insular, the army was changing around
them.!%?

Beginning in the early 1960s, the U.S. Army took part in, and was in turn shaped
by, the Second Reconstruction in America. This change occurred in the sixties officer
corps from the top down, from the bottom up, and from the outside in. From the top

down, the civil rights agendas of the Kennedy and Johnson administrations forced the

military services to adopt race-conscious policies. Army leaders remained wedded on one

192 Foster L. Smith, Whom Shall I Send? The Half-Century History of the Class of 1944 (West
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War College, 1997).
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hand to notions of colorblindness and meritocracy in manpower policies, and steadfastly
resistant on the other hand to any perception that the army was a place for social change
under pressure from above. The army did begin to appeal more to Black college students
and to implement race conscious officer-management programs, taking halting steps to
address the gap in Black representation between the enlisted ranks and the officer corps.
After the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the equal opportunity program in the
army initially focused on recruiting and officer procurement, and army leaders remained
secure in their beliefs that the army’s officer corps was a colorblind meritocracy.
Southern Democrats in Congress encouraged the army to resist equal opportunity, but
West Point and historically Black colleges became incubators of racial diversity in the
officer corps.

From the outside in, the civil rights movement and the war in Vietnam made the
army’s racial disparities a matter of public debate, into which civil rights organizations
stepped. The army’s decision to rely on the draft to fight the Vietnam War, instead of
mobilizing reserves, led to disproportionate numbers of Black casualties in the early
years of the war, and created the enduring perception that African Americans were being
sent to fight and die in Vietnam for a society that repressed them at home. But these
external pressures by themselves were not enough to cause the army to change its officer-
management policies, which remained rooted in hierarchies of command and tradition,
and led by white senior leaders who were raised in the era of segregation. From the
bottom up, Black officers embraced the rights revolution occurring in America. They
challenged the status quo through their own merit and achievements, especially on the

battlefield in Vietnam. As the army’s officer career model assumed its Cold War form in
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the sixties, Black officers began to work within this system with increasing success,
achieving upward mobility into the senior officer ranks that was unthinkable a decade
before. The combination of the civil rights movement and Black officers’ persistence
clearly demonstrated for all to see in the jungles of Vietnam, set the conditions for the
social changes in the all-volunteer army of the 1970s.!%3

In 1960, military service in a segregated society remained a contested concept for
African Americans, who had served and died in all the nation’s conflicts even as their
rights and liberties remained in question. Twelve million of America’s nineteen million
Black citizens lived in the South, where they were subjected to the violence, daily insults,
and humiliations of Jim Crow segregation, and their continuing disenfranchisement.
Northern Blacks dealt with de facto segregation in housing, education, and employment
that may have been comparatively less harmful, but no less deeply resented. These
inequalities widened gaps in education and income between white and Black Americans.
The army officer corps was still only three percent Black, even as almost half of Black
enlisted draftees volunteered to reenlist and remain in service, creating a problematic
imbalance between Black officer and enlisted representation. After Benjamin O. Davis,
Sr. retired in 1948 and his son transferred to the U.S. Air Force, there were no Black
generals in the U.S. Army and just a few colonels in senior command positions. Despite

the achievements of Black soldiers in Korea, where battlefield integration made a critical

contribution to stemming the Chinese offensive, the officer corps remained
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disproportionately white above the most junior ranks. Although calls for African
Americans to exercise civil disobedience by refusing to serve subsided after 1948, Black
servicepeople still had to manage the competing expectations of national citizenship and
race leadership. Dr. C.B. Powell reminded readers of the New York Amsterdam News that
“The democratic way is that of the reign of law, ordered liberty, and the elimination of
social injustice through peaceful and lawful means.” America “belongs to the Negro . . .
he must accept his full responsibilities as a citizen in defense of his country.” !4

In a series of editorials placed in Black newspapers on Armed Forces Day in
1957, the Department of Defense celebrated its achievements in ensuring that “the Negro
citizen, whose military service dates from Colonial times, will be represented in all
ranks—from private to general . . . Herein the contributions of the Negro officer, as an
integral part of the Armed Forces’ officer corps, is increasingly important in the world
picture.” African American observers were not so sanguine. A Minnesota editor decried
the resistance of President Dwight D. Eisenhower to an amendment by New York
congressman Adam Clayton Powell that would ban racial discrimination in the U.S.

National Guard and Reserves. As a general, Eisenhower had testified in 1948 before the

Senate that African Americans had demonstrated an incapacity for military leadership,
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but as president had deployed Regular Army troops to integrate schools. Now, he called
Powell’s amendment “extraneous” and saw to its elimination. Ten states were allowed to
continue operating segregated national guard and reserve units. “One would think,” the
editor concluded, “that with the apparent success of integration in all areas of the U.S.
military forces, that the southern democrats who oppose any amendment or bill that
smacks of true democracy, in the patriotic interest would forget their racial chauvinism
for awhile for the benefit of our national security.” Black leadership of integrated units
remained so contentious that as late as 1963, the army debated the public release of the
1951 Project CLEAR study, worrying that the release would expose “unequivocal cross
comments of officers and enlisted men of each race about the courage, combat
effectiveness, sanitary habits, intelligence and other qualities of the other race. The
comments range from compliments to obscenities.” Army leaders also worried that “The
indiscriminate comments in the study, particularly if used out of context by extremists|[,]
could at the least reflect unfavorably on many Negro soldiers and at the worst undermine
their position of leadership in integrated units.” The concern that “racial prejudices could
be rekindled” came from a belief that those prejudices had subsided since 1951. Such a
belief may have been possible in the closed society that was the U.S. Army, but no
civilian could reasonably agree.!>

In his survey of the three decades that followed World War I1, historian James T.

Patterson argues that the economic boom years of the 1950s and 1960s created “grand
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expectations” that led Americans “not only to anticipate ever-greater social and
technological progress but also to believe that they had ‘rights’ to all sorts of blessings . .
. What earlier generations had considered as privileges, many in this on came to perceive
as entitlements. In personal life this meant rapid gratification; in policy matters it meant
deliverance from evil.” The rights revolution of the 1960s, Patterson argues, affected the
behavior of African Americans, Native and Hispanic Americans, and women, who
charged the government with the defense of their rights.!%

Although they served in an army that was fully integrated by law, regulation, and
policy, encounters with personal racism in social settings reminded Black officers that
many of their peers and superiors remained wedded to racist ideas. Clarence Miller
served as an air-defense gunnery instructor at Fort Bliss, Texas, in the late 1950s, and
recalled that while combat in Korea and later in Vietnam accustomed soldiers “to serving
with people of different colors, that kind of became the norm,” peacetime social
interactions often led senior officers to fall back into older ways. When a fellow Black
officer danced with a white colleague’s wife at the officer’s club, a colonel told the club
staff, “That guy must be drunk. Get him out of the club . . . these guys were firmly
wedded to the old status quo.” When Miller reported for duty at the air-defense school,
his commanding officer got straight to the point. “Well, I did not ask for you,” the colonel
exclaimed, “and I do not think Negroes ought to be teaching gunnery. So, that is all
have to say.” The colonel was forced to accept Miller into the unit, but not to alter his

personal beliefs. !’
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When army nurse Hazel Johnson-Brown arrived at Walter Reed Army Hospital in
1955 for her first assignment, she found that the white housemother in charge of
maintaining the nurses’ living quarters assigned all Black nurses to one corner of one
floor, and the white nurses to the remainder of the building. This practice had been
rendered illegal by EO9981, but seven years after the fact, was still in force in the army’s
most visible and important medical facility. When a white friend encouraged Johnson-
Brown to contest the segregated living arrangements, the long-time professional nurse
counseled patience, and told her friend to drop it for the time being. In her estimation, no
good could come of challenging such senior member of the staff.!®

Although Miller hastened to add in his oral history interview that the racist views
of his commander were “not prevalent in the army” at midcentury, Black officers
“certainly ran into enough of them.” In a 1958 study of American units in Germany
commissioned by the Anti-Defamation League, journalist Morton Puner had found that
on-base officers’ clubs were completely integrated. Puner’s tour of army installations in
Europe showed him that integration had brought about some significant changes to time-
honored army traditions, such as that which called for junior officers at social functions to
request a dance with the commander’s wife. In Puner’s recounting, the Black commander
of an airbase struggled to recall a moment in either on-duty or social settings where his
race had been a topic of concern. Certainly the mere fact that in 1958 the mere fact of a

Black colonel’s command of an entire airbase was a remarkable advance. !*°
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But even in the face of these undeniable positives, personal racism still existed
and was implicitly condoned in some settings. West Pointer Fred Gorden experienced it
firsthand at Fort Benning during his summer training as a junior cadet. When he and his
fellow white cadets were invited to a dance at the base officers’ club in 1960, Gorden was
introduced to a local Black doctor’s daughter who would be his date. At the dance, he and
his date joined his company mates and sat down to socialize. All the white cadets’ dates
got up as a group to go to the restroom to check their makeup and remained in the
restroom until Gorden and his date left.?"

The continuing presence of personal racism brought pressure from religious and
civil rights organizations. White officers who observed Black officers asking for a dance
with the white commander’s wife sometimes approached the commander in private to ask
whether this meant that all white spouses had to dance with Black officers. In the fall of
1964, officers in an engineer unit in Germany arrived at their annual Halloween party to
find that a group of sixteen white officers had not only arrived at the party dressed as Ku
Klux Klan members but had arranged candles in the shape of a burning cross at the head
of their banquet table. Incidents like this were so egregious that they created coverage in
stateside newspapers, motivating civil and religious rights organizations to action. A
Jewish World War II veteran from New Jersey wrote to President Johnson that he was
especially disappointed “after I heard your speech on civil rights and what you thought of
the “Klansman.” Another correspondent with the president noted that “Our late President
Kennedy discharged General [Edwin] Walker for Unamerican indoctrination. I suggest

the 16 officers involved as per [newspaper] clipping be discharged.” After conducting an
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inquiry, the unit commander was satisfied that they white officers meant no offense but
were just in a hurry to design their costumes and used materials close at hand. “Although
this action was a display of bad taste and poor judgment,” the commander averred, “no
facts were developed indicative of harmful intent.” This was merely “a lack of tact and
judgment” on the white officers’ part,” and he considered the matter closed after noting it
on their efficiency reports.?%!

As the civil rights movement gained in momentum in the early 1960s, Black
officers supported it in ways that conformed with the military chain of command. At Fort
Lee, outside of Petersburg, Virginia, the issue of segregated schools spurred officers to
action. Robert Gaskill completed graduate school in 1960 and reported with his family to
Fort Lee for a three-year teaching assignment at the quartermaster school. In 1962,
Gaskill’s son completed kindergarten in an integrated on-base school. When the post
headquarters published a bulletin with instructions for Black and white families to
register their children in separate schools, a retired Black lieutenant-colonel who lived in
the area hosted a meeting of active Black officers at his home to plan a response. Gaskill
and others were “particularly concerned that the directive, in effect, was supporting the

local pattern of segregated schools and . . . massive resistance in terms of not

implementing the Supreme Court ruling [in Brown vs. Board of Education].” The group
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agreed to send a smaller contingent of officers to meet with the base commanding general
“to explain to him that we felt that we were being deprived of our civil rights.”2?

When Gaskill volunteered to speak for the group, older participants cautioned him
that this would hurt his “promising career.” Gaskill persisted, and asked his immediate
superior, a white officer, for advice, and he supported him, directing another, more senior
Black officer to attend with him. In the meeting that followed, the general expressed
sympathy with Black families’ plight, but one of the staff members also at the meeting
reminded the group that “the general had no authority to tell the local school authorities
how to run their schools, which was really a civilian matter.” Gaskill believed that the
general “carried an influential posture there and that what we were hoping and requesting
was that [the general] utilize what we consider to be his considerable moral and economic
influence to persuade local authorities to honor the Supreme Court directive and the law
of the land.” He recalled that after this conversation, the general looked around to his
staff, heard silence, thanked the group, and concluded the meeting. Afterward, Gaskill
was asked by the Department of Justice to offer testimony at the federal courthouse in
Richmond but was not finally asked to testify. Gaskill described this experience as a
“wake-up call” that gave him a personal experience of the civil rights movement
happening outside the gates of his army base, but one wonders if his reaction was also
one of frustration at the commanding officer’s tepid response and curt dismissal of the
entire conversation as outside of the military realm.??

Black officers who entered the army after 1950 brought with them more personal

experiences of civil rights activities. These experiences caused at least some of them to
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more actively contest inequality when they found it in the military. From a young age,
Wesley Geary wanted to be a Methodist minister. After graduating from all-Black Texas
College in 1955, he earned his divinity degree from Southern Methodist University and
spent five years in the ministry in Texas, Florida, and Oklahoma. The young minister
supported the civil rights movement in direct ways, including organizing, participating in
sit-ins, and supporting voter registration drives. He joined the U.S. Army in 1963 when
his bishop told him that the army was short of Methodist chaplains and was attracted by
the opportunity to minister to people of all backgrounds in the integrated military.

Black army officers understood and experienced the civil rights movement in
ways that reflected their age and military role. Arthur Hester spent the first half of the
1960s at West Point. He and the other three Black members of his class watched the
growing civil rights movement and felt guilty for not being active in it. “And so it was
always there in the news, and it was without a doubt the most uncomfortable thing for
me, personally,” Hester remembered, “because I felt like I was kind of hiding out. When 1
saw some of the pictures and read stories about like the Freedom Riders [in 1961], and
the treatment that they received in the South, and the things at the lunch counters and all
that, it just made me feel guilty that I wasn’t there doing that.” Older officers already on
active duty saw their performance of duty and advancement in rank as part and parcel of
the movement. Clarence Miller felt that he was “not a participant,” but “a support of the
movement” from his military position and benefitted from the army’s more supportive
environment for African Americans. As a relatively senior lieutenant colonel, Ernest
Martin “got into it” with a colonel who remarked to him, “I don’t know what you people

want. We’ve given you everything you ever asked for.” Martin “forgot all about the rank”
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for a moment as he argued with the superior officer. He saw himself as a follower of Dr.
King and appreciated the political advocacy of Black Congressmen like Adam Clayton
Powell.2%

Older officers brought a different perspective to the civil rights movement.
Edward Greer returned stateside after the Korean War and attended military schooling at
the beginning and end of the 1960s. In between schools, he served at Fort Lewis, in
Washington State, where conditions were certainly better for African American soldiers
than at bases in the Deep South, but even so, Greer identified with older civil rights
leaders such as King, A. Philip Randolph, and Thurgood Marshall. Clarence Miller, Jr.,
was only seven years younger than Greer, but this was a crucial difference in that Miller
did not serve in World War II and experienced the beginning of military desegregation as
a junior officer in Korea. Miller also held King in high regard and believed that the army
was “much farther advanced” than American society in providing equal opportunity to
African Americans. Miller also had a cousin who worked for the NAACP and believed
“that [legal action] was the thing that would lead more to a lasting change for the
betterment of our society.” Later in his life, Miller told an interviewer that he came to
appreciate younger civil rights leaders, who he called “the Stokelys” in reference to
Stokely Carmichael, because they “really brought the thing to the forefront and took a
more demanding stance.” When Miller had applied for regular army integration in 1957,
the colonel who chaired his evaluation board asked the captain if he was a member of any

subversive organizations. When Miller said that he was not, the colonel pressed the
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question and asked if he belonged to the NAACP. Miller answered truthfully that he was
not, but the interaction left an impression on him. He surmised that “that colonel would
have equated the NAACP to being a Communist organization.” Colin Powell felt the
struggles of the civil rights movement because his father-in-law was a business and
church leader in Birmingham, Alabama, and his wife lived at home in Birmingham
during the summer of 1963, during his first tour in Vietnam. Powell came to especially
idolize Black officers who hailed from the South and who lived through the worst of Jim
Crow.2%

As nonviolent actions and the election of 1960 “catapulted the civil rights issue
into the forefront of national consciousness,” this convergence forced the three branches
of the federal government to address racial discrimination. Although he appointed several
racist white southern judges to bolster his governing coalition, the new president
demonstrated through his authority to appoint government officials that he wanted to lead
this effort. In his first two months in office, Kennedy selected some forty African
Americans for executive branch posts. In this environment, young Black intellectuals,
attorneys, and public-policy experts flocked to Washington, D.C. to join the
administration. One of them was Clifford Alexander, Jr., a New Yorker and Harvard Law
School Graduate who had recently completed his draft enlistment in the army, and who

fifteen years later would become the first Black Secretary of the Army. The number of
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African Americans in the middle grades of the civil service increased by over thirty-six
percent from 1961 to 1963, and in the most senior grades by eighty-eight percent.?%

In the American South, violence against civil rights activists and the increasingly
provocative programs of the SCLC, SNCC, and the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE)
heightened pressure on the Federal Government to act. Mob violence against the
Freedom Riders in cities from South Carolina to Alabama provoked the intervention of
Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy. When Mississippi governor Ross Barnett refused to
allow a Black veteran, James Meredith, to enroll in the University of Mississippi in 1962,
and eventually ignored a Supreme Court ruling to admit him, Kennedy deployed a force
of 320 federal marshals to Oxford, provoking white riots around campus. He followed up
this force with 2,500 regular army troops and stationed three hundred of them in the town
for the next year. Two people were killed and hundreds wounded in the “Battle of
Oxford,” but Meredith enrolled and began classes. This standoff occurred against a
backdrop of voter registration drives and nonviolent protests focused in Albany,
Georgia.?"

The violence of white reaction to civil rights protest and action, combined with
President Kennedy’s tenuous hold on his governing coalition—he had won the 1960
election by less than 120,000 votes—Ied him to take a very cautious approach to
empowering the President’s Committee on Equal Employment Opportunity (PCEEO) and

working toward civil rights legislation. In the place of legislation, Kennedy settled on
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executive action as a method of building momentum and demonstrating leadership on
civil rights. In 1962, Kennedy turned the focus of executive action to discrimination in
the military. An incident during Kennedy’s inauguration gave him cause to wonder
whether EO9981 and the directed desegregation of the military had changed anything. As
he watched the inaugural parade move past his reviewing stand, Kennedy noted the
general absence of African Americans in the various military units that marched past. The
Coast Guard contingent contained not a single Black guardsman, and when his staff
inquired about this, they learned that the Coast Guard academy had a whites-only
admissions policy. Kennedy the admission of Black cadets an increase in Black
representation in all military ceremonial units. While these were personal interventions
by the President in matters of ceremony and protocol, they established a precedent that
would lead to increased focus on military discrimination in the years to come.?%

At the end of the Eisenhower administration, Vice President Richard Nixon had
reported that although discriminatory government policies had largely disappeared,
employers were still reluctant to take active steps to recruit more women and minorities.
Kennedy began to focus on this assessment in the first months of his presidency. He
consolidated Eisenhower’s separate committees on minority employment and contracts
into a single President’s Committee on Equal Employment Opportunity (PCEEO) and
named his vice president, Lyndon Johnson, as its chair. In reaction to the sit-in

movement, Kennedy drafted an executive order that established federal leadership on
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civil rights, and on March 7, 1961 published Executive Order 10925. This order was
intended, in Kennedy’s words, to give the PCEEO a “vastly strengthened machinery” not
only to eliminate racial discrimination in employment, but also to allow the federal
government “to consider and recommend additional affirmative steps which should be
taken by executive departments and agencies to realize more fully the national policy of
nondiscrimination within the executive branch of the Government.” While Hugh Davis
Graham noted this “vague and almost casual reference to ‘affirmative action,” the
executive order further established federal action on equal opportunity.?®

The Cold War gave the American civil rights movement a global context that
connected it to the U.S. Military. In his first State of the Union message, Kennedy made
reference to the impact of racial disparities on America’s world leadership when he noted
that “The denial of constitutional rights to some of our fellow Americans on account of
race—at the ballot box and elsewhere—disturbs the national conscience, and subjects us
to the charge of world opinion that our democracy is not equal to the high promise of our
heritage.” Overseas events in the first two years of Kennedy’s term forced him toward
this transition. U-2 surveillance overflights and the capture of pilot Francis Gary Powers,
the Bay of Pigs invasion, and the Cuban Missile Crisis raised tensions between the
United States and the Soviet Union, and Kennedy reacted by expanding rapidly the
American armed forces. The terms of the Korean armistice, which did not actually end

the state of war between North Korea and the United Nations, meant that the army would

209 Graham, The Civil Rights Era, 37-42; “Executive Order 10925 — Establishing the President’s
Committee on Equal Employment Opportunity,” The American Presidency Project, UC Santa
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station troops in South Korea from 1953 onward. The Cuban Missile Crisis and the
Berlin crisis, which saw Soviet and East German troops blockade West Berlin, added
urgency to the presence of army occupation forces in Germany after World War II,
leading to the permanent expansion of the army’s active-duty size.?!

In response to a perception of these growing threats, President Kennedy directed a
rearmament and expansion of the entire United States military. During the year 1961, the
army expanded from eleven to sixteen active-duty divisions, and in 1962 the army added
two more divisions from existing training units. Coupled with this expansion of the
regular army was a continuing mobilization of reserve and national guard units, so that
the army of 1962 exceeded one million soldiers. This Cold War army required much
larger numbers of college-educated officers in technical and non-combat specialties such
as nuclear weapons, air-defense missiles, and logistics. 2!!

The army officer corps functioned at the intersection of newly expanded roles for
the military and a parochial mindset that looked to the army’s past practices. The pre-
Cold War paradigm of officer advancement was rooted in personal mentor-protégé
relationships, many dating back to West Point, and developed primarily around infantry

and cavalry regimental assignments. Officers served in these regiments throughout their

210 Brauer, John F. Kennedy and the Second Reconstruction, 75; Mary L. Dudziak, Cold War Civil
Rights: Race and the Image of American Democracy (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
2000), 155: “As the movement broadened and shifted to the left, the federal government found
itself needing to listen to new voices, to harsher critics. A posture of reluctant engagement
characterized President Kennedy’s response to the movement during the first two years of his
presidency, until in 1963, when he embraced civil rights and appeared to make that cause his
own.”

2"Donald A. Carter, From New Look to Flexible Response: The U.S. Army in National Security,
1953-1963 (Washington, D.C.: CMH, 2023), 41-43, 389-461; Brian McAllister Linn, Elvis §
Army: Cold War Gls and the Atomic Battlefield (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2016),
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careers, leaving for schooling or headquarters duties, but returning to a regimental home.
As historian of the old army Edward M. Coffman noted, ‘“Americans traditionally had
little interest in and respect for soldiers in peacetime. Many civilians may have lived
through the 1920s and 1930s without ever seeing one, while a few may not even have
known of their existence.” Although thousands of civilians turned officers interrupted this
continuity during World War 11, soldiers and their officers “found comfort in the
camaraderie, the order and stability of the disciplined life, and the security. Then there
was pride in the company and the regiment.” This disciplined life, in policy and practice,
was white and male.?!?

This paradigm remained dominant into the 1950s, as the officer corps sorted itself
into three distinct cultural and demographic groups. The oldest officers, who by now
were colonels and generals, were products of the Great Depression and served in both
world wars. The next cohort rose into the middle-management grades of captain and
major by the late 1950s and had served as junior officers in World War II or Korea, and
sometimes in both. The youngest officers spent the postwar years at West Point or,
increasingly, in ROTC at civilian universities. This last group was increasingly skeptical
of military service, viewed the World War II generation with disdain because of their
rose-tinted triumphalism about war, and often saw officer service as a way to avoid the
draft, to gain marketable skills, and to stay out of the infantry. These considerations drove
a teenaged Black tennis prodigy, Arthur Ashe, to join ROTC when he matriculated at
UCLA in 1961. While all male undergraduates in public universities had to take two

years of ROTC at this time, Ashe signed on for the two-year advanced program as a

212 Coffman, The Regulars, 233-323.
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junior, which gave him a monthly stipend but also required a service commitment as an
officer. His tennis coach at UCLA reminded him that “You would be better off going in
[the army] as an officer than an enlisted man.” The captain of the United States Davis
Cup team, Bob Kelleher, who mentored Ashe, agreed and added that “an officer’s
commission would look good on any resume.”?!3

West Point doubled its class sizes to grow the officer corps, but in the 1960s,
ROTC became the largest producer of commissioned officers for the army. During the
Korean War, university presidents flooded the army with requests to establish new ROTC
units to preserve male enrollment despite the draft, leading to an eighteen-percent
increase in the number of separate programs by 1954. When ROTC continually failed in
the early 1960s to meet its officer commissioning goals, Congress passed the ROTC
Vitalization Act in 1964 to make ROTC more attractive to college students. The act
doubled the monthly stipend cadets received from the army, provided for a two-year
program option in addition to the four-year program to attract community college
transfers and college juniors, and introduced full scholarships. The army also made
another twenty-percent increase in the number of campus ROTC detachments. These
programs served almost to triple the number of Black second lieutenants from 1962 to
1967, but as the officer corps expanded in size, the number of Black first lieutenants and
captains remained static over the same period, so that their proportion of the officer corps

declined. The army was succeeding in recruiting more college students to become

213 Brian McAllister Linn, Elvis’s Army: Cold War Gls and the Atomic Battlefield (Cambridge:
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commissioned officers, but they were not advancing in rank at the same rate as their
white peers.?!4

As the postwar economic boom peaked in the 1960s, however, a twenty-year
army career was a tough sell for college students who saw lucrative private-sector jobs
awaiting them, even after a short stint in ROTC. The Department of Defense encouraged
the services to increase officer recruitment from their enlisted ranks, with a focus on
Black service members, who were known to reenlist at higher rates than whites. This
effort directed commanders to encourage Black enlisted soldiers to apply for
appointments to West Point or to officer candidate schools, and to further encourage
reservist officers to apply for regular army status. These directives had no metrics or
follow-up processes and assumed that merely offering encouragement would accomplish
greater Black participation. The policy memo’s concluding statement makes this clear
with the reminder that “this is to be considered an extra effort, in addition to existing
programs . . . it no way infers that officer procurement and training programs should be
discriminatory in favor of the Negro. As in the past, these programs will be conducted on
a competitive basis, and commissions will be granted to those best qualified to serve as
officers, regardless of their race.” Put another way, programs like this allowed the army to
rely on merit and existing approaches, and to ignore the very real inequities made clear in

the service’s own data, as well as in the words and experiences of Black officers.?!3
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African Americans who joined the army in the postwar decades had to navigate
the segregated American South to serve. Traveling to training bases such as Fort Benning
(Columbus, Georgia), Fort Jackson (Columbia, South Carolina), and Fort Knox (Radcliff,
Kentucky) forced Black officers to confront segregation in daily life. David Foye
graduated from North Carolina A&T State University in in December 1963 and traveled
south to Fort Benning for infantry officer training and left the relatively self-contained
environment of a Black college for the Jim Crow South. He remembered being denied
service at restaurants in South Carolina, even after he explained that he and his
companion were army officers reporting for duty in Georgia.'¢

Colin Powell did his initial officer training at Fort Benning after graduating from
college and returned after his first tour in Vietnam as a combat advisor to attend the
Infantry Officer’s Advanced Course in November 1963. When he arrived in Columbus,
home to the army’s infantry training center, he searched for housing for his wife, Alma,
and their newborn daughter, because base housing was not immediately available. In his
autobiography, Powell described the situation as “Fort Bragg [North Carolina] all over
again,” in the sense that neighborhoods in Southern cities were strictly segregated by
race. Conditions in Black neighborhoods were substandard to say the least, and Powell
eventually connected with a Black realtor who offered him a house belonging to a
minister in Phenix City, across the Chattahoochee River in Alabama. This was one of the
most deeply racist, segregated communities in America. In Powell’s own words, Phenix
City was “rough, a sin town that the National Guard had been sent in to clean out a few

years before.” The house was located “on a back road, among a bunch of shacks,” but it

216 “David Marsell Foye,” Hampton II, ed., Rise to Command, 205.
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was habitable and affordable, and Powell prepared for his family to arrive from
Birmingham, his wife’s hometown. Late one evening, he stopped at a drive-in on Victory
Drive, the main thoroughfare in Columbus, and was refused indoor service. When he
ordered a hamburger, the waitress asked him, “Are you Puerto Rican?” “No,” Powell
answered. “I’m a Negro. I’'m an American. And I’'m an Army officer.” The waitress, who
claimed to be from New Jersey and not to understand the situation, offered to pass Powell
his meal out a back window of the restaurant. Powell refused and left. He later
remembered the event in the context of events in Birmingham earlier that year.
“Ordinarily,” he said, “I was not looking for trouble. I was not marching, demonstrating,
or taking part in sit-ins. My eye was on an Army career for myself and a good life for my
family. For me, the real world began on the post. I regarded military installations in the
South as healthy cells in an otherwise sick body.”?!”

The obvious difference between on-base and off-base conditions for military
personnel spurred the Executive Branch to action in 1962. In late June President Kennedy
announced the formation of a Presidential Committee on Equality of Opportunity in the
Armed Forces. It came to be known as the Gesell Committee, after its chairman, attorney
Gerhard A. Gessell. Congressman Charles C. Diggs had suggested such a committee the
previous year, but the assistant secretary of defense for manpower, Carlisle P. Runge, had
rejected the idea. Runge was especially sensitive to the problem of segregation in the
National Guard-and loath to position the DoD as a leader of social change in challenging
persistent segregation. This problem only became more visible over time, however, and

by the time of the formation of the Gesell Committee, ten state national guard
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establishments had no African American members whatsoever. Runge still counseled
caution. In a letter to the chairman of the American Veterans Committee, he argued that
threats to remove federal funding from national guard units in Southern states for
refusing to integrate would result in the “potential deterioration” of these units, which
made up a quarter of the army national guard’s total strength. “It would be unwise, in the
opinion of this Department,” Runge explained, “to risk cutting off Federal support
approved by Congress to test the validity of our conclusions.?!®

Adam Yarmolinsky, a senior advisor to Robert McNamara, was not deterred, and
he used his influence with the secretary of defense to reach the president with the
recommendation. As McNamara explained to an army historian, “Adam suggested
another broad review of the place of the Negro in the Department. The committee was
necessary because the other sources—the DOD manpower reports and so forth—were
inadequate. They didn’t provide the exact information I needed. This is what Adam and I
decided.” By 1962, Yarmolinksy had become a persistent and vocal critic of segregation
in the National Guard, and he had the support of other power brokers in the
administration. In the fall of 1961, Yarmolinsky corresponded with Frederick G. Dutton,
a Democratic Party official who coordinated intergovernmental and Congressional
relations in the Kennedy Administration, about the thorny problem of state-level military
segregation and about the paucity of Black national guard officers. Dutton offered that
“The non-federalized National Guard [units under state direction at their home bases] is

obviously a special and difficult problem,” and that “the integration of the National
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Guard Bureau at the commissioned officer level, with only about four minority group
representatives to date, is equally difficult to defend.” Dutton felt that if the guard
headquarters showed “more substantial progress” in Black officer representation at the
national level, “the difficulty of undertaking action with the non-federalized Guard could
more credibly be maintained.” Dutton and Yarmolinsky also prefigured the Gesell
Committee’s report and used the language of social change in identifying “the problem of
adequate minority representation in officer training” as “another example in which
affirmative action is needed to assure that qualified Negro applicants are recruited or
given the opportunity for special training in order to meet required standings.” Dutton
pointed out that “civilian departments of the government are undertaking recruitment and
special training on a wide front. This is an area in which Defense still has substantial
headway to make.”?!”

Throughout 1961, Adam Yarmolinsky continually used the wide latitude President
Kennedy had given him to initiate equal opportunity programs in the military services. In
early December, the army adjutant general issued a directive to all senior commanders
that reflected “a recent memorandum from the Assistant Secretary of Defense
(Manpower)” directing “the Armed Services to institute specific active measures to
increase the participation of Negroes in existing officer procurement and training
programs.” The directive required commanders to “encourage, counsel and assist talented
Negro enlisted personnel” to apply for direct commissions in the Army Reserve or for
appointment to West Point or the army’s officer candidate schools. It looked to ROTC

professors of military science to recruit Black college students for ROTC, and it
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encouraged Black national guard and reserve officers to apply for Regular Army status.
The memo concluded with guidance meant to reassure white leaders that “Although this
is to be considered an extra effort, in addition to existing programs, it in no way infers
that officer procurement and training programs should be discriminatory in favor of the
Negro. As in the past, these programs will be conducted on a competitive basis, and
commissions will be granted to those best qualified to serve as officers, regardless of their
race.”?20
When the army published its initial equal opportunity program for officer
procurement in 1961, it selected Roy K. Davenport to become deputy undersecretary of
the army for personnel, with responsibility for the new equal opportunity portfolio. At the
time, Davenport was the highest-ranking African American in the Department of
Defense. He joined the War Department in 1941 as a social scientist and made a name for
himself during World War II by serving as a senior manager of the army’s manpower
affairs. When President Truman formed the Fahy Committee to pressure the services into
abiding by the requirements of EO9981, committee executive secretary Edwin
Kenworthy hosted a gathering of committee members at his home, invited Davenport,
and introduced him to Charles Fahy. As the committee got to work, Davenport became a
key advisor on army management and manpower practices, and secretively providing the

committee with copies of internal army staff correspondence demonstrating their
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resistance to full implementation of EO9981 Evans fully embraced civil rights advocacy
in the Department of the Army during the Kennedy and Johnson administrations.??!

The committee that went to work in the summer of 1962 was composed of
“integrationists all,” in Runge’s estimation. It was a direct product of Adam
Yarmolinksy’s planning and intent. McNamara stated bluntly to Morris MacGregor that
the Gesell Committee “was the creature of the Secretary of Defense . . . the civil rights
people didn’t have a damn thing to do with it. We wanted information, and that’s just
what the Gesell people gave us.” The nine members included three African Americans:
Nathaniel S. Colley, a California attorney and civil rights advocate and Yale Law School
classmate of Yarmolinsky; John H. Sengstacke, publisher of the Chicago Defender and a
member of the Fahy Committee; and Whitney M. Young, Jr., of the National Urban
League. The committee’s white members appear to have been chosen for their legal and
civil rights experiences and personal connections to Yarmolinsky through Yale.??

While McNamara, Runge, and Yarmolinsky presented the Gesell Committee's
work as aligned with government and military practices, one member of the committee
was already a civil rights leader. Before he was president of the Urban League, Young
was one of a group of young Atlanta business leaders who had decried the “whitemail” of
Black voters by the white business class in the city to keep the most aggressive tactics of

the civil rights movement out of the city. Young reminded Gesell that the committee

“must be quite alert to an entirely new mood and climate among minority citizens in this
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country, whose impatience and expectations are far different from those of some ten years
ago when a similar Committee [the Fahy Committee] was asked to take on this kind of
assignment.” Young understood that because of “the nature of our defense problems
now—and in the future” that large, standing armed forces “have become permanent in
our society, with great obligations as well as responsibilities.” In words aimed directly at
military leaders who had resisted social change since World War II, Young counseled
Gesell that he should be “ever mindful of the opportunities as well as the leverage which
is unique to the armed services for insisting that those who are a part of this institution
and who therefore are charged with the responsibility to defend democracy and maintain
freedom should themselves be the best example.” In the end, Young called for a candid
report that “must in no way give the impression that we have white-washed the
situation.”??3

The Gesell Committee submitted an initial report to Kennedy in June 1963.
Kennedy’s cover letter to the Secretary of Defense summarized, “We have come a long
way in the 15 years since President Truman ordered the desegregation of the Armed
Forces. The military services lead almost every other segment of our society in
establishing equality of opportunity for all Americans. Yet a great deal remains to be
done.” Kennedy went on to note “a serious morale problem . . . for Negro military

personnel when various forms of segregation and discrimination exist in communities
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neighboring military bases. . .[T]his effort is required by the interests of our national
defense, national policy and basic considerations of human decency.”??*

The committee’s statistical analysis identified Black distribution across enlisted
and officer grades as a problem. “In the case of the limited number of Negroes who have
received officer commissions,” the study noted, “the rate of grade advancement appears
to be significantly slower than for white officers with similar lengths of service, and
relatively few have reached the more senior field officer ranks.” Only in the U.S. Army
did the Department of Defense come close to replicating in its officer corps the four
percent nationwide population of non-white college graduates. But while the authors of
the study fell back on white shibboleths in attributing Black-white disparities in the
enlisted ranks to “disparities in mental aptitude and occupational characteristics,” they
hesitated to apply the same factors to officers and were reluctant to assert whether “these
differences are due to differences in individual performance and capabilities, or to
possible discriminatory practices.”?%

But the data was inescapable. In the thirteen years since the Fahy Committee’s
work African Americans constituted only eight percent of the armed forces. Although the
army led the military services in both Black enlisted and officer participation, only 3.2
percent of the army’s officer corps was Black. This was after an eighty percent increase

in the years after EO9981. “As these figures show,” the report concluded,” Negro

participation in officer ranks is still very small for all the Services.” Although “Negroes
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command white and Negro troops” and worked “in virtually all of the numerous job
specialties and career fields which exist,” the headlines of June 1963, featuring the
violence in Birmingham, “highlight this urgency. The great progress made is not
enough.” The Gesell Committee could only conclude that “distinctions based on race
prevent full utilization of Negro military personnel and are inconsistent with the
objectives of our democratic society.”??¢

The Gesell Committee identified officer representation, then, as one of the most
visible indicators of discrimination in the military but was frustratingly vague on which
specific policies or procedures produced this discrimination. While the committee
acknowledged that “there are no quotas or other forms of limitations on the recruiting of
Negroes or on their assignment to career fields” and that “written policies governing
advancement and promotion through both enlisted and commissioned ranks are non-
discriminatory in character,” it stopped short of identifying aspects of the army’s officer-
management system that could be at fault, and moved directly to proposed solutions,
most of which focused on procurement rather than schooling and advancement. To
“increase the pitifully small number of Negro officers, energetic efforts must be made to
raise the number of Negroes in the Academies and in all other programs which supply

officers for the Services.”%%’
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Although the Gesell Committee report established the primacy of recruiting and
procurement, it also addressed assignment and promotion patterns as drivers of
inequality. In an era of decentralized service management procedures, these conditions
varied from base to base and reflected the will and priorities of a local commander as
much as they did an overall service policy. The committee members’ base visits showed
them that “where there is an unexplained absence of Negro officers in significant duty
assignments, the posture of the base as a whole is unavoidably one of inequality of
treatment and suggests to Negro personnel that there is a lack of opportunity.” Roscoe
Robinson encountered these localized inequities when he returned to the United States
from Korea in 1954. The army assigned Robinson to the Airborne Department of the
infantry school at Fort Benning, which trained all military parachutists. Robinson
understood clearly that his assignment to this department was a part of the integration of
the army. When he arrived at Fort Benning, “there were other departments doing the
same thing. I was assigned to the Airborne Department. I do not believe there were other
Black officers in the school at that time . . . there was obviously an effort being made at
that time to get one Black officer in the various departments.” Conditions at Fort Benning
reinforced the committee’s experience during visits to commands and headquarters that
were overwhelmingly white, and where “several installation commanders expressed the
view that a greater proportion of Negro officers would be helpful to the morale of the
installation as a whole.”??8
Although the Gesell Committee focused on officer procurement and

advertisements aimed at African Americans, it also devoted significant time to the
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question of promotions and advancement. One source of these challenges was the lack of
access to secondary and college education to meet commissioning standards and was
beyond the armed forces’ control. Another factor, equally well-known but consistently
downplayed by military leaders, was troubling inequity in the army’s promotion
processes. The army relied on commanders in the field to promote lieutenants and
captains, so these promotions were completely at the whim of individual officers.
Centralized army promotion boards consisted solely of white male senior officers,
because only one percent of Black army officers in 1962 had more than twenty years of
service, making them eligible to sit on promotion boards for other officers. It was one
thing for the Gessell Committee to admonish senior officers to “be ever mindful of the
history of discriminatory practices from which this situation arose and of the desirability
of closing this gap as quickly as possible,” but another matter entirely to correct the
institutional procedures that allowed these inequities to persist. The committee made two
recommendations in this regard: training and counseling in spotting conscious and
unconscious bias for senior officers and the removal of all racial data and photographs
from promotion board files. This was an incongruous recommendation when placed
alongside the committee’s entire body of work, but it was proposed in order “to minimize
the possibility that conscious or unconscious discrimination on the basis of race or color
may affect the impartiality of the officer promotion system.” It existed alongside the
more obvious recommendations that the services should appoint more Black officers to
serve on promotion boards “in normal rotation” and should periodically review standards
and procedures for promotion, selection, and assignment. The Gesell Committee

concluded with the observation that “Nothing will do more to encourage the able Negro
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to enter military service as a career than tangible proof, as yet almost entirely lacking,
that Negro officers can receive equal recognition and opportunity for advancement with
whites. Actual examples of Negroes who have achieved major positions of responsibility
in the Armed Forces will be worth thousands of words devoted to claims that no barriers
exist.”??

The U.S. Army’s reaction to the Gesell Report demonstrates the persistence of
colorblind, meritocratic, and gradualist approaches that used order, discipline, and
military effectiveness as barriers to social change. Army practices in the aftermath of the
Gesell Report show significant continuity with the service’s resistance to integration in
the 1950s and employ the same language and ideas. The army’s personnel office
submitted detailed comments in reaction to the ten recommendations in the Gesell Report
touching on the officer corps. The comments took two general forms. In the first case, the
army response deflected recommendations with the rationale that programs of various
types were already in place. Statements that “The Army concurs in this recommendation
and is actively engaged in a program of this type,” or “A program as envisioned by this
recommendation is currently being implemented in the Army,” army leaders were setting
the conditions to continue their recalcitrance.

This recalcitrance was on full display in the army’s response to recommendations
that touched on disparities in Black officer promotion and assignment to technical and
specialty roles. Where the committee proposed that “special efforts should be made to
find and recruit Negroes with the special aptitudes the Services now require and

affirmative steps should be taken to insure that no recruiting personnel, consciously or
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unconsciously, channel Negroes to particular career fields, disregarding their aptitudes,”
the army’s response was defensive. Such a program “denotes preferential assignment of
Negro personnel which is undesirable. The Army desires to continue to practice
principles of sound personnel management; to obtain all personnel on a “best qualified”
basis, and to assign them in accordance with their aptitudes and interest to meet the
overall requirements of the Army. Procurement and assignment procedures provide for
fair and equal opportunity, and do not permit preferential treatment of any racial group.”
To the committee’s insistence that the services address so-called “bunching” of Black
officers and soldiers in service and logistics fields, the army simply waved away the issue
with the broad assertion that “Presently there are Negro officers in every branch of the
Army. Though the distribution of these officers by branch may be disproportionate,” a
statement that acknowledges the existence of inequities, “the condition is changing as
Negroes . . . gain more and varied skills. Officers presently are assigned to branches of
their choice to the degree made possible by the needs of the service, qualifications,
individual physical condition and technical schooling.” With such responses, historian
Beth Bailey argues, the U.S. Army “drew its line in the sand.”?3°

The Gesell Report also resurfaced the contentious issue of photographs and racial
data in personnel files and recommended that they be eliminated. In briefings to the
House Armed Services Committee, the committee argued “Only with availability of
informative statistical information, subject to constant and penetrating review by the
appropriate officials, will it be possible to determine, except through the great

expenditure of time and money, whether the desired progress is being achieved. Such
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statistics also will point up special areas within this general field which require attention.”
The army disagreed, citing the “numerous requests for identification and portrayal of
physical characteristics in connection with actions other than promotion,” but did admit
to the possibility that racial data could be eliminated specifically from promotion board
files.?3!

The committee’s final recommendation, touching on promotion board procedures,
produced a response from army leaders that neatly summarized the persistence of
institutional racism during the Second Reconstruction. In response to the
recommendation that Black officers should serve regularly on promotion boards, the
army was unequivocal:

The majority of selection boards are composed of officers in the grade of

colonel and above. For reasons of efficiency and economy, board members

are selected primarily from officers located in the greater Washington area

who are nominated by their agency and meet the stringent criteria for

selection board membership. While only a limited number of Negro

officers have served on selection boards in the past, this is not traceable to

any racial discrimination but rather to a lack of eligibles (primarily

because of rank). No Negro officer has or will be rejected for selection

board membership because of race. Negro officers who meet the criteria

for selection board membership are and will be accepted on the same

basis as white officers. No special effort to appoint Negro officers to these

boards is recommended. [Italics mine] 232
To the army personnel office, the absence of Black senior officers from the army’s

headquarters region was simply a fact of life, driven by personal choices and

considerations of merit. Black officers as a group were simply “ineligible.” In a reflection

21 Congressional Record — House, August 7, 1963, Series I1I, Group A327, Folder 1, Military
Collection, NAACP Papers, Library of Congress; “Comments on the PCEOAF.”

232 “The collision of competing individual and group claims to jobs and contracts, to
appointments and promotions, and to higher education and professional schools, was accelerated
by rising federal efforts to rectify the “underutilization” of minorities. Opponents raised the cry of
‘reverse discrimination.” Graham, Civil Rights and the Presidency, 6.
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on his visits to overseas bases during the Gesell Committee’s work, committee member
Benjamin Muse wrote that “on the posts which I visited overseas there appeared to be
less encouragement of Negroes to prepare for officer commissions, and a slightly smaller
percentage of Negro officers. On the other hand, commanders expressed satisfaction,
sometimes enthusiasm, over the performance of Negro sergeants.” Rising directly from
the enlisted ranks, noncommissioned officers exercised leadership on a personal level but
remained subordinate to officers, in ways that preserved existing racial hierarchies.?*3

The Army Times further raised the profile of the Gesell Report in November 1963
when it published an editorial by Roy Wilkins, the executive secretary of the NAACP.
Wilkins lauded the Gesell Committee for its “important suggestions” that mirrored the
work of the Leadership Conference on Civil Rights in 1961, and reminded readers that
“The NAACP has long been interested in the problems of servicemen discriminated
against because of their race.” In Wilkins’s thirteen-point plan for “mutual
understanding” in the military, he notes that “The limited number of [ African American]
officers, resulting from past exclusion and discrimination by the services, requires special
attention,” and went on to recommend that the President use his authorities over the
service academies to take immediate action. Wilkins also captured perceptively the issue
of assignments and advancement, demanding that “Efforts should be made to utilize

officers now serving in the Armed Service in posts of command authority.”?3*

233 DCSPER, “Comments on PCEOAF;” Benjamin Muse to Gerhard A. Gesell, April 23, 1964,
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Congressional critics of the Gessell Report aligned with the army, using the
political language of gradualism and massive resistance, cloaked in concerns about good
order and discipline and military effectiveness. They continued a line of argument that
has appeared in the aftermath of every attempt to widen participation in the American
armed forces: that military organizations should not participate in so-called “social
experiments,” shorthand for white fears of greater diversity. In debate on the Gesell
Report in the House, the Southern Democrats who composed the leadership of the HASC
employed the apocalyptic language of the Cold War to decry the Gesell Committee’s
recommendations. Congressman Basil Whitener of North Carolina decried the
PCEOAF’s advocacy of a program as “something we, during World War II, would have
stood on any corner and argued with the Russians, that it would never happen in this
country.” Kenneth Roberts, representing Anniston, Alabama, argued that military equal
opportunity programs were “not a question of integration or segregation.” Rather, they
were “a question of putting a political twist or use of our armed services to which it has
not been put before, this business of calling upon military commanders to go out and
become leaders of the community where they happen to be stationed to promote one
particular philosophy.” Roberts relied on the opinions of Gen. Edward Almond, the World
War II and Korean War general who had commanded the 92" Infantry Division in Italy
and summarily disbanded it. Almond’s analysis of the “Outstanding characteristics of the
report” carried great currency with Congress. It used the language of Jim Crow by

cautioning against Black promotions “in the name of ‘equal opportunity’. . . rather than

many large Negro communities is itself a measure of the problem,” the author argued. “Negro
Cadets in Academies,” Long Island Press, August 1, 1964, Admissions Files: 1964, Special
Collections, U.S. Military Academy.
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education, age in service, and the more fundamental consideration of merit.” The
PCEOAF sought integration ‘for the amalgamation of the races’ and not merely to secure
equal opportunity and use of skills. The equal opportunity program “does not envisage a
real evaluation of the individual Negro based on merit but repeatedly speaks of
opportunities and ‘latent’ skills inherent in the Negro.” Mississippi Congressman Thomas
Abernethy summed up the Southern bloc’s feelings by expressing his outrage that “the
executive branch of our Government is diverting the serious mission of the Department
of Defense and is now using it for the purpose of molding the social and political life not
only of the country but of the military itself. This is bound to affect the morale of our
servicemen and to lower the standard of our national defense.”?3?

Faced with the intransigence of army leadership and their insistence on the
essential fairness of officer management policies, Black officers began to confront
institutional racism in ways that were informed by the organizing strategies of the civil
rights movement, even if they did not employ its tactics. Instead, they worked within the
army’s command structures and culture to develop informal support networks that
became more formal over time. At Fort Leavenworth, a group of Black officers began
meeting periodically to share survival strategies to enable them-to make it to graduation
from the Command and General Staff Officer’s Course. A Black infantry colonel serving
on the school faculty, Roscoe C. Cartwright, took the group of ten majors under his wing,
and a military police officer, Robert B. Burke, became his second-in-command of a group
that dubbed themselves The Blue Geese, after a blue file folder that was used by the

school administration to send messages to students. After the ten officers graduated,

235 Congressional Record — House, August 7, 1963, pp. 13573-13600, Headquarters Records
(Military), Box A327, Folder 1, NAACP Papers, LoC.
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Cartwright and many of the students, including Bobby Burke, found themselves assigned
to the Pentagon, where they shifted their mentorship focus to more senior Black officers.
The reasons for the existence of groups like the ROCKS were self-evident to Black
officers in the 1960s. Representation was important in ways that went far beyond mere
symbolism. In late 1966, there were no Black army officers assigned anywhere within the
Office of the Secretary of Defense or the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and only twenty-five
Black officers of all ranks across the army headquarters staff of several thousand people.
Only two of the twenty-five were colonels, the field-grade rank at which critical
interactions with general officers and political appointees turn into policy decisions and
action items.?3¢

Frederic Davison, who had survived the Black officers’ purgatory of the 921
Infantry Division in World War II, was a part of this network-building when he attended
staff college at Fort Leavenworth in 1961. Although he was not listed as a founding
member of the Blue Geese, he recalled that he was one of sixteen Black officers in a class
of six hundred, and the group banded together to study and reinforce each other. As a
recently promoted major, Davison was eager to use the group for support, and “we sort of
kept together as a group.” One of the sixteen did not, a lieutenant colonel who felt that it
was beneath him to associate with more junior officers. That officer failed out of the
course, but the rest graduated.?’

Events around the United States in 1963 and 1964 made untenable the army’s

general opposition to equal opportunity programs and forced the federal government’s
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hand in confronting residual inequities in military manpower policies. The nonviolent
SCLC protest campaign in Birmingham, Alabama, which produced indelible images of
firehoses and police dogs unleashed on groups of African American adults and children,
spawned nationwide outrage, and civil rights leaders capitalized on this momentum with
the March on Washington For Jobs and Freedom in August 1963. Dr. Martin Luther King,
Jr., had been jailed in Birmingham in April, and his articles, editorials, and books
articulated rising African American anger with gradualist approaches. In Congress, House
Resolution 7152 became the Civil Rights Act of 1964 in a contentious process of debate
and coalition-building in both houses. Much of the debate centered around Title VI,
which focused on civil rights enforcement in employment, and established the Equal
Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC), the lineal descendent of President
Roosevelt’s Fair Employment Practices Committee. When a Black worker in Illinois sued
the Motorola Corporation over alleged racial bias in its general ability tests, the question
of racial quotas in the civil rights act reached all the way to the Senate. Hubert Humphrey
argued in a floor debate that the worry about quotas was nothing but a “bugaboo” and
that Title VII was “designed to encourage hiring on the basis of ability and qualifications,
not race or religion.” On July 2, 1964, Public Law 88-352 became the Civil Rights Act of
1964. This monumental legislative achievement, the first since Brown v. Board of
Education a decade before, was followed by the Voting Rights Act of 1965, and these acts

together spelled the legal end of Jim Crow.?*8
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On the day after President Kenndy signed the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the U.S.
Army published its own regulation on equal opportunity. Army Regulation (AR) 600-21
became the basis for all future programs to combat discrimination in the service. While it
is true that the presence of a regulation or policy document can serve as a clear indication
of organizational values and priorities, it was also apparent that the army was not
embracing the intent of the Gesell Committee and the Kennedy administration. As Beth
Bailey points out, “The army’s responses can be read in various ways: as a commitment
to color-blind opportunity; as a fundamentally racist assumption about the capability of
Black candidates; as an expression of faith in subjective evaluation processes; as
institutional racism; as a defensive response from the service with the least demanding
entrance criteria. Likely,” Bailey concludes, “there were elements of each.” At the most
senior levels of the army, as well as the middle-management level of the army’s
personnel directorate, or G1, army reacted angrily to being questioned by civilian
authorities and an unwavering belief in colorblind meritocracy. Army chief of staff Gen.
Earle Wheeler asserted that the army was already abiding by principles of equal and just
treatment of all personnel, and that military commanders at all levels were already
fulfilling their responsibilities for the wellbeing of their troops. In Wheeler’s estimation,
“the Army is abiding by the above principles. The President’s committee did not cite any
conditions which, in my judgment, demand changes in our command and staff structure.”

In language that echoed southern Congressmen, Wheeler viewed “with grave concern
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imposition upon our military structure of a corps of civil rights overseers, civilian or
military.”?3°

By the mid-1960s, the army officer corps’ cultural standards collided with the
combined pressures of the rights revolution in America, the burgeoning Cold War, and the
army’s institutional needs. A new career model of officer service emerged and replaced
the self-selecting, regimental culture that relied on West Point-educated regulars and
mentor-protégé relationships between individual officers. This career model reflected
postwar aspirations of educational attainments and technical skills alongside more
traditional goals of combat leadership and of reaching the general officer ranks. After the
implementation of the Officer Professional Act in 1947, retirement with a fifty-percent
pension after a twenty-year career became a distinct goal of its own. This career model
demanded that in order to rise to senior rank through a twenty-year career, an officer must
move back and forth between troop leadership, education and training, and staft
assignments at company grade (lieutenant and captain) and field grade (major, lieutenant
colonel, and colonel), in order to remain in service until retirement-eligible or to be
considered for a general’s star. For their part, army leaders saw both officer career models
as race-blind meritocracies where inequities in opportunities or outcomes were products
of individual, not systemic, racism.?*
Because relatively small regular army had met the nation’s land force needs

through the Korean War, there was little motivation for change to this system. Except for

wartime, West Point graduates were sufficient for the army’s officer needs, and even
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during the world wars and the Korean War, they occupied all general officer positions and
dictated the army’s policies and procedures. Reservist officers rounded out units and
served until no longer needed; by definition, their careers were temporary in nature. The
early twentieth-century managerial revolution in army management, devised and
implemented by Secretary of War Elihu Root, created a general staff and abolished the
outdated system of staff bureaus and a separate operational force, or “line,” but even this
important evolutionary precursor to the Cold War army was based on West Point
graduates.?*!

The army’s paradigm for commissioned officer advancement changed in the
1960s because the army’s missions and structure grew during the Cold War. The army
required “decentralized command and innovative, adaptive young leaders able to rapidly
adjust to the speed, mobility, and destruction of the atomic battlefield.” The small,
parochial, and insular Regular Army of the 1950s (as distinct from the much larger,
draftee force that served in Korea and in Europe) could not recruit and maintain such an
officer corps. To advance through the ranks in the managerial setting of the Cold War
army, officers required college education as a basis for a variety of technical and
leadership roles; the Haines Board, convened by the Secretary of the Army in 1965 to
examine all aspects of officer training and education, recommended a bachelor’s degree
as a minimum educational standard for all regular army officers. It left unspoken the
suggestion that reservist officers were not important enough to the army’s wellbeing to
meet the same standards. This new world required military training and continued

professional military education at junior, intermediate, and advanced levels as their scope
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of responsibilities increased. It also required a mix of both troop command and staff
assignments to build expertise and demonstrate both duty performance and the potential
for increased responsibility. The central continuity of this paradigm to that of the old
army lay in the successful performance of command assignments at increasing levels.
These command assignments, interspersed with staff assignments and professional
military education, became the army’s new officer paradigm in the 1960s.24?

As the army’s officer management system changed to meet the needs of the Cold
War, its unwritten color lines shifted in character. Those shifting lines produced the
inequalities and disparities in representation that the Gesell Committee highlighted. Black
officers who served in the world wars and Korea faced a color line that ran through the
combat arms; they were thought incapable of leadership in combat situations and of
course could not be expected to lead white soldiers, and thus they languished in service
and labor roles. The Cold War army required managerial and technical talent, which
demanded education to which African Americans had no access. The officers’ color line
remained but shifted to branches with a technical and scientific basis, and different
barriers resulted. In policy and regulation, all these roles were open to Black officers, but
in reality they were out of reach for all but a few. The central importance of a college
education to the army’s conception of fitness for leadership posed yet another colorblind

obstacle to Black officer advancement. The Black press noticed this challenge as well.

Air Force veteran Grant Young wrote to the Louisville Defender in 1966 to praise
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National Urban League executive director Whitney Young and other advocates of officer
service but pointed out that “It is one thing to say appoint more Negro officers in the
military services. It is another to conceive how this can be done . . . we recall that a GI
must have the equivalent of at least two years college in order to attend Officers
Candidate School. Since most Negroes don’t have these qualifications then there leaves
one other recourse . . . battlefield commission” for valor. The military would have to
compete with the private sector for the four percent of African Americans with a college
degree, and amidst the prosperity of the 1960s, this would be a difficult proposition.?*3

Changes to the army’s officer efficiency reports in the 1960s combined with the
mentor-protégé and personalized, homogenous culture of army units to create additional
invisible, but durable, obstacles to Black officer advancement. The Officer Personnel Act
of 1947 had created the Army Form 67, the Officer Efficiency Report that continued
through sixteen revisions until 1997. In October 1961, Form 67-5 went into effect for
most of the decade and shifted the army’s officer evaluation philosophy to a so-called
“whole man concept,” in which senior raters, normally field-grade or general
commanding officers, would complete an appraisal of all officers in their commands
based on the officer’s entire record of service, from initial commissioning to the most
recent day.

Where earlier officer evaluation schemes had focused on personal counseling and
interaction between a rating officer and a subordinate, which left the subordinate in no
confusion as to his or her performance and potential, this new evaluation scheme met the

needs of a rapidly expanding, technology-based peacetime force. The intent of the new
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Form 67 was to provide the army’s personnel managers with ready access to quantifiable,
statistical data for use in making promotion and assignment decisions. Rating officers
were specifically forbidden from communicating the actual results of efficiency reports to
subordinates for fear of returning to an environment of inflation, in which all officers
were deemed outstanding. The new form also required a “forced distribution” of ratings
across a continuum from unsatisfactory to most outstanding, and rating officials’
“profiles,” or evaluation statistics, were tracked by army personnel offices.?**

While historian Isaac Hampton II correctly observes that no junior officers of any
race or commissioning source understood how officer efficiency reports worked until the
1990s, this lack of understanding more acutely affected Black officers. Their senior raters
where almost invariably white men who had come of age in the segregated army and in
Jim Crow society. They rose rapidly through the ranks to senior positions due to their
service in World War II and Korea. They held core beliefs shaped by pseudo-science such
as the Army War College Black manpower study and went into command believing in
Black officers’ inferiority; their wartime experiences tended to confirm these beliefs.
When they acknowledged a Black officer’s abilities, it was usually only in reference to
other Black officers, leading them to craft performance and potential statements that
effectively ended Black officers’ careers at company grade; an outstanding young Black
officer could be “one of the finest Negro officers with whom I have served,” but would

never be assessed as “number one of 30 officers I rate.” 24
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The final piece of this new color line was the creation by the Officer Personnel
Act of a dual-component officer corps. The act capped the size of the Regular Army
officer corps at 49,500 and provided for a complementary system of Other Than Regular
Army (OTRA) officers who were commissioned in the Army of the United States, not the
Regular Army. They were by definition reservist officers who were called to periods of
“extended active duty” to fulfill a military requirement, such as wartime mobilization or a
specific operation. The army could, and did, bring OTRA officers on active duty and then
release them at will. It was very difficult for an OTRA officer to serve a full career to
retirement, and selection for a space in the Regular Army, which carried permanent rank,
was highly competitive and dependent on other regulars retiring or resigning. Its
combination with new educational requirements and the new evaluation system erected
difficult barriers for Black officer advancement beyond the junior ranks.?+6

As the external pressures of the rights revolution forced changes to institutional
policies, and army leadership began halting steps toward addressing lingering
discrimination, many of the conditions were in place for social change. The actions of
individuals, however, would tell the rest of the story. In a more supportive institutional
environment, African American army officers produced change from within the officer
corps, on their own and in collaboration with one another, in three important ways that
demonstrated their ability to challenge discrimination in formal and informal ways. Black
officers began to embody the rights revolution and the civil rights movement in the ways

that they managed their own careers, instead of letting the army manage for them. First,
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they demanded and earned assignment to troop command positions in the integrated army
and succeeded on their own merit. Second, Black officers balanced their command
assignments with critical educational and training attainments that fit them for higher
rank. Third, and perhaps most critically in this process of social change, they forced their
way into personnel and human resources management roles that allowed them not just to
mentor and foster individual Black officers who came behind them, but to create lasting
change in the institution. They achieved gains in all three of these dimensions because
they possessed the personal courage to question the army and stand up for their own
careers.

While all officers who entered the army in the period between the Korean and
Vietnam wars endured a period of uncertainty and institutional malaise, Black officers
faced a triple challenge as they encountered both the culturally derived prejudices of
white senior officers, who selected and advanced white proteges, and the barrier to
advancement created by the dual regular army- reserve structure. After Don Scott
graduated from college in 1960 and attended infantry officer basic training, he arrived in
an army in the throes of rapid expansion, but he was not assigned to an operational
division that required hundreds of junior officers. Instead, he reported to Fort Leonard
Wood, Missouri, to serve as an officer assigned to a basic training unit, essentially a
dead-end job for a lieutenant. Scott sensed this, assessed his options, and requested a
short-term assignment to the Army Security Branch, which conducted counterintelligence
operations for the army. For the next several years, Scott wore civilian clothes and
conducted background investigations on applicants for security clearances. In 1964 the

army selected Scott to attend foreign language training in Vietnamese and to transfer to
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an intelligence unit in Okinawa, Japan, from where he deployed to Thailand in the early
stages of the U.S. Army’s Vietnam buildup.?¥

But even in this unique job, Don Scott saw that the army had removed him from
its professional mainstream, even if not with racist intent. Scott wanted a master’s degree
and wanted to become a senior officer, but learned through experience “that being in the
military intelligence was not going to lead me to much beyond lieutenant colonel. So I
decided that if T really wanted to go for the gold, I had to be in the Combat Arms.”?*

Command of a company of fifty to 100 soldiers, the army’s basic building block,
is the most important assignment for a company-grade officer, and in the 1960s, even
Black West Point graduates found it difficult to get into these roles. Roscoe Robinson had
successfully commanded an infantry company in Korea, but subsequently was simply one
more captain without a command on his record. He observed that in his unit, the 82"
Airborne Division, “you just didn’t see any Blacks commanding companies. His request
to command a company was met with a curt response: none were available. Later he
learned that he was being considered for a command but was diverted to be the unit
supply officer instead. When the division reorganized in 1961, Robinson reiterated his
request to the division’s chief of staff after he saw several captains decline command or
face relief for poor performance. “If you want a company, I’m sure you can get a
company,” the chief of staff replied, and in short order Robinson had three calls from
group commanders offering him command assignments. Through persistence and an

understanding of the system, Robinson got what wanted, a command job.?*

247 Donald Scott oral history.
248 Donald Scott oral history.
249 Roscoe Robinson oral history.

206



The Cold War officer career model demanded two professional military education
courses during the field-grade years. The first prepared majors for command and staft
assignments of larger responsibility at senior rank. For this command and general staff
college, conducted at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, the army only selected the top fifty
percent of cohort of officers commissioned in a particular “year group.” Making the cut
for this course constituted the second critical gate, after company command, in an
officer’s career, and competition for a space at Leavenworth was keen.

The second critical field-grade educational opportunity occurred during an
officer’s years as a colonel and was a requirement for promotion to general officer. The
senior service college, or “war college,” prepared senior officers for strategy and policy
roles in military and government settings. The army, navy, and air force each maintained
its own war college, and the Department of Defense ran two of its own, one focused on
national strategy and the other on industrial production for the armed forces. In the entire
decade of the 1960s, only fifteen Black colonels reached senior service college; thirteen
of them attended in 1965 or after. In the formative years of the civil rights movement and
the Kennedy Administration, only two Black officers attended the Army War College.?*°

One of those colonels selected for the Army War College in 1966 was Frederic
Davison. He was the first African American regular army officer to attend a senior service
college and learned that senior service college provided him with both “a little better
appreciation for the mechanism of the departmental level [Department of Defense and
Department of the Army] and the decision making process,” and a critical network of

personal relationships built through both classroom time and social events. Even in this
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environment of professional development, however, Davison remarked cryptically that
the friends he made at the war college were the year’s most important outcomes for a
Black officer, because his year-long project, the written thesis required of all graduates,
“was one of the last thesis typed up there and I often wondered why . . . It wasn’t the last
put in the typing pool.” Put simply, Davison had a clear sense that many white classmates
and faculty did not want him there. Still others were openly hostile to him, and “that
came out too, particularly in committee discussions and when you presented your
thesis.?>!

Although troop command remained the single critical determinative factor in
officer advancement, and attendance at army schools established an officer’s academic
and technical credentials for command, other assignments provided broadening
opportunities, additional specialized training, and personal contacts that became valuable
as officers reached senior rank. After she left her initial assignment as a field nurse in
South Korea, Clara Leach served at Fort Sam Houston, Texas, at the army’s training
school for medical officers and enlisted medical specialists. She broke gender roles there
by becoming the first woman to earn the army’s Expert Field Medical Badge, and
experience that demonstrated to her the persistence of the army’s gender roles. “T had
discovered something about the military” in her first six years, that “women were mostly
inside, and men were at work mostly outside.” Leach was determined to establish her
standing and credentials in ways that resonated in a male-dominated culture and so drew
on her childhood experiences in the North Carolina tobacco fields to pass the test and

earn her badge. This accomplishment drew the attention of nurse corps leadership, and in
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1967, Leach was selected to attend graduate school in nursing and serve on the army
nursing school staff in Washington, D.C. She was furious because she believed she could
best serve the army in Vietnam, and had thrice requested orders to combat three times,
but the head of the school explained, “No, Clara, actually where you’re needed is in
Washington. You are a fine nurse, and I need you to produce equally competent nurses
who can help those troops over there. That’s where you’re needed, and that’s where
you’re going.”?>2

As Clara Leach’s career demonstrated, the Army Nurse Corps served as a
counterpoint to the obstacles that confronted African American men in the officer corps.
Nurse Marie Rodgers joined the army in 1952 because she believed that in the integrated
army, “they always had to give you the job you were trained for, and with that, the rank.
No matter what they thought of me, they had to put me in the operating room.” Lieut.
Col. Margaret Bailey was the highest-ranking Black woman in the Army Nurse Corps,
was the chief nurse in the army general hospital in Chinon, France, responsible for
providing medical care for American military facilities across all of southwest France. An
Ebony profile of her still resorted to gendered descriptions, however. The “Top Nurse in
Uniform” was a “hard-hitting administrator of gentle mien”” who had been in the army
since 1944. In a photo accompanying the article, she stands over the seated figure of the
hospital commander, Maj. Frank Andrews, and the photo caption has the major

commenting, “I’m in command, but she still outranks me.” Another Black nurse officer
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conducts a training course in surgical procedure for two enlisted specialists under Lt. Col.
Bailey’s watchful eye.?>?

Broadening assignments outside the army can serve to accelerate an officer’s
career, as Colin Powell found out in the two years after he transferred from his second
tour in Vietnam, where he served as a division operations officer, to the Pentagon. While
in Vietnam, Powell applied for a graduate program in computer science at George
Washington University and was admitted for a two-year course. After graduation, the
army assigned him to a staff position analyzing the structure of the post-Vietnam U.S.
Army. John McLeod, a distinguished military graduate of South Carolina State
University who, like Powell, commissioned in the regular army in 1953, reported to the
Pentagon in 1969, after a tour of duty as head of the ROTC department at his alma mater,
to be an infantry branch assignments officer in the DCSPER Officer Personnel
Directorate. In the fall of 1971, McLeod fielded a query from the White House asking for
more African American army applicants for the prestigious White House Fellows
program, as there had never been a Black officer selected for the program. He was given
the task to screen the personnel files of Black captains and majors to identify suitable
candidates and pulled an all-nighter at his desk. There were three suitable candidates,
including Colin Powell. “He was my top choice,” McLeod remembered, “from looking at
what he had done. I read every efficiency report he had, looked at the words, and

everything else.” Powell’s record painted a picture of emotional intelligence and

interpersonal skills that would be critical in the inter-agency environment of the White

233 Kara Dixon Vuic, Officer, Nurse, Woman: The Army Nurse Corps in Vietnam (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2010), 235; “Top Nurse in Uniform, Ebony, September 1966, p.
50.
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House Fellowship. McLeod’s boss approved the recommendation, and the major called
his peer that night about the application. After telling him that he was not interested,
Powell listened and sensed that “Infantry Branch was not asking me. It was ordering me,”
because the Secretary of Defense was personally interested in having more military, and
more African American, applicants. Powell submitted his application. He was in the
position to be considered for the fellowship because he had completed two tours in
Vietnam in command and leadership positions, intermixed with the right schools and
institutional assignments to build his professional reputation. McLeod, who came from
the South, graduated from a Black university, and still managed to earn his aviation wings
in the 1950s army, never made it to a combat zone.?>*

As the regular army expanded in scope and administrative complexity after World
War 11, it grew its headquarters staff to manage a larger number of subordinate commands
and a larger number of functional branches. The army’s Adjutant General was
traditionally responsible for personnel matters, but these responsibilities rapidly outgrew
this office, and a Deputy Chief of Staff for Personnel assumed these responsibilities.
Within this administrative growth, the branch remained the primary management tool for
the officer corps. The army selects, assigns, and promotes officers according to grade,
branch, and functional area within its personnel management structure. In such a
structure, individuals balance institutional needs and the aspirations, preferences, and
qualifications of peers, subordinates, and superiors. While it was certainly vital for
individual Black officers to earn their way into command and key educational

assignments through their own merit and persistence, representation meant that Black

234 Powell, My American Journey, 213-215; “Colonel John McLeod, Hampton, ed., Rise to
Command, 143-148.
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officers could also drive social change from within the institution. During the 1960s,
Black field-grade officers worked their way into key personnel management roles that
allowed them to use representation to address legacies of institutional racism.

Frederic Davison, who in 1968 earned a battlefield promotion to brigadier general
in Vietnam, becoming the third- ever Black army general, was uniquely influential in the
army’s social change through multiple personnel-management assignments. He began as
a lieutenant colonel in the army’s infantry branch personnel management office after he
attended staff college at Fort Leavenworth, and for his first portfolio reviewed the army’s
promotion procedures and statistics from major to lieutenant colonel. In the mid-1960s,
this was an extremely difficult cut to make, with almost 35% of majors failing to earn
promotion.

While Davison recalled that both Black and white officers failed to reach
lieutenant colonel in approximately equal proportions, other problems presented
themselves as he dug into the personnel data. Davison began reviewing Black officers’
files, and it was clear to him that “we [Black officers] did not get in on the mainstream of
assignments.” Black officers struggled to get into the proper sequence of command and
staff positions, and periodic education and training, within their branch and in regular
army, combat units. In officer assignment patterns, Davison had discovered systematic
inequalities in an ostensibly merit-based personnel system. One Black officer’s file
showed that he was on his third tour of duty in ROTC at a Black college, an assignment
history that virtually guaranteed that he would not be slated for a senior command
position or a war college. Davison himself had a similar experience after the Korean War,

when he was assigned to an ROTC billet, but he was able to rotate out of the job after a
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few years and move back into a unit assignment, or as he put it, “the mainstream.” Based
on Davison’s discovery, the general in charge of the infantry branch directed the major to
conduct a study that correlated efficiency ratings, assignment patterns, and education.?>

The reaction of Davison’s superiors to his study demonstrates the effects that
individual resistance can have on institutional change. When Davison turned in his final
report, his superior officer, a white lieutenant colonel, refused to advance the report up
the chain to the general in charge of officer personnel. Even thirty years later, Davison’s
frustration was palpable: “Maybe it was cramming too much down their throats in
retrospect. Maybe if [ gave him this study—executive summary sort of thing—yeah—
maybe it was—but [ as a naive then lieutenant colonel at the time, I gave him exactly
what he asked for. I gave him a bible, complete with names. . . I’ve often wondered what
they ever did with that thing.”2¢

It is ironic that West Point, the army’s most hidebound and tradition-based
organization, more fully embraced equal opportunity than any other part of the force.
Where Fred Gorden saw no African American faculty or staff members outside of the
hospital or personnel office in 1962, the academy began to add Black teaching faculty by
1966. In the fall of that year, a chemical corps officer from West Virginia State and an

infantry officer from West Point joined the Physics and Social Sciences departments. The

235 Frederic Davison oral history. Davison “got the idea that people were not competitive because
we started saying, ‘Alright, how much command time did you have, how much staff time did you
have, how much combat time did you have, how much instruction time did you have [at Fort
Leavenworth or West Point] . . . had you been an aide [aide de camp to a general] . . . what kind
of decorations did you have?” It was a revelation for Davison: “See, you started looking at all of
these things and it all added up to minuses for us.”

236 Frederic Davison oral history. In the same passage in the transcript, Davison told the
interviewer that he had a copy of the study in his attic and had recently held it in his hands. The
interviewer asked to see it if Davison located it again, but I have been unable to find further
evidence of its existence.
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African American cohort in the academy’s graduating classes also presents a marker of
this increased emphasis. In its dual role as a school for officers and an undergraduate
university, West Point was forced to reckon with the Black Power movement and this
generational divide in the late 1960s. In January 1969, the undersecretary of the army
wrote the chief of staff to express his concern that “although the Military Academy has
more Negro cadets in the classes of *68 and *69 that either of the other Academies, the
situation for the classes of 70 and ’71 is exactly the reverse.” In raw numbers, however,
the academy was making strides. After the class of 1967 had only three Black cadets, the
next two classes had ten and fifteen. In 1968, the academy unveiled an Equal Admissions
Opportunity Program in order to pursue a Black cadet corps that reflected the national
population of African American college students. To do this, the academy established a
minority recruiting office within its admissions department, staffed it with Black West
Point graduates, and developed outreach programs with school systems in large cities. In
1969, the Equal Admissions Opportunity program began to show results, with more than
fifty Black cadets across the classes of 1969 to 1973; more than half were set to graduate
in this latter year.?’

The U.S. Army’s reluctant embrace of equal opportunity and the bottom-up
advocacy of Black officers informed one lieutenant colonel’s assignment to Washington,
D.C. in December 1969. Douthard R. Butler was born in Waxahatchie, Texas, in 1934
and grew up in an environment of complete segregation. He attended Prairie View A&M

University and graduated in 1955 with a degree in mathematics and a reserve commission

257 White House Fact Sheet, “Noteworthy Events at the United States Military Academy Under
Army Policy of Equal Opportunity;” Memorandum for Chief of Staff, U.S. Army, subj: Negro
Enrollment at USMA, January 23, 1969, Admissions Files (Equal Opportunity), USMA Special
Collections.
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in the army. The young lieutenant had been obsessed with airplanes since the age of five,
applied for army flight training at the first opportunity, and earned his army pilot’s wings
in 1956. He returned to the army’s flight school the next year to complete certification in
fixed-wing airplanes and served continuously in army aviation units for the next decade.
This service included two tours in Vietnam, where helicopters, airplanes, and their pilots
were essential to the army’s operations in the mountainous, jungle-covered country. After
an assignment to the army’s aviation accident research office in Nome, Alaska, he
reported to the aviation school at Fort Rucker, Alabama, for a few months before learning
of his next assignment, to the army’s officer personnel directorate in Washington, D.C.
Under public pressure, the army was beginning to assign more Black officers to policy
and personnel management positions. Butler believed that the impetus for this policy was
the army’s personnel chief, Maj. Gen. George Putnam, who was also a qualified
aviator.?>8

But these external pressures by themselves did not create equal opportunities for
Black officers. When he arrived in Washington, Butler learned that he would be working
in one of the personnel directorate’s branch offices, serving as the deputy to a colonel
responsible for managing and assigning aviation officers. Colonel John Marr requested
Douthard Butler because he needed an aviation officer to manage other aviators, and he
wanted an African American, but there were very view qualified Black aviators. One of

the only others had served in the role as Butler’s predecessor under Marr. He welcomed

Butler and mentored him for the next two years as he learned the ropes of army personnel

238 “Colonel Douthard R. Butler,” Hampton, ed., Rise to Command, 150-154; Hampton, The
Black Officer Corps, 66-70.
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management, including serving as the sole African American representative on the board
that selected reservist officers for integration into the regular army.?>’

After two years of solid work in personnel management under a supportive
supervisor and mentor, Douthard Butler believed his career was right on track, “getting
key assignments that would put me on track to become a general officer.” He expected to
be picked by a senior field commander to lead an aviation battalion, the largest
administrative formation of pilots and aircraft at the time, commanded by an experienced
lieutenant colonel. But when he visited the base personnel office to discuss his next steps,
he learned that the infantry branch had rejected his file for command consideration
because his junior officer evaluation reports were substandard compared with white
officers, who had spotless records. In their words, he had a “weak early file.” Butler told
an interviewer that when he left his initial assignment in Germany to attend stateside
schooling, he was on the promotion list to captain but only learned much later that his
reports placed him in the bottom five percent of all officers in the command. This low
standing doomed him to be assigned to command a basic training company as a captain,
the same fate that confronted Don Scott. “None of your other infantry officers wanted a
company command at the basic training level. They wanted to go to a combat [arms] unit
and get their command, because that’s what counted” in the world of competitive
promotions. “So I was rejected,” Butler recalled. “Other officers I was competing with
had an almost perfect file, so the branch had to go with the best, and rightfully so.”2¢°

But Butler had served capably at every rank, earned multiple aircraft

certifications, deployed twice to combat, and had no performance, disciplinary, or ethical

2% Hampton, Rise to Command, 153-154.
260 Hampton 11, ed., Rise to Command, 154-155.
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shortfalls in his past. He was furious. In the eyes of the army, he was a solid performer,
but not good enough to command as a senior officer. After leaving the personnel office,
he went to see Marr for advice. The look on his face must have told the colonel what had
happened, and so he listened. When Butler had finished, and asked him what he should
do, Marr replied, “Knowing you, you’ll figure out something.” Butler idea was to rely on
his math degree from Prairie View, combined with his office’s new IBM mainframe
computers, to conduct a comparison study of Black and white officers’ promotion files.
Marr assented, but only if Butler did the extra work around his regular duties.?¢!
Beginning in late 1971 and for the next year, Butler conducted his study alongside
his other responsibilities in the aviation personnel office. “This wasn’t the worst thing
that could happen to me,” he remembered. With access to all officer personnel files
across the army, and the recent digitization of the files on IBM punch cards, Butler got to
work. He spent ninety days organizing his study and formulating the queries he would
input into the mainframes each night to produce data sets. Butler organized his research
in four broad categories. First, he examined all officer evaluation reports by the three
versions of the evaluation form in use from 1956-1961 Form 67-4), 1961-March 1968
(Form 67-5), and April 1968-December 1972 (Form 67-6). This data set would provide
him with overall performance averages of Black and white officers, as measured by the
army’s metric of an average of the total point scores of reports in an officer’s entire
performance record. Second, within each evaluation group Butler analyzed officer
numerical ratings by comparing promotions across the combat-arms branches (infantry,

armor artillery), the combat support branches (quartermaster, transportation, ordnance,

261 Hampton 11, The Black Officer Corps, 67-68.
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signal, engineers), the Women’s Army Corps, and the so-called special branches that
managed physicians, nurses, and lawyers. Third, Butler analyzed ratings according to
civilian education and source of an officer’s commission, comparing graduates of West
Point, ROTC at integrated but primarily white universities, and ROTC at Black
universities. Finally, Butler compared the career advancement of officers in the two army
components, Regular Army and Other Than Regular Army (OTRA), or reservist. For nine
months, Butler fed queries into the mainframes each night, and when he arrived for work
the next day, stacks of data awaited him. Although Butler’s study did not include analysis
of the written comments on efficiency reports, his methodology was still sound, because
the business processes of the army’s boards for promotion, school attendance, and
command selection focused on numerical ratings over time. Board members generally
resorted to reading written comments if there was a close call between several candidates.
With reams of computer data in hand, Douthard Butler constructed graphs and charts to
explain his four data sets and developed briefing products for when he was called upon to
present his findings.26?

Douthard Butler’s year-long research project reflected in computer data what he
and thousands of Black officers knew from experience over the prior twenty years of
service. Although the army had come farther than any of the other military branches in
creating equal opportunities for Black service members and in striving to replicate Black
enlisted representation in the officer corps, African American army officers still suffered
the after-effects of the institutional racism of twentieth-century America. In the

foundational data set, which averaged efficiency report scores by report version and rank,

262 Hampton, The Black Officer Corps, 78-79; Hampton, Rise to Command, 156-157.
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from lieutenant to colonel, Black officers as a demographic group were clustered in a
cohort that was, on average, ten to twenty points short of their white peers in the junior
grades of lieutenant, captain, and major, but at the end of the decade during the height of
the Vietnam War, began to make up ground on white officers if they managed to survive
the junior officer years. For example, OER 67-4, which operated from 1956 to 1961,
employed a 150-point rating scale, which went in ten-point increments from 91 to 150. In
that five-year period, fifty percent of Black majors scored in the 90 to 110-point bands,
with only eighteen percent scoring from 121 to 150. By contrast, only twenty-eight
percent of white majors scored 91-110 points, while forty-four percent scored 121-150.
The largest portion of Black majors scored 101-110 (twenty-nine percent), while the
largest portion of white majors 111-130 (twenty-two percent in each ten-point group).
These groupings were virtually identical across report versions, even when the scoring
scale went up to 240 points, and across rank groupings.?3

Butler’s quantitative comparison of efficiency reports in combat arms and support
branches showed a general trend, over ten years of data from OER 67-5 67-6, that Black
officers still clustered in the middle when controlled for branch service. From 1961 to
1968, almost ninety percent of Black combat arms majors sat in the 0-200 band of OER
67-5, while white statistics were the exact opposite, with thirty-five percent falling in the

top category, 220-240. The combat support branches were identical in their distribution,

263 Data charts, “Major Percentage of Population, OER 67-4,” Major Percentage of Population,
OER 67-5,” “Major Percentage of Population, OER 67-6,” Butler Study, personal collection of
Isaac Hampton, II, Ph.D. I am greatly indebted to Dr. Hampton for allowing me to view and copy
the portions of Butler’s study in his possession. In the years before Butler’s death in 2021, Dr.
Hampton conducted a series of oral history interviews with Butler in the research for his first
book, The Black Officer Corps, and Butler gave Hampton his extant study materials, eventually
specifying in his will that Hampton was to retain possession of them. I have been unable to locate
the Butler Report in any other archival repository.
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demonstrating that not even the support branches, where Black officers had traditionally
served in the largest numbers, provided a level playing field for advancement. From 1968
to 1971, the height of the army’s participation in the Vietnam war, the number of Black
officers in the 220-240 band jumped dramatically in both cohorts. In the combat arms,
thirty-six percent of Black officers rated exceptional, versus eleven percent in the earlier
years of the decade, an increase that reflects on Black officers’ aggressive attempts to
gain combat assignments and succeed in them.?%4

Given the extensive education required to obtain certification as a doctor, dentist,
nurse, or medical technician, one might expect fewer disparities in Black and white
officer efficiency reports, but Butler found the same inequities at work in these special
branches. In the mid-1960s, just over fifty percent of white officers in these specialties
rated at the top of the OER 67-5 scale, against only twenty-five percent of Black officers.
While I have not been able to find any specific studies of the medical fields, this disparity
in ratings is difficult to square with the years-long licensing processes applicable to
medical professionals of all races and indicates an unfair application of evaluation
processes.?®

Disparities in promotion rates based on commissioning source, component, and
access to mid-grade professional military education constructed a sequential series of
barriers to Black officers’ advancement to field grade. Junior officers who graduated from

Black universities generally felt that they had a more supportive environment but

statistically received lower evaluations than their peers from integrated or mostly white

264 Butler Report data summaries, OER 67-5 and OER 67-6, Butler Collection.
265 Data summary sheet OER 67-5, Army Nurse Corps, Dental Corps, Medical Corps, Medical
Service Corps, Butler Collection.
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colleges or West Point. Douthard Butler, who was himself a HBCU graduate, believed
that older commanding officers generally assumed that HBCU graduates were deficient
in writing and communication skills and had received substandard military training. Until
the 1980s, movement from the reserves to the regular army was managed competitively
and depended on assignments and schooling that were systematically denied to Black
officers. Here again, Butler had personal experience in this area as he reviewed
applications for regular army status, and he saw clearly that the army considered OTRA
officers “of any color ‘Sunday help’ at that time. You were not considered a career person
if you held a reserve commission, so you usually were not going to be selected for good
assignments.” Further, reservists never earned promotion above lieutenant colonel. When
placed on a bell curve, Black regular officers’ efficiency ratings overlaid white reservists’
ratings almost exactly. Finally, it was critical for all officers to attend the army command
and general staff college around the ten-year mark of their careers. Butler’s analysis
showed that Black officers commissioned in the late 1950s, who reached their ten-year
mark late in the next decade, attended the army staff college at only half the rate of their
white peers. Failure to attend this school spelled doom for any chance to command a
battalion or reach lieutenant colonel. Collectively, the army viewed these requirements as
race-neutral and grounded in merit, but the power of Douthard Butler’s analysis was to
show that they operated almost exclusively to the disadvantage of all Black officers,

regardless of their performance or potential. 26

266 Data summary sheet, “Major MEL [Military Education Level] by Year Group;” Data charts,
“OER 67-5 Commissioning Source,” “OER 67-5 By Component,” Butler Collection; Hampton II,
Rise to Command, 156.
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While Douthard Butler’s study painted an aggregate picture of an army officer
corps where in Butler’s words, “Racism trumped merit in the army promotion system at
that time,” at certain points the study provided a glimmer of hope. Butler’s study of army
colonels’ files showed that as officers matured and rose through the ranks, Black-white
disparities narrowed. For OER 67-5, which was in use for most of the 1960s, sixty-seven
percent of Black colonels in the combat arms and fifty-eight percent in the supporting
branches scored in the highest band (220-240), representing significant increases through
the course of the 1960s and from company-grade to field-grade. This narrowing was due
more to the persistence and achievements of Black officers than to any significant
improvements in personnel management. The fact remains that in the same data set
eighty-three percent of white colonels occupied the top levels, and only sixteen percent
stood in the next lower band, along with thirty-five percent of Black colonels. In an
intensely competitive postwar environment of reductions in army forces, it remained to
be seen whether Black gains in opportunity would persist. As he summed up his
experiences to his oral-history interviewer, “Let me be clear: all Whites are NOT blue-
eyed devils, but you need to have a White boss who wants you to make it, who is not
biased, who sees you as a good guy, and you must be proficient in your duties.” It
remained to be seen how the army would react to Butler’s study, and whether it would
produce any positive changes for Black officers.?¢’

From 1960 to 1972, the U.S. Army’s officer corps underwent significant change
as the army responded to the civil rights movement, resulting directives from the White

House and the Department of Defense, and the demands of Black officers to serve where

267 Hampton 11, Rise to Command, 155-156; Data summary sheet, “Colonel OER 67-5,” Butler
Collection.
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and how they aspired as professional soldiers. Some of this change was generational.
Older Black officers who had served in World War II and Korea survived the era of
segregation, and they advanced on their own merit and persistence in an institution that
did not value their presence. Younger officers had the momentum of the civil rights
movement behind them. Within the military, the civil rights movement spawned equal
opportunity programs that became part of the fabric of the army’s institutional logic. Born
of external pressure, these programs developed against the explicit objections of army
leaders, but they took root, and they stuck. The spasms of racial violence across the army
in the wake of the assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr. added urgency to equal
opportunity programs more broadly and introduced the concepts of race relations. In this
changing environment, the merit, persistence, and professional demands of younger
Black officers combined with a more supportive management environment to create
positive changes that stood alongside the real, if unexamined, barriers that still existed in
the pages of Douthard Butler’s study.

Despite the Gesell Report’s unambiguous conclusions that the army’s officer
corps was biased against Black officers, the official statistics and personal experiences
that substantiated those conclusions, and the army’s voracious need for officers in
Vietnam, African Americans still made up less than four percent of the officer corps by
1970, and there was just one Black army general. The Black officer corps increased by
less than one percent over the entire decade of the 1960s. The number of Black cadets at
West Point more than doubled, but the academy produced only a small fraction of the
army’s officers by the 1970s. It would be easy for an historian studying the U.S. Army of

the 1960s to conclude that the army steadfastly resisted the federal government’s
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demands for effective equal opportunity programs, but social change was occurring in
halting steps. Greater racial diversity at the military academy was bound to produce
significant cultural effects on the army in time, and the nurse corps remained a place
where Black women medical professionals could achieve responsibilities on par with
white males. Younger Black officers were empowered by the civil rights movement to
take a more active role in their own career progress and were more comfortable in
questioning discrimination, especially when it existed beneath a cloak of

colorblindness.268

268 «“Distribution of Negro Army Commissioned Officers by Grade and Percentage of Total Grade
Strength,” 1962 to 30 June 1967, Box 27, Folder 17, DCSPER Discrimination Files. Graham, The
Civil Rights Era, 453; Graham, Civil Rights and the Presidency, 6. Graham reminds the historian
that “Such forces and their consequences yield their secrets only through the perspective of time
and through the archival documents that chart the evolution of public policy.” (7)
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Chapter Four
The Circular Bind: Black Officers in Vietnam, 1964-1973

“I got command of a combat unit. That was the ticket to get a promotion. Normally,
Black officers were not given combat infantry commands.”2%

- George Forrest

Riley Leroy Pitts was a member of what author Wil Haygood refers to as the
“Kennedy Class,” military officers who entered service during the three-year presidency
of John F. Kennedy. Known to his family and friends as Leroy, Pitts grew up in
Oklahoma City and graduated from Wichita State University in 1960 with a degree in
journalism and a reserve commission as an army infantry lieutenant. While in college he
married, had children, worked for Boeing, but he decided the army was for him, and
elected to go on active duty.?”’

After a stint in Germany, Leroy Pitts deployed to Vietnam in December 1966 as a
public information officer with the 25" Infantry Division. From his base camp at Cu Chi,
northwest of Saigon, he apparently chafed at six months of rear-echelon work, and
expressed frustration to Dorothy Harris, a Black army nurse who he befriended in the
camp. He had told his wife, Eula, of his ambition to be a general, and “you had to have
combat experience in your background,” she remembered him confiding. ““You couldn’t
get to be a general by sitting in an office.” With six months left in country, Pitts
volunteered for field duty and assumed command of a rifle company in the 27" Infantry
Regiment, a historic regular army unit operating in the so-called “Iron Triangle” of

central Vietnam. On October 31, 1967, as he was about to become a “short-timer” with

29 Wil Haygood, The War Within a War: The Black Struggle in Vietnam and at Home (New York:
Alfred A. Knopf, 2026), 49.

270 «“Riley Pitts,” https://www.vvmf.org/stories/Riley-Pitts/; Haygood, The War Within War, 44.
Haygood refers to the “Kennedy Class” moniker.
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less than thirty days to DEROS, his return date from overseas, Leroy Pitts led C
Company out of the base camp to reinforce a fellow unit that was pinned down by an
enemy force.?’!

Leroy Pitts and other Black officers who had entered the integrating army were a
decided minority in Vietnam. In America’s first war fought with a completely integrated
military, Black officers served in the combat arms alongside and in command of white
soldiers but continued to encounter obstacles to reaching key command positions.
Journalist Wallace Terry traveled throughout Vietnam for 7ime magazine and interviewed
Black soldiers across the country but encountered precious few Black officers. The May
26, 1967 Time special issue, “The Negro in Vietnam,” quoted a white psychiatrist who
argued that African Americans used race “as a crutch” to express their anger over their
treatment in the military, but went on to cite without further comment a jarring statistic:
out of 380 battalion commanders, in Vietnam, two were Black. In a July 1968 article in
Ebony, Alex Poinsett addressed officer disparities in all the services, judged efforts at
increasing Black officer enrollment in ROTC programs and as mere “tokenism,” and
derided programs to increase Black enrollment in the military academies as a “spasm of
integration.” Poinsett described how Black officers were caught in a “circular bind,”
unable to rise to command roles due to limited key assignments and lacking promotion
because they did not have command experience. When pressed by a U.S. senator to
analyze the issue, an army study revealed that Black junior officers served in command
positions in proportion to their overall assignment to Vietnam, but this representation

ended at the rank of major. There were so few Black lieutenant colonels and colonels in

2! Haygood, The War Within a War, 140.
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Vietnam that there were none to assign to command positions. Growing racial strife and
violence in Vietnam after Dr. Martin Luther King’s assassination fed the antiwar
movement and complicated Black officers’ command presence in Vietnam. These leaders
met chain of command duties while navigating Black and white expectations as racial
representatives. In doing so, they demolished the army’s longstanding color line that
barred Black officers from combat leadership.?’

This disparity resulted both from inequities in army officer policies and the
Johnson Administration’s choice to use draftees instead of calling up reserves and the
National Guard. The army’s dual-component officer corps, with a small regular army
contingent capped by federal law, and a reserve contingent for service in wartime,
provided advancement for the former group at the expense of the latter, and Black
regulars were virtually nonexistent in the 1960s army. To lead draftee forces in Vietnam,
the army used officer candidate schools to quickly train enlisted personnel and draft-
eligible college students as junior officers, who were then the first released after the war.
Black officers had faced the circular bind throughout the twentieth century, but Vietnam
brought it into sharp relief.

The army’s strategies for growing the Vietnam officer corps reinforced barriers to
Black officer advancement that had begun to fall away in the early 1960s. When the
buildup of American forces in Vietnam began in earnest in 1966, the army needed

somehow to create a pipeline of trained junior officers to lead units and replace combat

casualties. West Point expanded its annual class size by seventy-five percent that same

272 Based on his successful tour of the country, Wallace Terry served for two years as the Saigon
bureau chief for Time, and later authored Bloods (1984), an acclaimed oral history of the Black
experience in Vietnam. Alex Poinsett, “The Negro Officer: Low numbers spotlight tokenism in
the military,” Ebony Vol. XXIII No. 10 (August, 1968), 136; Haygood, The War Within a War, 99.

227



year, but this would mean that those additional officers would not be available for duty
until 1970 at the earliest. The same problem existed in ROTC where the 1966
Revitalization Act increased the number of colleges with ROTC detachments. These
measures would in time lead to a larger officer corps in the aggregate, but they would not
produce more new officers for several years by which time Vietnamization was reducing
the American ground force. In 1966, as large units began to ship out for Vietnam, the
army estimated that it needed over 28,000 infantry lieutenants, and there were only
18,000 graduating from West Point, ROTC, and OCS combined over the next year.?’?
Another reason that ROTC could not supply the army’s junior officer needs in
Vietnam was that combat units needed large numbers of combat arms officers — infantry,
armor and artillery — and fewer officers in support and logistical roles. A key (and to
many cadets, attractive) feature of the ROTC system was that prospective lieutenants
were allowed to choose the branch in which they were to serve, and as the war in
Vietnam grew in scope, more cadets chose noncombat branches. Simply put, the army
needed infantry platoon leaders, and lots of them, and so during the peak years of
American ground combat in Vietnam, from 1966 to 1970, the army relied on internal
officer candidate schools (OCS) to produce so-called “shake and bake” junior officers.
These volunteer officers, who comprised over fifty percent of the army’s junior ranks in
Vietnam, were either prior enlisted soldiers or college students who volunteered for the
College Option Enlistment Program to meet their draft requirements. All prospective
candidates had to pass a three-hour written examination testing verbal, quantitative,

mechanical, and spatial relations skills. Those who passed this test appeared before a
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three-officer panel that quizzed candidates on current affairs, leadership ability, and
general scientific knowledge. 274

The army intended OCS to be a colorblind, equal-opportunity path to a
commission, and estimates suggest Black candidates comprised about the same
percentage of OCS classes as they did of the overall officer corps during the Vietnam
War, but this was a low number from the very beginning, with only eight to ten Black
candidates in each class of two hundred or more. The army believed that a college
education was necessary to ensure both that junior officers could learn the requisite
knowledge for their jobs, and that they could train others. But at a time when less than
four percent of Black teenagers attended college, this requirement for a commission
served as a significant limiting factor on Black participation in the officer corps.?’

The growth of the antiwar movement among African Americans also had a
chilling effect on African American propensity to volunteer for the officer corps. Campus
protests and administration decisions curtailed or ended altogether ROTC training on
many college campuses in the late 1960s. When casualty statistics in 1966-1967 showed
that Black soldiers served in infantry units and suffered wounds and death in higher

proportions than white soldiers, the army was forced to acknowledge this disparity and

274 Milam, Not a Gentleman's War, 13-73.
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change its approach to assigning soldiers to the combat arms. The disastrous Department
of Defense Project 100,000, which waived armed forces qualification standards for up to
100,000 volunteers, increased the Black proportion of the army from twelve percent at
the end of World War II to thirty-one percent in 1965. Most of these volunteers went to
Vietnam, and they were killed at double the rate of American forces overall. President
Nixon canceled the program in 1972.%76

Black ROTC cadets who finished college as Distinguished Military Graduates
commissioned in the Regular Army, which meant a combat-arms branch and, in the mid-
1960s, duty in Vietnam. Before the troop buildup began in earnest in 1966, these
assignments meant advising South Vietnamese forces. Colin Powell deployed to Vietnam
in late 1963 as the chief advisor for an infantry battalion. In 1966, Morgan State
university graduate Donald Reed commanded a remote observation post on the Vietnam-
Cambodia border and led a contingent of Montagnard ethnic Malaysian militia soldiers in
their mission to interdict North Vietnamese forces crossing into South Vietnam. Reed was
in a small minority in the Special Forces, especially in the officer ranks, but his
commanding officer told an Ebony correspondent that he was “one of the finest young
officers in Special Forces. He has class, drive and ability to lead men.” Harold Jenkins,
one of the four Black West Point Class of 1965 graduates, served two back-to-back tours
as an advisor to a South Vietnamese ranger battalion, one of the country’s most elite
units. He requested the second of the two tours with the same unit and told friends that he

wanted to disprove the South Vietnamese believe that American soldiers only served one-
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year tours because they cared nothing for the people for whom they were supposedly
fighting.”’

George Forrest was another Kennedy Class ROTC graduate. The Leonardtown,
Maryland, native graduated from Morgan State University in 1960, and like Colin Powell
served an initial posting in Germany before going to Vietnam. In November 1965, Forrest
joined the 1% Cavalry Division, in the Central Highlands of Vietnam, where President
Johnson had sent the “airmobile division” as the vanguard of the army’s direct battlefield
involvement in the war. He took command of a rifle company after he arrived at the
division base camp, an opportunity that overjoyed him: “I got command of a combat unit.
That was the ticket to get a promotion.” He was the only Black company commander of
some fifteen in his brigade. When a unit in his brigade (which ironically carried the
lineage of George Armstrong Custer’s 1% Battalion, 7" Cavalry, massacred at Little
Bighorn in 1876) was surrounded in a remote valley by a force of North Vietnamese
regulars four times its own size, Forrest’s battalion was sent to reinforce it. During the
evacuation of the battlefield, Forrest’s company was the last to leave the site and was
attacked from all sides as it made its way back to a helicopter pickup. Forrest, who had
played football at Morgan State, exposed himself constantly to enemy fire while he ran
along the line of his troops, yelling out orders and encouragement. “Our commander,
Captain Forrest, came running along our line,” a soldier in the unit later remembered.
“He was stopping and telling everyone where to go. He acted as though he was immune

to the enemy fire.” Forrest lost seventeen of his men during this short, vicious battle, and
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though he earned a Silver Star, the nation’s third-highest decoration for valor in combat,
it was those losses that stuck with Forrest, and he struggled with the post-traumatic stress
and survivor’s guilt of the experience.?’8

Black regulars like Powell, Reed, and Forrest, who made it into the regular army
as lieutenants, were the exception in Vietnam. The general unpopularity of ROTC and
OCS with African American college students meant that relatively few Black officers
would serve in the combat arms in Vietnam, even as Black enlisted men served in combat
units in large numbers. In the dual-component system of regulars and reservists, West
Point continued to be the army’s preferred source of regular officers. Although the
increase in the number of appointments for Black cadets was certainly a positive
development that the army celebrated, only fifteen African Americans graduated from
West Point from 1961 through 1966. All four of the Black graduates of the class of 1965
went to Vietnam. Chicagoan Arthur Hester remembered that beginning in 1964, officers
began returning from Vietnam and speaking to the corps of cadets about their
experiences. ‘“Vietnam was very much there,” he recalled, and although he chose armor
as his branch, volunteered to join the 1015 Airborne Division as they prepared to deploy
for combat. Instead of attending the officers’ basic course with ROTC graduates, Hester
like all regular army lieutenants attended Ranger training at Fort Benning, an opportunity
that left him better prepared both for combat and for his future army career, where a

“Ranger tab” on the uniform sleeve was an important professional status symbol. In

Vietnam, Hester was the only Black officer in his company.?”
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Hester’s classmates Harold Jenkins and James Conley also took Ranger training
instead of the basic course. Jenkins served as an advisor to a South Vietnamese ranger
battalion, an elite unit. James Conley branched field artillery out of a desire to serve in
the combat arms and went to Vietnam, where he served initially as a forward artillery
observer with an infantry company, responsible for spotting the impact of artillery rounds
and adjusting them to the target. During his year in Vietnam from 1966 to 1967, Conley
recalled seeing only two other Black artillery officers in the entire division, and no Black
officers of any other branch, but that his white company commander, an infantry officer,
told his battalion commander that if he were wounded or killed, that Conley was the most
qualified officer in his company to assume command, even though he was an
artilleryman. Because of this glowing performance review, Conley commanded an
artillery battery before he left Vietnam.?8°

The fourth of the Black West Pointers of 1965, Joseph Anderson, branched
infantry, earned his ranger tab, and received his requested assignment to the prestigious
82" Airborne Division But the army’s needs in Vietnam took him to the 1%t Cavalry
Division as a platoon leader after that unit deployed to Vietnam in mid- 1965. Anderson
was in action within days of arriving in country. His company was helicoptered into the
jungle to reinforce another unit, and as they moved through the jungle, night fell and
Anderson ordered his men to gather into a defensive perimeter. Surrounding them in the
darkness was a Viet Cong battalion, and enemy fire raked the perimeter. Anderson called
in artillery and air support throughout the night, driving off the enemy force, and at dawn

they were able to reach the surviving remnants of the friendly unit. Anderson earned the

280 James S. Conley oral history, no transcript, interview 40:30.
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Silver Star for this action, and word quickly spread about the young officer. A French
filmmaker and veteran of the 1954 French- Indochina War, Pierre Schoendoerffer, learned
of Anderson and traveled back to Vietnam, where for six weeks he and a film crew
followed Anderson’s outfit.?8!

Although it was the documentary that made Anderson an international celebrity,
and the exposure certainly helped his career, it was his calm leadership skilled
performance in the field that impressed the soldiers and senior officers with whom he
served. After his first Vietnam tour, Anderson served for two years at Fort Dix, New
Jersey, in command of a basic training company that prepared draftees to fight in
Vietnam. While he was there, he was reputedly the first Black officer to serve as a white
general’s aide-de-camp and could have parlayed that plum assignment into a stateside
job, but Anderson elected to return to Vietnam. In 1970 he commanded an infantry
company in the Cambodian incursion and remembered those thirty days as the most
intense fighting he experienced in either tour. As his unit withdrew from Cambodia,
Anderson personally collected the decomposing remains of American soldiers so that his
troops did not have to endure that traumatic experience. In recollecting his two tours in
Vietnam, Joe Anderson remarked that he never fired his weapon in direct combat with the
enemy but demonstrated leadership in myriad other ways.?%?

Leroy Pitts also attained notoriety as a Black infantry officer, but it came at the

cost of his life. On Halloween of 1967, Pitts’s Company C successfully reinforced a

fellow unit that had become cut off and surrounded, driving off the enemy force. A radio
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transmission then ordered Pitts to move his company north to reinforce yet another
friendly outfit. As they moved, they walked into an enemy bunker complex and came
under an intense crossfire. Pitts crawled to within a few yards of a bunker and threw a
grenade at it, but the grenade bounced off a tree and fell back at his feet. The captain
chose to save his men’s lives by falling on the grenade, but miraculously, it failed to
explode. Pitts rolled off the grenade and got back to leading his company out of the
ambush. As it marched away from the battlefield toward a helicopter pickup, yet another
enemy force attacked C Company. A Viet Cong mortar round landed at Pitts’s feet and
killed him instantly. A year later, Leroy Pitt’s widow received his Congressional Medal of
Honor from President Lyndon Johnson in an Oval Office ceremony. Pitts was the Black
officer in American history to receive the nation’s highest military award for heroism. In
a photo, Johnson and Eula Pitts hold Leroy’s medal, while his children, Mark and Stacie,

look on in pensive silence.?®?

African American West Point graduates had the significant professional advantage
of the academy’s prestige to help them overcome barriers and challenges to Black army
service. They graduated from West Point as regular army officers, and as the combat
tours of Hester and Anderson demonstrate, they almost invariably went straight into
platoon leader and company commander positions when they arrived; they did not have
to spend parts of the tour of duty campaigning for a command job. ROTC and OCS
graduates did not have the same advantage. Don Scott’s tour of duty in Vietnam

illustrates the context and challenges of Black officer service in the 1960s army. Scott
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arrived in Vietnam in June 1969, as the army rose to its largest strength in the country,
and served in the 4™ Infantry Division as a psychological operations officer. His earlier
time in counterintelligence gave him the language skills for this job, but being an infantry
officer, assigned to a combat division, made it possible. Scott, now a major, saw the
landscape of advancement in the Cold War army and made deliberate choices. Once he
settled into his job in psychological operations, he “began to understand that if . . . [ was
going to get anyplace in the Army being an infantry officer, I had to get to an infantry
battalion,” an operational leadership assignment in combat. To make his way through
“the pecking order for majors to get out of the staff” and into line-unit roles, Scott “chose
to gain the attention of the division commander through PSYOPS because I could speak
Vietnamese.” In two months, Scott designed a program to appeal to local villagers in their
native tongue to gain intelligence about when enemy forces were emplacing mines on
roads around the division base camp. At the end of the second month, there were no
further mine attacks around the base. The division commander decorated Scott for this
achievement, directed him to do it on another section of road in the area, and he
succeeded there too. Another decoration followed.

But even now, after two bronze stars and a sterling record of success in complex
roles, Don Scott found himself confronting the army’s growing racial crisis. In the
aftermath of the assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., in April 1968, the United
States experienced two years of racial violence in communities across the country, and
this wave of unrest spread around the world. It also extended to American forces in
Vietnam, where anger over the implementation of the draft, disproportionate African

American combat casualties, and pervasive experiences of institutional and personal
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racism left Black soldiers angry and fearful. Black officers and soldiers took to public
outcry, and in some cases, direct and violent action. On August 29, 1968, a group of
Black inmates in the army’s Long Bihn Jail, known as LBJ, overpowered a guard, took
his keys, and created a three-week standoff that reduced much of the stockade to ruins
and left several soldiers, including the base commander, dead. In mid-October, a Black
infantry officer, Maj. Lavell Merritt, called an unscheduled press conference at the army
headquarters in Saigon, where he distributed copies of a prepared statement that “the
American military services are the strongest citadels of racism on the face of the earth.”
Maj. Merritt, who was about to be forcibly retired from the army over a pattern of
misconduct that he forcefully disputed, told stateside newspapers that the military’s
celebration of itself as the nation’s most integrated institution was “a blatant lie.”?8*
Expecting to be assigned to an infantry unit as an operations or executive officer,
Don Scott learned from his division commander that his reassignment came with a
condition. First, he would have to solve a serious racial problem in another unit. The
unit’s previous executive officer, an African American major, had been relieved of his
duties because he refused to imprison a group of Black soldiers who had been court-
martialed for drug use and violence against white soldiers, letting them remain at the
unit’s base camp, where in Scott’s memory, they “were just pretty much causing havoc
throughout the battalion area.” This infuriated Scott, who believed that he had done
everything he could to earn key assignments, but orders were orders. The unit occupied
the division’s base camp, which was farther from the areas of heaviest fighting, had more

amenities than other, more isolated camps, and contained a volatile mix of combat-arms
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units and rear-area supporting units. Scott was forced to disarm all the unit’s soldiers
when they returned to the camp from patrols and put all the unit’s ammunition under lock
and key. When the group Black soldiers attempted to “frag” a white soldier in a
neighboring unit, the unfortunate soldier picked to throw the hand grenade into a building
let it drop to his own feet, killing him in the explosion. Scott quickly investigated the
incident and removed the soldiers, including those who had already been court-martialed,
to Long Binh Jail. Scott de-escalated this explosive situation, with no further incidents, in
ways that affirmed his standing in the chain of command, not as a Black officer who
carried an extra burden of advocacy for Black soldiers.?®

With this successful resolution of racial conflict added to his strong record in his
psychological operations assignment, Don Scott finally achieved the “brass ring” for an
infantry major: a position as an operations officer in a combat infantry battalion. In
March 1970, Scott requested a posting to a battalion known to be the best in the division,
and the commanding general acceded. The battalion commander was a different matter.
He told Scott point-blank when he arrived, “You’re not my choice. I have a perfectly
good S3 who’s a captain. I wouldn’t take you if I didn’t have to because I don’t think
you’re as good as they say you are. Now, with that, do you still want the job?” Scott told
him that he did. Reflecting on the incident, Scott believed that race was a factor in the
commander’s reaction, but he also knew that he had no actual combat experience and so
decided not to focus on the commander’s cold reception, but instead to do his best. He

left immediately to spend the next week on patrols with all the battalion’s companies to
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learn the unit’s operating area and procedures and reported back to the base camp to
assume his duties as operations officer. That same day, the battalion commander was
killed in a helicopter accident, and Scott spent ten days as acting battalion commander
when the unit executive officer, who outranked him, declined command.?3¢

Black officers who held more senior command positions in rear areas in Vietnam
had to navigate both their legal and regulatory roles as commanders and their Black
soldiers’ expectations of African American leaders. As a lieutenant colonel in 1968,
Clarence Miller, Jr. served as the commander of a rear-echelon brigade that maintained
the sprawling American logistics base at Phu Bai. In this role, he experienced the drug
use, interpersonal violence, and racial conflict that marked American forces in the
aftermath of the assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Miller sensed “a great deal
of resentment because of the unfairness of the way the draft was administered,” and knew
that “Black troops . . . felt that they were taking an undue proportion of the combat,
casualties . . . some of our troops had become completely anti-army, and anti-military
discipline.” During Miller’s tour in command of the base, he mediated a situation in
which a group of Black soldiers took over a battalion headquarters to prevent one of their
colleagues from being imprisoned by military police. When Miller arrived with his
sergeant-major, the group’s leader told him, “We are in charge here.” Miller defused the
situation through dialogue and honesty. “Look,” Miller told them. “This is a no-win
situation. Your best bet, if you care for this guy, you had better let this go for his day in
court. I can guarantee you that he is going to get a good hearing.” To their declaration that

their friend had done nothing wrong, Miller reminded them that “if he is not guilty, then
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nothing is going to happen to him.” This was not a reassuring sentiment for Black
soldiers in 1968, but Miller continued. “You guys are on a course that is not going to
work, so you may bet some personal satisfaction out of this right now, but you have got
the entire United States Army against you. This cannot happen.” This warning appeared
to work. The group’s leader replied, “Well, Colonel, if you say that he will be treated
fairly, then we believe you.” When the staff advised Miller to arrest the ringleaders, he
refused but instead focused on ensuring that the accused Black soldier was moved safely
to the stockade. These command decisions showed how a Black officer could balance
order and discipline with basic fairness to all soldiers.?®’

African American officers had to fight for opportunities to lead in Vietnam, and
this meant questioning the army’s assignment processes. After Arthur Gregg attended
staff college as a major in 1964, the army assigned the quartermaster officer not to a
logistics unit as an executive or operations officer-but to the army’s Materiel Command
as a logistics planning officer. His successful performance in that role earned Gregg the
attention of the command, leading to broader role as Assistant Secretary to the General
Staft of the Materiel Command, a job that gave him a view of the entire army logistics
infrastructure. On the face of it, these were roles that suited Gregg’s strong background as
a doctrine writer and instructor, but they had the practical effect, intended or otherwise, in
blocking a deserving Black officer from command. When his tour of duty there
concluded, his personnel manager offered Gregg a faculty position at the Armed Forces
Staff College. This was no doubt an attractive opportunity that would reflect well on the

army at the high point of the civil rights era, and Gregg believed in the orthodoxy that
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“you never turn down a school assignment. They are career enhancing.” But as the
American force in Vietnam expanded in size, this was not a career enhancing role; it was
another job that took a promising mid-grade Black officer out of the army’s professional
mainstream, and Gregg’s boss counseled him against accepting the assignment on the
grounds that it would simply repeat training he had already received. Gregg listened to
his boss, declined the teaching position, and made the army a counteroffer. He wanted to
move to Fort Riley, Kansas, and he wanted command of a battalion there.

In his planning role for army operations in Vietnam, Gregg knew that the 96
Quartermaster Battalion had been alerted for deployment to Vietnam, but that he would
have to rebuild the unit from the ground up, with all-new personnel and equipment. This
took much of 1966, and Gregg led the 96" to Cam Ranh Bay Depot, Vietnam, for twelve
months in 1967-68. Gregg’s unit eventually swelled to more than 3,500 soldiers, making
it the single largest battalion in the army, and was responsible for providing aerial
resupply to logistics bases across Vietnam from the port facility at Cam Ranh Bay.
Occurring as it did during the height of the racial crisis, Gregg remarked that his unit did
not experience racial conflict or violence because of the unit’s operational tempo and
somewhat austere facilities. African American soldiers likely saw a fellow Black man in
command of their unit, and accepted discipline and daily procedures with a degree of
comfort that may not have been present in other units commanded by white officers. For
their part, white soldiers appear to have agreed with their Black counterparts that Gregg

was an effective leader; the army recognized the unit with a Meritorious Unit Citation for
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its time under his command. Gregg received a Legion of Merit for his successful tour in
command and earned a seat at the Army War College, a key step in an officer’s
progression to general. 2%

Five years after Arthur Gregg’s successful logistics command at Cam Ranh, Capt.
Leonard Leassear arrived in a very different Vietnam. Vietnamization was in progress,
and the army’s direct combat role was coming to an end. After spending eight years as an
enlisted soldier, Leassear decided to apply for OCS in 1966, and he graduated as an
ordnance corps officer in June of that year. After assignments in Korea and stateside, he
went to Vietnam in 1971 and served as commander of two separate equipment supply and
repair companies at Long Binh, which had been the site of the Army’s worst racial
incident, the 1968 takeover of the Long Binh military prison. While the worst of the
racial violence had passed by 1971, Leassear recalled that “new soldiers coming from the
States to Vietnam were very bitter,” and the first of his companies had a large percentage
of Black soldiers. He remembered that there were frequent marches and demonstrations,
and he encouraged his Black soldiers to meet at night to discuss current events. His
technique for balancing his unit’s mission with his soldiers’ morale and welfare was to
listen and ““chat.” “I mean, we would have a lot of chats,” he remembered. “We would
talk about the real things in life and talk about racism, and they would talk about this and
that.” He tried to impress on them “that [ am a Black man, and I faced a lot of the same
kinds of issues they were facing, but by the same token, you cannot let that get you down

... You have to figure it out. I am not going to let America defeat me, because that is not
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what America is all about.” In his off-duty time, he sought out Black medical evacuation
pilots for meals and beers “to get together and exchange stories.”?%

As Black junior and mid-grade officers demolished the army’s combat arms color
line, the fact remained that in the early 1960s, there were only five Black full colonels in
the entire army, and at least one of these, James Fowler, was an ROTC professor of
military science at an HBCU. There had not been a Black army general since 1947, but
one of the other four, Frederic Davison, could reduce this disparity. Because he attended
the Army War College in the mid-1960s, Davison secured a Pentagon assignment
working for the Assistant Secretary of the Army for Manpower and Reserve Affairs. In
this role, Davison had a front-row seat for the army’s widening war in Vietnam and the
extensive troop buildup from 1966 to 1968. He volunteered for duty in Vietnam, and was
told, “No way,” but his civilian boss intervened personally to have Davison reassigned to
a combat role, and he became the deputy commander of a light infantry brigade in
Vietnam. Colonel Davison served in this position in the early spring of 1968 during the
Tet Offensive, when the brigade’s commanding officer, a brigadier general, was wounded
in battle near Saigon. The commander of U.S. forces in Vietnam, Gen. Creighton Abrams,
promoted Frederic Davison to brigadier general on the spot in combat, a virtually
unprecedented move that made Davison only the third Black general officer in the army’s
history.?’!

The timing of Davison’s promotion was fortuitous for the army, coming as it did

at the same time as the army responded to allegations of persistent inequity in command

positions in Vietnam. This useful bit of positive news probably informed Abrams’s
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decision to conduct a formal promotion ceremony in Saigon even as fighting continued
around him, pinning on Davison’s general’s stars in front of news cameras and
correspondents. Abrams told the assembled army soldiers and reporters that he could
think of no officer more deserving of this honor. In an interview recorded after the
ceremony, Davison offered his personal take on America’s ongoing racial strife and its
impact on the army. “We have, I believe, the finest society that has come into being in the
history of man,” Davison offered, but “there are many occasions, where people are
discriminated against, where there are not equal opportunities.” In a comment on his own
experience, Davison concluded that “opportunity is there. It’s not entirely equal as yet . . .
Until such time as it is completely equalized, it means that the individual Negro might
have to do more than his fair share to get the acknowledgement that he deserves . . . It’s
hard, yes. It may be unfair in places, true . . . it’s a fact of life. It’s a question of whether
we meet it or we don’t. I believe in meeting the problem head on and beating it.”>%2
Although Davison’s tenure in command of an infantry brigade in Vietnam was a
short one, it was impactful, both to Davison himself and to the army. He made the most
of this opportunity in both a professional sense and an institutional sense. As the Tet
Offensive wound down, Davison acted quickly to gain a sense of his brigade’s
capabilities and learn the strengths and weaknesses of his leaders. He removed the

commander of one of his infantry battalions because he sensed that the officer was

exhausted from the strains of combat and was on the verge of becoming a liability to his
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unit and elevated a promising major to command of the unit, mirroring his own
experience.?%?

Davison also leveraged his recent assignment in the army’s personnel office, and
the personal relationships he no doubt made in that role, to aid Department of Defense
inquiries into racial tensions in Vietnam. In October 1968, Davison had his staff assemble
a briefing book of fact sheets for Jack Moskowitz, the deputy secretary of defense for
civil rights and industrial relations who earlier had pursued aggressive enforcement of
President Johnson’s executive order prohibiting discrimination in the granting of
government contracts. Davison’s briefing package addressed five issues: The assignment,
utilization, and promotion of minorities in his brigade; the unit’s special services
program, which provided morale support, recreation, and education; the unit’s grievance
and communications process for racial concerns; statistics on racial tensions and
incidents in the brigade; and Davison’s procedures for alerting his command and his
higher headquarters on the nature, degree, and extent of racial violence. There were
dozens of combat brigades in Vietnam in 1968, but Moskowitz took this data from the
one commanded by the army’s only Black general, an officer who he had no doubt
known personally at the Pentagon. For his part, Davison seized the chance to put Black
representation into action.?**

The racial breakdown of the officer corps in Davison’s brigade lent weight to

suspicions that army officer management was unfair to Black officers. The 199™ Light

Infantry Brigade consisted of four infantry battalions, an artillery battalion, a logistics
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battalion, and several smaller units. Out of three hundred officers, twenty-one were
Black. Almost half were captains, making them officers who had joined the army during
the Kennedy administration or just before. There were only two Black majors in the
brigade; one was a member of the brigade staff, and one served in the logistics battalion.
The lone lieutenant colonel commanded the logistics battalion, reinforcing a traditional
stereotype of Black fitness only to lead non-combat units. No Black officers held
company command positions in the brigade’s artillery or engineer units.?%>

Medical facilities in Vietnam, like combat arms, reflected racial disparities among
army officers. Black doctors and nurses found as much professional opportunity in
Vietnam as did combat arms officers, but again in tiny numbers. Their work with soldiers
of all racial and ethnic backgrounds “illustrated a racial equality not found in most of
American society,” assesses historian Kara Dixon Vuic, but as in the combat arms, their
small numbers in Vietnam should have prompted questions about the army’s officer
management policies. Out of over ten thousand army nurses deployed to Vietnam during
the war, only five percent were African American. In mid-1966, an Ebony reporter found
only two Black nurses at the Third Field Hospital, part of the massive American logistical
hub at Long Binh. At the time, there were only thirteen Black nurses in all of Vietnam. A
magazine photographer captured Capts. Marian Scott and LaJoic Ricks returning the
salute of a white military policeman, treating Black and white soldiers, and giving orders
and instructions to white subordinates. Ricks lamented the death of a Black soldier in
terms that spoke to a loss in the Black community beyond the army: “I lost something

within me at his death . . . God, how we need these young Negroes.” In addition to the

2% “Fact Sheets Prepared by 199" Lt. Inf. BDE. For Mr. Jack Moskowitz,” October 1968, Box 19,
Folder 3, DCSPER Discrimination Files, AHEC.
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two Black nurses, a single army surgeon, Capt. Redie Lemons, was the only Black
surgeon at the hospital.?%®

As Black soldiers continued to make up a disproportionate percentage of infantry
units, the army command in Vietnam recognized that it might be helpful soldier morale to
assign the few Black nurses it had to more forward assignments in areas of direct combat.
In that sense, the army saw representation as an element of combat efficiency. Dorothy
Hughes graduated from high school in 1959 and joined the navy as an enlisted nurse.
Because she liked the teamwork of the military, she secured an army scholarship to
nursing school, which came with a three-year duty commitment. She volunteered for
Vietnam duty in 1966, and when she arrived, the chief nurse in Saigon told her that she
would be assigned to a forward medical facility at Cu Chi, north of Saigon. Hughes cared
for wounded American soldiers and Vietnamese civilians, and spent significant periods
outside the camp, providing medical care in nearby villages. She also befriended a fellow
Black officer on the base, Leroy Pitts, and was on duty the day word arrived of his death
in the field. Harris survived her tour physically but struggled with post-traumatic stress
for years.?’

The racial strife that afflicted the army after 1968 placed Black officers in a
difficult position, because they were expected not only to mediate race relations efforts
and put an end to violent resistance by Black soldiers. First and foremost, they were

expected to exercise their leadership responsibilities for all soldiers in their command,

and to conform to the army’s expectations of commissioned officers. How they saw these

2% “Colonel Aaron M. Dotson,” in Hampton, ed., Rise to Command, 52; “The Angels of Saigon,”
Ebony, August 1966, pp. 44-47; Kara Dixon Vuic, Soldier, Nurse, Woman: Army Nurses in
Vietnam (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2010), 61.
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responsibilities and decided how to act depended sometimes on their age and personal
experiences, but also on their chosen branch of service and its culture. Small-unit infantry
leaders like Don Scott and Joe Anderson, who served on remote bases and spent their
time on operations against the enemy, encountered little or no racial strife, but their focus
on accomplishing the unit’s mission opened them up to accusations by Black soldiers that
they displayed what Vietnam veteran James Hawkins called a “house nigger mentality.”
An officer’s reaction to situations of racial violence could have a significant impact on
his career; many Black officers concluded from these encounters that the army was not
for them. Others suffered military discipline and were cashiered. Still others prioritized
their careers and their positions in the army’s leadership structure. The latter choice more
often resulted in continued advancement but also left such officers open to accusations by
other Black soldiers of being an “Uncle Tom,” an accommodationist who looked the
other way and preserved the white power structure in the army. Cornelius Cooper, one of
four Black graduates in the West Point Class of 1969 and a platoon leader in Vietnam,
thought a Black officer could succeed in the army “if his uniform is always clean and
pressed, if he is tougher than his contemporaries, if he can wheel and deal, if he is loyal
to his immediate chain of command.” But Cooper saw a dark side to this success that
probably resonated with some Black soldiers. If a successful Black officer ended up
becoming a “super soldier,” they also became “the most militaristic acting individuals in
the Army. Many times they are more racist than their white counterparts.”?®

Black medical professionals in Vietnam carried this double burden in ways that

were sometimes more difficult to navigate than their fellow officers in the combat arms.

28 Bailey, An Army Afire, 8-26; Don Scott oral history; Joe Anderson oral history; Westheider,
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They provided physical and mental care for all soldiers, and as noncombatants in a war
zone, Black soldiers saw them as a refuge and sounding board, particularly as the
frustration and anger of the antiwar movement came to Vietnam with draftee soldiers.
Georgian Elbert Nelson received his draft notice in 1967, while he was starting his
residency at Meharry Medical College. The army allowed him to finish his schooling, but
he was on his way to Vietnam in late 1969, and just like Dorothy Hughes, found himself
not in a large rear-area base, but at a combat outpost. Nelson became the surgical officer
for an infantry battalion in the 1% Cavalry Division, stationed at a wire-encircled firebase
with a thousand American soldiers.

As the unit’s chief doctor and the only Black officer on the jungle-enclosed base,
he gradually achieved a level of trust with Black soldiers that led them to unburden
themselves. As he listened to them Nelson realized that in 1969, as casualty lists and
antiwar sentiment grew, Black soldiers had grown wary and distrustful of their officers,
partly because they were all white and so many of their fellow soldiers were African
American. That should not have mattered in a colorblind army, but there was a tangible
morale effect created by a lack of Black representation. “These Black kids from the
North,” Nelson remembered particularly about soldiers from big cities, “who had been
compulsively conscripted from Harlem, the Bronx, Watts — they didn’t like being in the
military. They were often one year removed from the riots. So they would create havoc.
They would disobey orders. They would do things to get a dishonorable discharge.” He
recalled the many times that commanders brought Black soldiers to him for faking
illnesses and injuries. When he explained to them that if he sent them to the rear for a full

evaluation, they would be immediately returned to the camp and would soon be back in
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the jungle on patrol. “I know you don’t want to fight this white man’s war,” Nelson told
them, trying to use words that would resonate. “But there’s nothing wrong with your
health. And they’d end up calling me an Oreo,” a derisive term for Black officers who
were African American only on the outside, but who propped up the still-segregated
military.?

As a combat psychiatrist, Major Aaron Dotson evaluated cases of post-traumatic
stress, drug abuse, and alcoholism, and constantly found himself mediating racial conflict
at Long Binh. He also arrived in Vietnam in late 1968, and as he settled in as the head of
the psychiatry clinic in the Third Field Hospital, where captains Scott and Ricks had
worked three years before, he became concerned. Confederate flags began to appear over
army unit headquarters around Long Binh. In response, Black Power flags flew in other
places. Dotson felt compelled to speak to the army commander, General William
Westmoreland, but got as far as his executive officer. “We have a problem as it is, just
dealing with ‘Charlie’ [the enemy], and you are compounding the problem with brothers
looking at this Confederate flag.” Because of Dotson’s and other Black officers’
advocacy, the Military Assistance Command convened a conference of mental health
specialists across South Vietnam to “brainstorm how to deal with the angry Black
soldier.” Word spread around Long Binh that Major Dotson “was a person Blacks could
trust and talk to.” In Dotson’s memory, “they had an explosive problem on their hands,”
and representation was a key part of the problem. “The vast majority of the psychiatrists,
psychologists, and social work officers were White. The angry Black soldiers had

communication and trust problems with them. They saw them as part of the “Green

2% Haygood, The War Within a War, 18-29.
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Machine” that oppressed Blacks. They felt only a Black professional could really
understand how they felt.” Black soldiers communicated concerns to Dotson about
professional issues — inequitable assignments, arbitrary and excessive military justice
punishments — that went unspoken to white officers.3%

Amidst these repeated examples of Black officers’ skill, valor, and achievement in
combat, another Black officer expressed a contrary view that gained national attention.
On October 14, 1968, a Black infantry officer, Major Lavell Merritt, walked into the
MACY press briefing room in Saigon. Merritt was not a public information officer or
spokesman, but he had something to say. He stood at the podium in front of a group of
reporters who were arriving for another scheduled briefing, handed out typewritten sheets
to all of them, and as they read the statement, Major Merritt began to speak. “Many Black
officers,” Merritt began, “had been glorifying in our pseudo-acceptance by our fellow
officers and clinging to the mistaken belief that patience, diligence and professional
competence would yield the benefits enjoyed by the majority ethnic groups.” This was a
fallacy and a lie the army, and its Black officers, told themselves. Merritt’s statement
asserted that “The American military services are the strongest citadels of racism on the
face of the earth. The American people have for years been told that the military leads the
nation in breaking down and eliminating all vestiges of segregation and discriminatory
treatment of minority groups. That is a blatant lie.” Merritt’s impromptu press conference
made international news. “Negro Major Charges U.S. Army is Racist,” ran a headline in
the Los Angeles Times. “Army Denounced by Negro Major: Equality and Justice Denied

to Blacks, He Asserts,” announced The New York Times.?"!
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Maj. Merritt reserved considerable scorn for the Black officers who served around
him, many of whom had been in the army for as long as he. “The Black military officer
group is the largest collection of identifiable accomodationists,” he wrote in his eight-
page statement. “I could get a good efficiency report from a racist because I have been a
good nigger.” He deemed most Black officers “Uncle Toms” and “hanky heads,” and
spoke directly to recently promoted Brig. Gen. Frederic Davison, who had made “false
promises of equality, freedom and justice in the military.” Merritt’s brutal indictment of
the army officer corps was not the product of a young draftee straight from the urban riots
in Watts and Newark, however. The Tuscaloosa, Alabama native enlisted in the army in
1949, perhaps in a hopeful reaction to Truman’s executive order. He was clearly a good
soldier, because his commander recommended him for OCS and he graduated in 1953. In
his almost twenty years in the Army, Merritt served overseas six times, including two
tours in Vietnam, and had earned the Combat Infantryman Badge, a Vietnamese Cross of
Gallantry, and a Bronze Star. Lavell Merritt was a seasoned, professional officer on the
verge of a full twenty-year career.32

But there was more to Maj. Merritt’s story than just his record of assignments and
decorations, starting with the question of why such an officer was still a major at nineteen
years of service. An extensive investigation into Lavell Merritt’s conduct by the
command’s inspector general and staff judge advocate revealed that by all accounts, he
was a quarrelsome, difficult person who was, in Beth Bailey’s words, “obsessed with
race.” During his assignment to a MACYV training academy for South Vietnamese troops,

Merritt had been involved in several public arguments and disagreements with

392 Bailey, An Army Afire, 13-14.
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subordinates, peers, and superiors, had received three prior evaluation reports that
declined from “exceptional” to merely “effective” and had criticized the command and
the American war effort to others. He was not selected for promotion to lieutenant colonel
on two occasions. The army had no confidence in his potential for service at senior rank.
After the investigation, MACV recommended that Maj. Merritt be sent home
immediately and retired when he hit his twenty-year mark at the end of 1969. He was not
charged with four criminal counts as the command attorney originally recommended, but
his career was over.3*

Although Merritt’s conduct, performance of duties, and fractious nature explain
much about why his career ended as it did, the army’s handling of the case was also
revealing in the picture it creates of white senior officers’ perceptions of race, and Black
officers, in the late 1960s. At the very least, a white officer with almost twenty years of
service would not have been treated immediately as a threat to good order and discipline.
Instead of testing the validity of Merritt’s claims of discrimination or looking into
allegations that he had suffered from physical threats and intimidation, investigators
focused on how Merritt’s statements about racial conflict made white personnel feel. The
final written compilation of the findings also omitted every positive thing that anyone had
said in Merritt’s defense, along with any negative information about the command.
Bailey’s conclusion that “It is also certain that both institutional and personal racism had
undermined his career” seems to be a fair assessment of the institutional barriers that
confronted all Black officers at one time or another. Even if Merritt’s handling of those

barriers did not comport with the army’s idea of an officer and a gentleman, the
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institutional reaction to his anger tells us much about why Black officers continued to
face the circular bind.3%*

By the time of Maj. Merritt’s impromptu press conference in Saigon, the army
had been examining the disparity between Black officers and enlisted soldiers for more
than a year. Civil rights organizations, Black elected officials, and Black newspapers
highlighted the issue and forced the army to respond. When Whitney Young, the
executive director of the National Urban League, visited American forces in 1966, he
cited “The few Negro officers found among military personnel in Vietnam” as a problem
area for MACV. Even though he praised U.S. forces commander William C.
Westmoreland for having nineteen Black officers on his high-level staff, the lack of Black
officers in field units meant that segregation and racial friction flourished in large base
areas. Young contrasted the “terrible lack of Negro officers” in Vietnam with the strong
African American presence in the noncommissioned officer ranks, where he met “a tough
Negro master sergeant . . . all spit and polish and bursting with pride . . . he’s doing a
bang up job.” African Americans were “still practically non-entities in positions of top
command and responsibility.” Ethel Payne, the only Black woman war correspondent in
Vietnam, reported in June 1967 that “A high proportion of colored troops believe there is
still discrimination in promotion at the NCO level and in the officer corps.” A year later,
the editors of the Pittsburgh Courier told readers that the NAACP and the National

Newspaper Publishers Association had adopted resolutions calling “for the promotion of

394 Bailey, An Army Afire, 16. In Fighting on Two Fronts, James E. Westheider argues that in
addition to white officers’ lack of awareness and training on race relations and equal opportunity,
“there were too few Black officers in command assignments, and especially in senior decision-
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white officers and Black enlisted personnel to a gulf.” (p. 120)
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Negro Americans to all levels of command, including the flag and general rank.”
Department of Defense responses to the resolutions, which emphasized colorblind
concepts of meritocracy, “certainly shed no light on the subject, nor did it give much
hope for action any time soon.” The Courier added astutely (and acerbically) that
although the Department of Defense claimed that promotion boards were designed to
ensure fairness in selections, “the key to the problem is that there are no Negro officers
sitting on any of the boards. The process meets itself coming back since there is no way
under the present system for Negro officers to attain sufficient seniority to sit on the
boards.” This point was well made; requirements for racial representation on promotion

boards were still four years in the future, with the publication of a new equal opportunity

policy.30

Reporters and civil rights advocates brought attention to the issue of Black
representation in the officer corps, but Congressional interest forced action. In the spring
of 1967, a senator’s visit to units in Vietnam focused on the paucity of Black officers in
command positions. But this was not just any interested politician. Massachusetts Senator
Edward Brooke graduated from Howard University in 1940 as an infantry officer and
served in Italy alongside Julius Becton in the 366" Infantry Regiment. He went to
Vietnam to visit U.S. Army units, and while he “found the morale and esprit of our armed
forces to be generally excellent,” in the course of the visit he learned of “a conviction

among Negro junior and field grade Army officers that their chances for promotion are
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being prejudiced because they are not assigned as frequently as their white fellow-
officers to commands in combat units, which, as I am told is practically a condition
precedent to promotion.” Upon his return home, Brooke wrote of his concerns to the
Secretary of Defense because he believed the issue was “widespread and serious enough
to warrant your immediate attention." Brooke requested that the Department of Defense
investigate the validity of Black officers’ complaints, and if substantiated, “that you direct
a major revision of assignment and promotion policies affecting Negro officers.” 3%
Based on Senator Brooke’s letter, the army personnel office conducted an analysis
of command assignments by rank and race in Vietnam, treating U.S. troop command and
South Vietnamese Army advisor positions as equivalent to unit command, and added the
caveat that as of July 1966, promotion boards were to consider acquisition jobs, corps of
engineers area and district commands, and Army Security Agency leadership positions all
as equal to combat commands. The data on Vietnam commanders revealed a superficial
equity, but a more endemic inequality. White (31%) and Black (27%) officers held
command or advisor positions in roughly the same percentages, but the aggregate
numbers and breakdown by rank and duty position told different stories. There were over
12,000 white officers in command, against only 634 Black officers. The breakout of
officers assigned as advisors and commanders was also telling. White captains were
much more likely to command American units, while Black captains were assigned to
advisor roles at twice the rate of American unit commands. Thirty Black majors served as
advisors; only seven as commanders. Almost four hundred white lieutenant colonels

commanded units, while 159 advised South Vietnamese. None of the five Black colonels
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in the entire army were in either command or advisory positions in Vietnam. The army’s
chief of staff, Gen. Harold K. Johnson, reviewed the initial statistics and concluded that
“What you have is OK but not enough.” This matter would warrant further
investigation.?"

As the army headquarters expanded its information gathering to a variety of
stateside and overseas units, the officer statistics of U.S. Army Vietnam demonstrated that
even in the meritocratic environment possible in a combat zone, institutional obstacles
dogged Black officers seeking to advance to senior rank. While 4.7% of the 10,800
officers assigned to Vietnam were Black, only sixty of the 2,100 company, battalion, and
brigade commanders were Black. In the critical field-grade command billets, there were
only seven majors, three lieutenant-colonels, and no colonels. In May 1967, the U.S.
Army’s Continental Army Command, responsible for all active-duty units stationed in the
United States, had only ninety-three Black officers in the grades of captain through
colonel as opposed to 3,374 white officers. Four percent of those ninety-three were in
command billets, which was positive in the sense that only 3.6% of the officer corps was
Black, but it raises the question of assignment priorities — combat versus stateside.
African American junior officers were developing the persistence and career management
skills to navigate the white army and make their way into command, but still only in
small numbers. In the infantry, armor, and artillery branches, there were 384 white
colonels and two Black colonels. Of 567 colonels in the entire command, only three were
African American. Fort Sam Houston, Texas, home to numerous units of the Army

Medical Department, reported its populations of Black officers assigned and Black
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commanders with a single word: “negative.” There were none. This condition changed
very little for the rest of the war. In mid-1970, Don Scott rotated out of his battalion
operations officer position to join the division staff, and when he saw that he was one of
two Black officers on the entire division staff, he recalled in an interview that his anger at
that inequality sealed the decision for him to make the army a career. “Ever since I’ve
been in the military,” he told his interviewer, the shadow of race has always — has always
been there.” He told his wife of his decision, and when he learned that another Black
officer in the division had declined a battalion command for fear of being relieved by the
notoriously difficult division commander, he swore to himself that he “was going to
compete and take the tough job because I felt that that’s the only way that you can
remove one of the factors [obstacles] to your success, and that was you’ve got to have the
job and you’ve got to do good in the job. And if you do good in the job, then it makes it
hard for somebody to say you can’t have the job because I don’t think you’re as good as
you are.”308

The officer responsible for compiling the full response to Gen. Johnson’s query,
the chief of the Personnel Services Division of the DCSPER, typified the World War II
generation of Black officers who were reaching the end of their careers. These officers
prioritized loyalty to the army over candid criticisms of inequality that may have placed
their careers at risk. Gorham L. Black, Jr., was a third-generation soldier who attended

Howard University at the same time as Senator Brooke but did not earn his degree until

1960. Black enlisted in the army as a private in 1941, served in the 366™ Infantry in Italy,
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and earned a commission after the war. During the Korean War he served in the
segregated 24" Infantry Regiment.3%

In his position in DSCPER, he observed what was happening, spotted an
opportunity to use a personal relationship to the army’s advantage, and gained permission
to meet with Brooke in his office to listen to the senator’s concerns. Black wrote in his
summary of the discussion that he assured Brooke that “the Army has every reason to be
proud of its progress in full utilization of Negro manpower since WWII and that, in my
opinion, we (the Army) had achieved a greater success in this area than any of the other
Services.” He went on to explain to Brooke the army’s centralized promotion and
selection processes worked, and that in his opinion, “competition for assignment to
command slots was extremely keen” but fair and equitable. These assurances did not
appear to satisfy Brooke, who probed deeply. He asked Black how many currently
serving Black officers had attended a senior service college, and where they were
currently assigned. Black’s answer was that there were four colonels still active. Two of
them commanded basic training brigades, one served as an advisor in Thailand, and one
commanded an artillery group in Germany. None served in Vietnam, although one of
them, Frederic Davison, would be in Vietnam within a year. There were only two Black
army officers currently in a senior service college. Although Black thought this
information satisfied the senator, when combined with the earlier statistical analysis it did
not paint a picture of an equitable officer management system. Black summed up the
meeting with the impression that “Senator Brooke is not attempting to get on the ‘Civil

Rights’ bandwagon by his written and oral expressions on racial matters within the Army.
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This conclusion is based upon the fact that the Senator told me that he is indebted to no
civil rights organization, militant or moderate, for his election and therefore feels able to
‘call the shots as he sees them.” From this summary, it seems evident that Colonel Black
prioritized his role as an advocate for the army he had served for almost thirty years.3!°

The DCSPER analysis of the army officer corps’ racial makeup spurred the
Department of Defense to action on the issue. Five days before Col. Black’s visit to
Senator Brooke’s office, the Assistant Secretary of Defense’s Director for Civil Rights, L.
Howard Bennett, called a meeting of the military services’ manpower chiefs to inaugurate
a “High Priority Manpower Project: Negro Officer Procurement.” But even amid the
scrutiny of promotion and command selection practices, the Department of Defense was
still focused on solving representation shortfalls through additional recruiting, likely to
address manpower concerns as the American presence in Vietnam continued to expand. A
later information paper stated more plainly that “An effective tapping of the reservoir of
officer potential in the Negro population can be of significant benefit and value in helping
the Armed Forces achieve their goal of 83,710 new accessions for FY [Fiscal Year] 1967.
Even as evidence mounted that the key to solving representation problems lay in equity in
promotions and opportunities as much as it did in inventory, the military persisted in
seeing recruiting as a panacea.!!

In his collection of biographical vignettes of African American experiences in

Vietnam, author Wil Haygood asserts that younger Black soldiers in Vietnam, “teenagers
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who were sometimes quick to unleash their emotions and anger against authority,” had
“come face-to-face with something else: a class struggle between them and the very few
Black officers in Vietnam.” Another Black Vietnam veteran recalled, “I had a Black
platoon leader — excuse me, I had a colored platoon leader — and everyone around him
was white . . . so he was not about to help me.” When Gen. William Westmoreland
assessed the army on his retirement as chief of staff, he offered that many Black soldiers
viewed career Black officers “with the same distrust they had for white officers and
soldiers.” My reading of these events does not lead me to the same conclusion. If there
was a class struggle at work in Vietnam, between enlisted and officers, it was biracial in
nature and informed by the antiwar movement. Westmoreland was speaking in the
immediate aftermath of the army’s racial crisis, with the impact of the antiwar movement
foremost in his mind. References to “Oreo” or “Uncle Tom” officers in combat appear to
be few and concentrated in the later years of the war.?!?

But when placed alongside Black officers’ documented struggles to serve in key
command and staff assignments that advanced their careers, Lavell Merritt’s cri de coeur
forces us to ask a hard question. In Beth Bailey’s words, in what ways was the “weight of
history stacked against” Black officers in Vietnam? Was Alex Poinsett fair in calling
increased Black enrollment at West Point “tokenism” and Black officers’ career prospects
in the 1960s a “circular bind?” The reality was more complicated than Poinsett’s
broadside. West Point’s Equal Admissions Opportunity Program succeeded in less than a
decade in achieving a Black cadet corps that approximated the number of Black college

students nationwide. Black West Point graduates repeatedly requested and served

312 Westheider, Fighting on Two Fronts, 129. 1 believe scholarship on this issue (Black soldiers’
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261



multiple Vietnam tours. Arthur Gregg commanded the largest unit of its type in the U.S.
Army, and Frederic Davison earned a battlefield commission to brigadier general. For
their part, those Black officers who did serve in Vietnam succeeded in abolishing an
effective color line that had run through the army officer corps since World War I, a line
based in scientific racism and the mores of segregation that held African Americans
physically, mentally, and morally unfit for leadership in combat situations.3'3

At the same time, however, the army’s own statistics proved that Poinsett was
onto something. The number of Black officers in Vietnam was always pitifully small.
This Black officer under-representation was of the army’s creation and was the fruit of
twenty years of the persistent belief, supported by evaluation and promotion procedures,
that the officer corps held the same career opportunities for all. The Johnson
Administration’s strategic decision not to mobilize reservists and national guard officers
for duty in Vietnam, and instead to rely on short-service OCS graduates, was a colorblind
policy that exacerbated inequality. The army’s insistence on college education as the key
qualification for officer leadership brought the nation’s educational disparities into the
equation. OCS-trained officers were viewed by the institution, regardless of the esteem in
which they were held by their soldiers or by their individual commanders, as temporary,
disposable resources who existed to fill junior leadership roles in infantry units. All these
policies and decisions were based on assessments of military necessity and thought to be
colorblind, but in the end combined to perpetuate inequities that had existed since the

1950s.314
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Looking higher in the chain of command, the very few Black field grade officers
who made it to more senior staff and command positions tended to give the army an
excuse to avoid the larger issue of why they were so few in the first place, until the civil
rights movement, the press, and Congress forced the military into action. But by the time
this pressure campaign was on the verge of having an effect, other challenges presented
themselves. The racial crisis after April 1968 was an issue of direct good order and
discipline across Vietnam and on army bases worldwide. The Tet Offensive and the ever-
growing antiwar movement turned much of the nation against the war. The My Lai
Massacre and the army’s public reckoning with it beginning in 1969 reoriented the
army’s microscope toward larger issues of officer morality and professionalism, and
further scapegoated OCS officers as the source of the army’s ills. The Kent State
massacre and President Nixon’s invasion of Cambodia and increase in strategic bombing
made ROTC even more unpopular and further moved the internal dynamics of officer
management away from the public eye. And when Col. Black told Senator Brooke that
the army officer corps was fair and equitable in its opportunities for all officers, he was
expressing the army’s party line.3!3

It would be for another Black ROTC graduate and Vietnam veteran, Lieut. Col.
Douthard Butler, to put these disparate data points together in a way that explained to

army leaders the mechanics and consequences of the circular bind. Butler arrived in

Washington, D.C. in December 1969, believing that his spotless record as an army

from drawing upon the intellectual segment of society for its junior officers, Calley would
probably never have been an officer. Denied that usual reservoir of talent, the army had to lower
its standards. Although some who became officers under those conditions performed well, others
such as Calley failed.”

315 Patterson, Grand Expectations, 617-635, 743-770.

263



aviator, capped by his tour in Vietnam, would get him to the next level and command of

an aviation battalion. When he found out that this was not the case, he turned his anger

and frustration into analysis that precipitated real social change in the U.S. Army.3!®

316 Hampton 11, The Black Officer Corps, 70-73; “Colonel Douthard R. Butler,” Hampton II, ed.,
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Chapter Five
A part of it but not really part of it: Black Officers and Institutional Reform,
1970-1973

“You just can’t be comfortable being a Black officer in the Army . . . Black junior
officers are good. They are really together. When you start getting into the higher ranks
you see the difference. There is a wide gap there.”

- African American lieutenant, 1973 ARI survey

Growing up in Youngstown, Ohio, Percy Squire had no direct military experience
to inspire him to serve as an army officer. His paternal grandfather served in World War I
with a Black infantry regiment attached to the French Army, and several of his mother’s
brothers served in World War I, but Percy’s father was a steelworker. His mother and
father were born in Arkansas and North Carolina, respectively, and moved with their
parents to Ohio during the first Great Migration of African Americans to Northern
industrial communities. Although Percy grew up in a comfortable working-class
household, his father made it clear to him that he could not pay for college, and so it was
a full scholarship or the steel mill. Percy was attracted to the Naval Academy, but during
his senior year his Congressional delegation had no Annapolis appointments remaining.
The chairman of the Mahoning County Democratic Party, who supervised Squire’s Boy
Scout troop, put the high school senior in contact with his congressman, who offered
Squire an appointment to West Point in 1968 instead. Percy accepted it eagerly because it
was a free college education and “it wasn’t the steel mill.” Over the next four years,
Percy got a college education, trained to be an infantry officer, and led a movement of
African American cadets that increased the cultural diversity and inclusiveness of one of

America’s most conservative institutions.3!”
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The army’s interest in bringing Percy Squire and other African American college
graduates into the officer corps was emblematic of a wider change in the military and in
American society. In the early 1970s, the U.S. Army continued to envision social change
within a colorblind mindset that proved insufficient to address the large disparity between
African American participation in the enlisted and officer ranks. Senior Black officers,
who had joined the army in or after World War II and during the 1950s, remained
committed to service and cognizant of the opportunities the army offered them. Inspired
by EO 9981 and the civil rights movement, they expressed optimism about their own
prospects, and many of them reached the senior ranks of the army, in numbers that had
been unthinkable just a few years before. Advancement had become more accepted and
these officers took advantage of it.

But what many of these officers missed were the institutional barriers that kept
overall Black participation in the officer corps low, even as African Americans enlisted in
the all-volunteer army in larger than predicted numbers. Studies and surveys presented
army leaders with incontestable evidence that critical inequities persisted in the officer
corps, dampening overall Black representation in the army’s leadership ranks, ending
Black officers’ careers before their white counterparts, and keeping the army’s general
officer ranks effectively closed to African Americans. The army’s civilian and military
leaders focused their energies more on the pressing challenges of recovering from the
losses of the Vietnam War and of instituting an all-volunteer force.?!®
In this environment, how did social change occur where it had previously fallen

short of Blacks’ expectations? In the early 1970s, the shift to the all-volunteer military

318 Linn, Real Soldiering, 152-194; Bailey, An Army Afire, 241-274.

266



drove the U.S. Army to apply affirmative action to its officer-management system. But
so-called “soft” affirmative action, which was a continuation of the equal-opportunity
initiatives of the civil rights era and focused on outreach and information, served to
increase the population of Black officers by a small amount, but did not address
institutional inequities and personal racism that hampered those officers’ career prospects
and drove many from the service. When a group of senior African American colonels
earned general’s rank in the early 1970s, their presence and advocacy in key positions
moved the army to a “hard” affirmative action stance, which involved representation
goals and quotas. Three top army leaders — the civilian army secretary, and the four-star
army chief of staff and personnel chief — applied the force of their positions to this effort.
Both junior and senior Black officers used their rank, duty positions, connections, and
influence to drive change as they had done in the sixties, but they did so in the seventies
in an institutional setting that supported them. Thus, the army’s officer-management
policies began to shift perceptibly from race-blind to race-conscious, although this shift
took several years to show effects. This change was both institutional, in how the army
conceived and implemented policies, and personal, in the army’s growing recognition of
Black officers’ cultural differences as well as in the ways that they experienced these
policy changes. The U.S. Army’s primary sources of new officers, ROTC and the U.S.
Military Academy, also meant that the army confronted race on college campuses through
its interactions with Black youth. The United States Army and its officer corps were thus

at the center of national social change.?"”
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As army leaders contemplated the post-Vietnam future, they faced multiple,
interrelated challenges. One of the most significant was perennial: how to maintain an
effective officer corps. How could the army attract college-age men and women who met
the military’s mental and physical standards and keep them in service beyond their initial
training? The end of the draft in 1973 made this more difficult. How was the army to
make its officer-management policies equitable and fair for all officers in both peacetime
and wartime, so that officers wanted to make the army a career? Officer candidate
schools, which were the fastest and most efficient method of producing junior officers in
World War II, Korea, and Vietnam, were expensive to operate and tended to produce
junior officers from the noncommissioned ranks, soldiers who possessed practical
experience in leading troops but who were generally not college-educated and judged
unable to serve effectively in senior roles over an entire career. Somehow, the all-
volunteer army had to achieve a balance between attracting the highly educated and the
highly motivated.3?°

As army historian Arthur Coumbe pointed out in his history of the officer corps,
“by the early 1970s, most of the senior officers who had been commissioned in the late-
1930s had passed from the scene or were about to do so. Their successors, brought up in
the Cold War, did not experience the interwar Army and entertained a different set of
assumptions and expectations about the Officer Corps.” The army of the early 1970s was
not a welcoming place for junior and mid-grade African American officers. After joining
the military at the high-water mark of the civil rights movement, many served in

Vietnam, but like their predecessors who returned home from World War II and Korea,

320 William A. Taylor, ed., The All-Volunteer Force: Fifty Years of Service (Lawrence: University
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found that the officer corps did not present them the same opportunities that it presented
white officers. Their predecessors, who had survived the segregated army and achieved a
measure of success and prosperity as senior officers, largely watched Black struggles for
civil rights from within a protective environment. The junior and mid-grade Black
officers of the seventies witnessed the same events as college students, or personally as
participants in the civil rights movement, and saw firsthand the violence and loss in Black
communities throughout the sixties. A 1973 survey of two hundred Black officers
concluded that while they expressed a greater degree of satisfaction with their service
than did their white counterparts, “they were least satisfied in some of the very areas they
deemed most important: those bearing on equal opportunity and fair treatment.” As the
dominant majority that set behaviors and cultural expectations, white officers thought the
officer corps transcended race, but junior and senior Black officers felt that being an army
officer and being African American were fundamentally incompatible. Simply put, Black
officers felt like outsiders in an organization that demanded complete commitment, often
at risk to their lives. One captain responded to the survey that even though he had decided
to stay in the army, if he was kicked out by a reduction in force or told that he could
revert to enlisted rank, as had been the army’s policy since Korea, he would “take my
money and run . . . You are an officer, but a lot of times you are a statistic, you are their
quota, their percentages . . . It’s like you are in a spaceship, observing and hovering and

watching from the outside, because you’re a part of it but you are not really part of it.”3?!
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The army’s post-Vietnam officer policies were both a reaction to defeat in
Vietnam and a statement of the army’s future needs. Secretary of the Army Robert
Froehlke, who masterminded a massive reduction-in-force of the army’s mid-grade
leaders, wrote with brutal candor in a 1972 Army Magazine article that those officers
were good leaders in combat but “in the harsh light of competition” in a smaller,
peacetime army “we felt [they] would not measure up in the long haul.” In this
environment Officer Candidate Schools, which promoted soldiers such as Arthur Gregg
from the enlisted ranks and which produced the bulk of Vietham War junior officers, were
seen as a costly luxury with no benefit because of their high washout rate and because
they implicitly produced only junior combat leaders. A college degree became the basis
of a full career, and OCS graduates often depended on the goodwill of mentors or bosses
to obtain it. Many more senior Black officers had joined the army after World War II and
commissioned through OCS, and they found their careers at risk after Vietnam. Emmett
Paige, Jr. enlisted in the army in 1947 at his mother’s urging and graduated OCS in 1952
as a communications officer. During his tour in Vietnam, his commanding officer
recognized his potential and told him, “the only thing that can prevent you from
becoming a general is the fact that you do not have a degree.” He assigned Paige to
command a signal battalion, wrote to the DSCPER to ensure that Paige received
“constructive credit” for staft college while he was in command, and contacted his
stateside commander to recommend that he be allowed to earn his degree on duty time.
Paige remembered that “He said to me that my primary mission was to get a degree, and

any class I could not take at night I would take during the day.” These personal
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interventions ensured that Emmett Paige made colonel in 1973 and brigadier general in
1976.3%2

Emmett Paige was in a fortunate minority of Black officers at the beginning of the
1970s. As the army wrestled with its future after ten years of war in Southeast Asia, the
rest of the United States confronted the contemporary legacies of the civil rights
movement. James Patterson argues that had W.E.B. DuBois been able to comment on the
1970s, “he would no doubt have agreed that racial issues stubbornly remained the
nation’s number one problem.” Two narratives of this period have emerged. An optimistic
narrative sees the prominence of African American leaders in politics, culture, and
society, as well as advancements in education, voting rights, college attendance, income,
and employment, as concrete legacies of the civil rights efforts of the 1960s. It
emphasizes change over time and progress. A more pessimistic narrative points out more
frustrating continuities, that while the landmark civil rights laws of the 1960s, the Civil
Rights Act and the Voting Rights Act, advance materially the social and economic
equality of African Americans, many were left behind.3??

After the Gesell Committee highlighted racial inequality within the Army officer
corps, the Army's size and visibility made its leadership a key topic in national
discussions on race. The committee’s report and the Civil Rights Act of 1964 prompted

the army to acknowledge its racial disparities, but it was the growing Vietnam War that
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forced the army to open the officer ranks to African Americans; the active army needed
more officers to replace casualties and fill deploying units, and Army Reserve and
National Guard officers were off-limits. After the officer corps reached a Black
population of 3.9% in 1967, the Black officer corps declined steadily as the war went on,
bottoming out at 2.6% in 1970. In that year, Frederic Davison was the only Black general
on active duty, and still only the third in American history. African Americans believed
that Black soldiers were assigned to combat roles instead of white soldiers, and they
sustained casualties out of proportion to their segment of the army force until the army
reexamined their assignment patterns in 1967. Black commissioned officers struggled to
earn the combat command assignments that have always been critical to advancement.
Facing these inequalities, African Americans turned away from voluntary military
service. When the Nixon Administration ended draft deferments for college students in
1971, Black enrollment in the army’s largest source of new officers almost disappeared.
ROTC enrollments at Black colleges declined by 45%, and Black junior officers who had
joined during the war left the service as soon as they completed their initial service
obligation.3?*

The Black Power movement expressed many African Americans’ anger and
dissatisfaction with the outcomes of the Second Reconstruction. After a white attacker
wounded civil rights activist James Meredith with a shotgun blast during his 1966 civil

rights march from Memphis, Tennessee to Jackson, Mississippi, SNCC leader Stokely
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Carmichael seized on a moment of strategic disagreement between NAACP leader Roy
Wilkins and the National Urban League’s Whitney Young to turn the movement in a new
direction. In a speech in Greenwood, Mississippi, on June 16, Carmichael used a phrase
that had been in circulation for the previous decade but gave it new rhetorical power.
With Dr. King away recording a television show, Carmichael told a crowd of three
thousand “We been saying freedom [now] for six years and we ain’t got nothin’. What we
gonna start saying now is Black Power!” The crowd roared back, “Black Power!”
Stephen Tuck points out that for the next several years, “Black Power would dominate
the national discourse on race. The phrase symbolized the rejection of nonviolence,
contempt for liberal reform, and the end of King’s dream of a color-blind society.” But
Black Power meant different things to different people. Congressman Adam Clayton
Powell took to the New York Amsterdam News to explain to its readers that Black Power
meant “a dissolution of the heretofore all-white power structure and redistribution of
some of this power — economic, political, educational, and social — among America’s
people, Black and white, Jew and Gentile, Catholic and Protestant and rich and poor . . .
Black power simply seeks recognition of a right to be, to participate and to help rule.”3?3

For their part, Black officers sought the same right to be, to participate, and to
lead in the army, and while older officers did experience progress and expanded

opportunities, for the bulk of the Black officer corps, problems persisted and at times
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worsened. The racial conflict that was a prominent feature of American society at the
dawn of the 1970s further complicated the army’s appeal to Black men and women, in
turn making the representation disparity between Black and enlisted personnel and
officers a serious issue that impacted the army’s order, discipline, and effectiveness. What
Coumbe calls the “company man system of personnel management,” which produced
generalist officers and relied on on-the-job training over multiple assignments and an
informal system of mentorship and relationships, had consistently left behind Black
officers. After a high-water mark around the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the nonviolent
civil rights movement gave way to Black Power as many African Americans expressed
fear and anger in the wake of white backlash and the assassinations of prominent leaders
such as Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., Malcolm X, and Robert F. Kennedy. Inner-city riots
in Washington, D.C., Detroit, Newark, and Los Angeles dominated the news, and a series
of prison revolts in New York, culminating in the standoff at Attica State Prison, raised
the specter of armed interracial conflict. The U.S. Army confronted its own wave of racial
strife as it struggled to address personal racism in its ranks and address African American
soldiers’ legitimate grievances over promotions, military justice, and daily treatment by
largely white leaders. A Black major, Lavell Merritt, made news and the cover of an
African American magazine in 1968 when he called a press conference in Vietnam to
indict the U.S. Army for its perpetuation of racism. Merritt blamed senior Black officers
equally with white leaders, branding them “Uncle Toms” who offered “false promises” of

equal opportunity in the army.32
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In 1972-1973, the Army Research Institute surveyed 8,000 soldiers and officers
about the army’s racial climate. The Racial Attitudes and Perceptions Survey’s (RAPS)
results “showed a distinct cleavage between Blacks and whites with respect to how the
race program was perceived. Whites in the Army believed that the Army was, as its
policy stated, free from racial discrimination. Blacks, on the other hand, viewed the Army
as highly discriminatory.” Although the survey concluded that by 1972 “the majority
view and the view of the Army leadership indicated that the race problem in the Army
was not really a serious problem,” this view “masked and obscured the fact that the
dissenting view was held by the victims of racial discrimination — the racial minority.”*?’

During the RAPS, survey monitors encountered anger from an unexpected
source- the 120 Black officers who participated. Although they were a tiny part of the
study population, and their representation among the 800 or so commissioned officers
who took part spoke to the army’s problem, the Black officers’ outspoken criticisms led
ARI to conduct a separate survey, which they entitled “Sounds of Black Brass,” with
more than two hundred Black officers in Germany and five stateside bases.3?®

While they decried the barriers and slights that stood in their way, Black officers
also resented being given the responsibility for mediating racial problems in units. When
they did manage to attain command positions, it was often because a unit was thought to
be a “problem” outfit with unruly Black soldiers. While racial tension and violence inside

army units was a challenge for all officers, Black soldiers and senior leaders expected

Black officers simultaneously to represent the institution and their fellow African
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Americans. Some expected a Black officer to sympathize with their anger and adjust their
decisions about discipline in their favor. Marvin Brailsford arrived in West Germany in
1974 to take command of an ordnance battalion, responsible for supplying ammunition to
armor and infantry units guarding the inter-German border. With personal experience of
the Black Power movement in the army and the racial tensions of the Vietnam era, he
empathized with African American soldiers, but prioritized order and discipline. “Some
of the Black soldiers’ actions I did not think were necessary,” he told an interviewer. He
was frustrated by the army’s race relations programs and thought “some of the race
relations guys were kind of misguided in trying to ferment dissent versus getting order
and discipline back in the ranks. You know, you can express yourself without being
undisciplined.” On the day he accepted command of his unit, a group of Black soldiers
conducted a sit-in on the unit parade field, and as he was unpacking in his office, one of
them walked in to inform him that “I am your Black Power guy here.” Brailsford, who
grew up in what he termed “the cuts” [a rough area] in a small town in East Texas,
responded flatly, “Well, let me just tell you that if anything happens down here, I am
going to hold you responsible and you are going to be the first” soldier in the unit to go to
jail. He was able to establish order in his unit but still had to recognize that Black
soldiers’ expressions of racial identity did not automatically represent a threat to good
order and discipline. When he encountered soldiers dapping, or giving each other a Black
Power salute, in unit areas, he told them, “You can dap all you want to as long as you do
not block the passageway.” A Black captain told a survey interviewer that the army “put a
man in a company [command] assignment whether he’s qualified or not . . . because they

have a large percentage of Blacks in the unit. They say, well we can pacify them by
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making this guy a company commander. Another captain resented “sitting and waiting for
them to call on me when they have any problem with a Black in the outfit.3?°

Black junior officers also resented what they saw as assignments that were
“stereotyped” for African Americans. A captain told a survey interviewer that “As soon as
you walk into a unit, good, you’re going to be the Human Relations counselor.” From
personal experience, Black officers saw that their white counterparts were rarely assigned
to jobs as race relations or equal opportunity staff officers when African Americans were
available. Regular Army officers were never given these roles.33°

Black women who served in the Women’s Army Corps in the early 1970s faced
two stereotypes. African American soldiers had long been segregated into supporting
roles that did not involve technical knowledge, but this idea was less prevalent in
womens’ service because of their continued separation into gender-based components. As
women, they encountered American society’s gender roles in the mere existence of the
WALC. Although he author of the army’s official history of the WAC argues that the
women’s rights movement did influence the army’s thinking on the place of women in the
military, daily life for WAC officers through the 1970s was dominated by gender. Basic
training focused not on combat skills but on “image development,” in which women
received instruction on grooming, dressing, appearance, and interaction in the workplace.
This instruction was always racially oriented, however. Black women appeared only in

the background. The WAC developed three short training films in 1970 that focused on

“Military Etiquette and Grooming” that featured three white women. Tanya Roth
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highlights that “While Black servicewomen once again appear in the background or as
supporting figures, the narrative of each film centers on white women, underscoring
white, middle-class ideals as the norm servicewomen should embrace.” The women’s
equality movement saw opportunity in the military as it emerged from its experiences in
the civil rights and antiwar movements, but second-wave feminists learned that even
liberal men who were otherwise committed to battling racism and imperialism accepted
unequal treatment of women as normal.3*!

After both houses of the U.S. Congress passed the Equal Rights Amendment
(ERA) in March 1972 and sent it to the states for ratification, the army’s personnel chief
established a committee to evaluate the potential impact of the ERA on the army.
Although the establishment of the all-volunteer force accounted for most of the ERA
Committee’s recommendations, it did guide army leaders’ eventual position that a
separate women’s army corps would not be tenable for much longer. The army remained
a male-centered organization, though, and in the words of the official history, “initiated a
few changes — appearing to keep in step but moving little,” assuming that the nation’s
courts would continue to allow separate rules and structures for women soldiers. This
assumption was disproved five years later when the Women's Army Corps was dissolved,
forcing the army to participate in the social changes initiated by the women's liberation
movement. A Black nurse who participated in the 1973 officer survey thought that her
gender, and not her race, was the biggest obstacle to her equal treatment in the officer
corps. “There’s a lot of condescension because you’re a female,” she confided, while also

admitting that “my color came into the picture” as a public health officer who was
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expected to conduct house-calls with white military families. Clara Adams-Ender agreed.
“My greatest challenge in the army wasn’t race. It was being a woman,” she explained in
an oral history. “I consider myself female, and that’s how I present myself. Once I
established those beliefs, I focused on managing leadership roles and handling situations
as they arose. Before any situation could become a problem for me, I made sure I knew
what I thought and how I wanted to behave. That gave me a foundation to stand on.”33
The advent of the all-volunteer U.S. Military did not automatically make the
army’s equal-opportunity initiatives more difficult, but it did introduce the complicated
dynamics of the free market to military service, and it created a sense of urgency in
carrying out equal opportunity initiatives. When President Richard Nixon made the end
of the military draft a campaign promise in 1968, he set the United States on the path to
an all-volunteer military. For his part, Nixon saw a great political opportunity in the call
to abolish the draft and did not necessarily hold a strong opinion on its existence. But the
voices around him that did call for a volunteer military came from all over the political
spectrum. Liberals believed the draft was immoral, especially in the context of the
Vietnam War. Some influential conservative thinkers, such as Milton Friedman, believed
the draft impinged on personal freedom, and they saw this freedom as more important to
the nation’s wellbeing than any shared sense of responsibility in its defense; they also
believed that in a true military emergency, patriotic Americans would enlist in large

numbers. The economists of the Chicago School, who believed above all in free-market
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capitalism, were convinced that the draft was simply the least efficient method of
obtaining military manpower and in fact functioned as an unseen “tax” on private
citizens’ lives and income potential. If the Federal Government offered competitive
incentives like good pay and benefits, Friedman, Allan Greenspan, and others in the
Chicago School believed that citizens would act in their own self-interest and serve in the
military. These schools of thought held great sway with the Republican candidate, and
within days of his election in November 1968, Nixon made it clear to his advisors that he
would pursue an all-volunteer military. He articulated this intent to Congress in April
1970, and in October of that year, the army chief of staff, Gen. William C. Westmoreland,
told the assembled members of the Association of the U.S. Army that “the Army is
committed to an all-out effort in working toward a zero draft — a volunteer force,” a
concept he believed was “crucial to the security of our Nation and vital to the future of
the Army.” In June 1973, the army inducted its last draftee soldier.3

Given evidence of the persistence of systemic racism in evaluation and
advancement of Black officers, and given the apparent reluctance of college-age African
Americans to join the army as officers, what steps did the army take to rectify these
inequities? From 1970 through 1973, army leadership continued to focus on the inventory
problem, despite the evidence in front of them that the former problem was equally
serious. While this was in part understandable given the army’s focus on recruiting a

volunteer force in the aftermath of Vietnam, it did not address all aspects of the problem.
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Even if the army increased the number of Black college students graduating with
commissions and drove upward the Black percentage of the officer corps, this would not
affect the inverse pyramid if lieutenants and captains were driven out of the army.
Reductions in the size of the army would also mean reductions in the officer corps, both
in terms of the number of ROTC and OCS commissions, and the elimination of reservist
officers from the ranks. Beginning in 1972, Secretary of the Army Robert F. Froehlke
determined to reduce the officer corps to 12.5 percent of the army’s total strength, or
106,000, which represented a thirty-nine percent reduction from its peak strength in
Vietnam. Over the next two years, the army released 4,900 reservist majors and captains
from active duty to eliminate what it called the “Viet Nam hump” caused by the 1960s
expansion of the force and lowered the promotion rate of captains to major to fifty-four
percent. Historian Brian Linn summarizes that “Following on the defeat in Vietnam, the
postwar RIFs had a deep and lasting impact on the service’s internal cultures. They
repudiated the implicit promise of tenure and job security in the Officer Career Act of
1947 . . . Those who were separated often left feeling betrayed, those who remained often
suffered survivor’s guilt, and those on the boards bore the anguish of deciding who
among a group of committed experienced, and dedicated soldiers must leave.”334

The officer corps had been a volunteer force, even within a draftee army, in the
sense that men and women made personal decisions to attend a service academy or sign
up for ROTC in college, enlisted personnel chose to volunteer for Officer Candidate
School, and lawyers, physicians, and ministers decided to accept a direct commission

from civilian life. But with the advent of the All-Volunteer Force (AVF), all military

334 Karl E. Kocke, ed., Department of the Army Historical Summary Fiscal Year 1974
(Washington, D.C.: Center of Military History, 1978), 54-57; Linn, Real Soldiering, 170.
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service became an occupation by personal choice, and the military was forced to compete
with the private and public sectors in America for workers. The shift to the AVF required
the army to rethink how it advertised itself to the American public and how it treated
those who signed up, and it brought about continued changes to the size, composition,
and expectations of the officer corps that led these volunteer soldiers. The army could no
longer operate with a predominately white male officer corps. A diverse force of
volunteers, men and women of all racial and ethnic backgrounds who had to be
convinced to sign up and stay, expected not only leaders who looked like them and came
from the same backgrounds as they did, but who understood them as people and could
make decisions that supported their service.?3’

Critiques of the AVF echoed many Black concerns about African American over-
representation in combat arms units in Vietnan and the disproportionate casualties they
suffered, both issues that would complicate the movement to an all-volunteer force.
African Americans held a variety of views on the moral propriety of a volunteer military.
Congressman Charles Rangel, who had volunteered for the army in 1947 and served in an
airborne combat unit in Korea, called the AVF a “mercenary army composted of men’s
soldiering for a pay check,” and believed it would be manned by poor Blacks and
Latinos, forming a so-called “Hessian” force that harkened back to Great Britain’s
employment of Germany mercenaries in the Revolutionary War. Rangel believed Nixon’s

proposal for an AVF was just a way to “get the articulate young whites” who formed

much of the antiwar movement “off his back and to make America’s belligerence in Asia

335 Beth Bailey, America’s Army, 66-69.
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more palatable to their parents.” In such an army, Rangel concluded, white men would
“largely form the officer class.”33¢

Other African American leaders criticized not the AVF itself, but white concerns
over its Black content. When members of the House Armed Services Committee
expressed the concern that an all-volunteer force would simply be “an army of the
Black,” Shirley Chisholm, the first African American woman to serve in Congress,
offered that concerns over Black over-representation in the military were an expression of
“the underlying fear and anxiety over a large number of Black men trained in the military
science, in a nation where racism is rampant.”33’

Still other commentators agreed with the Chicago School that the volunteer
military presented attractive economic opportunities to African Americans. An opinion
writer for the Pittsburgh Courier speculated that even as Nixon’s concept “has caused
some eyebrow raising among some [Black] Southerners,” Black soldiers had
demonstrated “the position of self-esteem the Black man can get in the service over and
against civilian life . . . No matter how you look at it, an Army career in peace time [not
war], could be mighty attractive to a Brother missing a paycheck in civilian life.” These
predictions came true. Even though by late 1973 the army was failing to meet its monthly
volunteer enlistment goals, 29.7% of enlistees were Black, more than double the

proportion of African American citizens. 33

336 Charles Rangel, “White Americans Could Sip Cocktails and Watch Black Hessians Make
War,” St. Louis American, May 6, 1971, p.6, newspapers.com.
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With the public announcement of the AVF in February 1970, the U.S. Army
entered the employment market and began advertising military service to young
Americans. The Secretary of the Army, Stanley Resor, was the son of a career advertising
executive, and the army retained N.W. Ayer, its advertising firm since 1967, to sell the
Modern Volunteer Army to American youth. The first advertising campaigns emphasized
individuality and personal freedom with the noteworthy and controversial taglines,
“Today’s Army Wants to Join You” and “Join the People Who Are Joining the Army.”
These ads made no reference to the ongoing war in Vietnam, and they depicted Black and
white men and women in gender-specific settings such as motor pools for men and mail
distribution for women. To allay white fears about over-representation of African
Americans in the volunteer force, they emphasized white people except for ads
specifically meant for Black magazines and newspapers. And at least in terms of brand
recognition, they worked: by December 1971, “Today’s Army Wants to Join You” beat
national campaigns for Ford and 7-Up in public recognition. If this recognition did not
translate initially into massive enlistment numbers, it did keep the volunteer force in
being through the 1970s. Economics trumped patriotism initially: a recession saw the
nation’s GDP decline by almost four percent by early 1970, while unemployment rose
from 3.4 percent to 6.1 percent in the first year of the Nixon Administration. Despite their
misgivings about the military in the wake of Vietnam, many African Americans saw
economic opportunity in the army that was absent in civil society. From 1969 to 1975

African American joblessness increased from 6.4% to 13.9%, against a white increase

only to 7.8%.3%

¢ Bailey, America’s Army, 66-85; Judith Stein, Pivotal Decade: How the United States Traded
Factories For Finance in the Seventies (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2011), 23-39.
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For many Americans, an army lieutenant and OCS graduate, William L. “Rusty”
Calley, was the face of the disastrous Vietnam War. Calley had tried to enlist in the army
in 1964 but was rejected for partial deafness. Subsequently drafted, he applied for OCS
after basic training and was accepted after he scored the minimum on his aptitude test.
The OCS cadre recommended Calley either for the Adjutant General’s Corps or Military
Intelligence, but Calley left OCS as an infantry officer. At My Lai, he was personally
responsible for the deaths of dozens of noncombatant men, women, and children, and his
unit murdered hundreds more. In the public eye, Calley exemplified the perceived moral
rot and the erosion of standards and discipline that appeared to be at the heart of the U.S.
military, and My Lai forced the army to consider the moral and professional state of its
leadership. In the spring of 1970, the Army War College took the unprecedented step of
surveying the officer corps on the state of the army. The resulting Study on Army
Professionalism, released in June, highlighted that while officers believed in their duty to
the Constitution, they served in an atmosphere of compromised standards and “ticket-
punching” to advance through the ranks. Junior officers had little confidence in the
competence or professionalism of their superiors. A Black major who had served two
combat tours in Vietnam as a helicopter pilot reflected that “I live right behind the
general’s house. Hell, he’ll walk through my backyard to his aide’s house and barely
speak. What kind of human relations is that? That’s more important to me than what you
are supposed to be experiencing in sensitized training. You know the man is not in your

corner. He doesn’t have to say a word.”340

340 Milam, No Gentleman's War, 127-129; Linn, Real Soldiering, 168-172; U.S. Army War
College, “Study on Military Professionalism,” June 30, 1970; Army War College Professionalism
Study; Engler and Wise, “Sounds of Black Brass,” 137.
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The Army War College study heralded a five-year period of introspection for the
U.S. Army. On the heels of that survey, the army began to examine its broader officer-
management system and instituted colorblind changes that, in time, redounded to Black
officers’ benefit. The Officer Personnel Act of 1947 had bounded all the military services’
officer-management policies since the end of World War II, but the army faced the
challenges of post-Vietnam reconstitution, the ongoing mission of preparedness to defend
Europe against the Soviet Union, and the increasing technological complexity of warfare,
all against the background of a volunteer force. Beginning in 1970, the Officer Personnel
Management System (OPMS) created a more centralized, management-driven structure
for the selection, training, assignment, and evaluation of army officers. Implemented as
OPMS II in 1973, this system finally centralized all promotion procedures at army
headquarters and it grouped the army’s service branches and their enlisted occupational
specialties into three separate subcomponents: combat arms, combat support, and combat
service support. Officers were evaluated and promoted inside these subcomponents up
through the rank of colonel. In time, this structure created more equitable opportunities
for advancement across all roles. OPMS II also required officers to develop a secondary
career specialty, such as operations research, comptroller, or acquisition, beyond their
basic branch, with the idea that these specialties would retain talented senior officers in
non-command roles. Finally, OPMS II began to dissolve the dual active-duty system of
regular and activated reservist officers that had proven to be difficult to navigate, difficult
to expand and contract, and patently unfair to many qualified officers who wished to

make the army a career. 34!

MIHQDA, “The Officer Professional Management System,” 1970; Coumbe, The Army Officer
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The army’s dual-component officer corps, with Regular Army (RA) and Other
than Regular Army (OTRA) officers is an excellent example of how colorblind,
meritocratic policies can create inequality. Its origins lay in the Officer Personnel Act of
1947, and a subsequent Federal law that capped the army’s complement of regular
officers at 96,000. In a wartime expansion of the army, OTRA officers entered activity
duty until such time as they were no longer required, when they reverted to part-time
reserve status. OTRA was a useful device for a rapid expansion of the officer corps in
World War II, Korea, and Vietnam, and while its proponents believed in its structure and
business rules, it only had the veneer of fairness and merit. On a personal level and as the
administrators of the officer corps, regulars looked down on OTRA officers. In
participating in numerous promotion boards throughout his thirty-year career, Marvin
Brailsford saw plainly that “there was always a bias toward the Regular Army officer . . .
it was always harder to RIF [reduction-in-force removal] regular officers.” When he
received a “two-block,” or satisfactory evaluation rather than a “one-block™ outstanding
evaluation, Julius Parker questioned his rating officer, and was told, “What are you
worried about, Jay? You’re a reserve officer. You are Christmas help. You don’t need a
good evaluation. Regular Army guys need the high evaluations.”3*

Of all the reforms instituted under OPMS 11, then, the most significant for Black
officers’ career prospects was the beginning of the dissolution of the RA/OTRA dual

component structure. The OPMS study asserted that beyond being complicated and

difficult to manage, the dual component system was discriminatory, and though its

graduates were commissioned as reservists, existed until the early 1990s, but in the 1980s, the
transition into the regular army became automatic at promotion to major.
342 Hampton 11, The Black Officer Corps, 98.
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authors did not state openly that Black officers suffered most from it, Douthard Butler’s
study was about to confirm that this was the case. Other Black officers knew this from
personal experience. Jiles P. Daniels, a 1953 graduate of Prairie View A&M University
who eventually retired as a colonel, remembered that when he applied for regular status,
his evaluation appeared to be strong, but contained language designed instead to block his
appointment: “This clean cut Black [italics mine] officer runs a tight knit unit.” With one
word, the reviewer flagged racial difference in a way that did not happen for white
officers. Daniels asked a white colleague to see his evaluation, and it began with the
words “This clean cut officer . . .” Angry and disappointed, Daniels decided not to apply
for regular army, and when his commander asked him why, the colonel insisted that his
evaluation was very good and supportive of the young officer’s application. Daniels
concluded that “To put that in there he [the colonel] is telling the people who look at this
application to look at this officer real close . . . If you are going to single me out as a
Black officer, I don’t need that.” In the final analysis, the OPMS study concluded, “The
point of all this is that there are inequities in the present system. . . it is axiomatic that
high morale in the officer corps is now possible for only a minority.” “Retention of junior
officers is a problem,” the report continued, “and hjerein rests the cause of a giant share
of it. The inequities of assignment do not improve substantially as time passes.” Douthard
Butler’s personal experiences as an assignments officer, as well as his ongoing study of
Black officers’ personnel files, validated this assessment. While over seventy percent of

white army majors in 1972 were regulars, only forty-seven percent of Black majors had
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made this cut. The percentages were reversed for OTRA: only twenty-nine percent of
white majors, over half of Black majors.3*3

Department of Defense organizational changes from 1970 to 1972 show that
military leaders took inequality seriously, even if social change was slow in coming. A
Department of Defense directive in December 1970 restated the military’s commitment to
equal opportunity and treatment of all service members, and a series of subsequent
directives mandated race relations training at all levels. Over the next two years, the DoD
established a race relations institute, created a training cadre for race-relations instruction,
and continued to direct the services to establish race-relations and equal opportunity
offices from headquarters down to operational units. In 1971, the army’s deputy chief of
staff for personnel, or DCSPER, established an Office of Equal Opportunity, and in early
1972 named a Black artillery colonel as its first director. Harry W. Brooks, Jr. took ROTC
in college and joined the integrating U.S. Army in 1949. After he commanded an artillery
battalion in Vietnam, he attended the Army War College’s 1970 class. For his required
course monograph, Brooks authored “The Gathering Storm: An Analysis of Racial
Instability Within the Army.” As a war college graduate, Brooks would be assigned to
positions of increasing responsibility, and his project brought him to the attention of army
leaders as an officer who had both experienced institutional racism and led army units

through a period of racial tension.*

3 HQDA DCSPER, The Officer Personnel Management System, B-4-8-9; Hampton I1, The
Black Officer Corps, 97-99.

34 Harry W. Brooks, Jr., biographical sketch, Brooks Papers, Indiana Historical Society; Harry W.
Brooks, Jr., oral history interview, Library of Congress Veterans Oral History Project, 28:00, no
transcript. [ am continuing to search the Army War College archives for a copy of Brooks’s class
project.
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In early 1972, Brooks was serving in Germany as the commander of an artillery
group, where he had firsthand knowledge of the army’s tenuous racial climate. After only
a month on the job, he presented a draft race relations and equal opportunity plan to army
leaders, including an affirmative action plan with more than a hundred specific
milestones to measure progress. The army published Brooks’s plan in July. Brooks’s plan
acknowledged the complementary nature of race relations programs, which addressed
interpersonal conflict and personal racism, and equal opportunity programs, which “were
actions designed to correct structural discrimination deficiencies . . . and assure upward
mobility of all qualified personnel.”3%

Federal affirmative action programs began in the presidential administration of
Richard Nixon, who as vice president to Dwight D. Eisenhower had chaired a committee
that examined contract compliance. He argues that “Nixon’s opposition to discrimination,
his pragmatism, and his political instincts all influenced his approach to affirmative
action,” but that he was “a complex man who could swing from strong support of a
program to opposing it.” When he lost interest in affirmative action, though, “it freed
willing bureaucrats to apply their own standards.” After Nixon established the Office of
Minority Business Enterprise only six weeks after his inauguration, he also required
federal government agencies and departments to establish affirmative action programs. In
guidance that must have resonated with the Department of Defense, Nixon affirmed that
the government must, “through positive action, make it possible for our citizens to
compete on a truly equal basis for employment and to qualify for advancement within the

federal service.” Although in this case Nixon was referring to a report by the Civil

345 Department of the Army Regulation 600-21, Race Relations and Equal Opportunity, July
1973, www.dtic.mil.
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Service commission on discrimination in the civil service, this impulse for affirmative
action helped to create an institutional environment in which Harry Brooks’s program
could foster social change.4¢

The army’s 1972 affirmative action plan relied on a definition of representation
that emerged at a particular moment. The basis of the entire plan was the goal of
matching Black representation in the officer corps to the Black percentage of the national
population. “The Affirmative Actions Plan,” a DCSPER resource book explained, “calls
for achieving a minority representation throughout the officer corps which is equal to the
minority representation in the nation, and for equalizing minority representation in certain
officer career fields that impact strongly upon life for minority soldiers — justice, the
chaplaincy, information, military police, and medicine.” For promotion at all ranks,
command assignments, key staff assignments in the army and the DoD, and school
attendance, the army’s goal was to promote and select Black officers at a rate that
corresponded to the eligible population for each position. Since the army determined
eligibility for promotion and assignment with “zones of consideration” based on years of
service, this meant that a percentage of officers was eligible in any situation. Following
Douthard Butler’s logic, this meant, for example, that if the army intended to promote
fifty percent of eligible regular army majors to lieutenant-colonel, approximately fifty

percent of eligible Black majors would be promoted.3*’

346 Melvin Urofsky, The Affirmative Action Puzzle: A Living History from Reconstruction to
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Although affirmative action was an army-wide program that depended on
command compliance at all levels, individual leaders had an outsized impact on whether
these programs produced their intended outcomes. In his boss, the army’s personnel
chief, Harry Brooks had a supportive advocate. Bernard W. Rogers was one of the
generals who experienced the army’s Vietnam-era racial crisis and sought to apply
affirmative action principles. Rogers was a West Point graduate and Rhodes Scholar who
taught history and economics at his alma mater and was later decorated for bravery in
Vietnam. As the senior commander at Fort Carson, Colorado from 1969 to 1970, Rogers
used his leadership position to implement sweeping changes to daily operations on the
post that reduced racial tension among a volatile mixture of returning Vietnam draftees
and regular soldiers. He established an “Enlisted Men’s Council” to allow soldiers to
express grievances outside the chain of command and followed this successful
experiment with councils specifically for junior officers and minority personnel. Rogers
emerged from this assignment with a reputation for innovative and empathetic thinking,
but also for firm, decisive leadership. As the army’s Deputy Chief of Staff for Personnel,
or DCSPER, from 1972 through 1974, Rogers ensured that the army carried out Harry
Brooks’s plans.’*

The year 1971 was also significant because Black officers began to break through
the army’s de facto ceiling at colonel, in numbers too large to be ignored. In May, the
army made an unprecedented announcement: three African American colonels were
slated to put on general’s stars in the regular army. Oliver Dillard was serving in Vietnam

as a provincial advisor to the South Vietnamese government. In 1965, he had become the

348 Bailey, An Army Afire, 117-123, 220.

292



first Black graduate of the National War College. James Hamlett was also serving in
Vietnam, as an aviation group commander. Finally, infantryman Roscoe Cartwright was
serving in the army’s operations office in Washington. Colonel Clarence Cunningham
became the only Black national guard general when he took over the District of Columbia
force. That weekend, Frederic Davison delivered the commencement address at Alabama
A&M University as a newly promoted major-general, the first African American at that
rank in the history of the army. “The limits of the horizon are expanding . . . we are
witnessing significant, almost miraculous progress,” he told some 450 graduates. But in
the same remarks, Davison closed ranks with the army and cautioned the audience that
activism could accomplish reform, but “militants and revolutionaries only breed
destruction.” “No man can expect to reform the world overnight,” Davison concluded, in
a remark that echoed his optimistic comments to a reporter when he first pinned on his
general’s stars in Vietnam. He called on each graduate to make “a small stand” for change
and progress.**’

The real challenge for army officers who sought to address officer corps
inequities was to present a persuasive case, based on data and not personal opinions, that
would spur action. As Douthard Butler completed his study of Black officer promotions
and contemplated how he would explain it to the generals and senior officials who led the
armed services, he must have worried about the reception he would receive when he

presented it; he would rightly have worried about his own career. But this was an

opportunity not only to explain the significance of the data he had assembled. He would

349 «“Army Selects Three Blacks as Generals,” The Louisiana Weekly, May 22, 1971, p.1; “Black
General,” The Louisiana Weekly, May 22, 1971, p.1 “Horizons expanding for Blacks, A&M
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have the attention of the highest officials of the armed forces and the chance to explain
how institutional racism had persisted for over twenty years after EO9981, the Fahy
Committee, the Gesell Committee, and the Civil Rights Act had chipped away at it.
Butler thought deeply about how best to present the study in an impactful way, at one
point noting the need to systematically “strip tease” the charts in the correct sequence to
show the critical importance of the evaluation report to an officer’s opportunities for
promotions, school selection, regular army selection, and key assignments, and the
eventual implications for Black officers if nothing was done: “atrophying Black officer
corps.” [insert Fig. 1- “Strip Tease briefing guide].?>

Butler’s speaker’s notes began with a caveat. “During the course of the briefing,”
he began, “I will address only the methodology and rationale used to develop the
analysis, to include the findings. Accordingly actions taken relative to what the Army has
done . . . and is currently doing in regard to the findings will not be addressed. The officer
efficiency reports, or OER’s, is (sic) the major evaluation tool that is pivotal by its very
nature, in the establishment of an officer’s position with respect to selection for
promotion, military and civilian schooling, regular army appointment and overall
professional development.” Prior to the advent of the equal opportunity program in 1964,
there was a “distinct negative disparity relative to the professional development and
upward mobility of Black officers when compared with white officers.” Butler concluded
his introduction with the hope that “this would aid in identifying the causes for this
disparity, while simultaneously highlighting the areas which require corrective actions

and additional study.”33!

350 Douthard Butler briefing presentation, Butler Report collection.
351 Douthard Butler speaker’s notes, Butler Report collection.
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Beginning in late 1971 and continuing into the next year, Butler presented a series
of briefings on his study. Presumably he began with an internal audience in the army’s
personnel office, then expanded outward to army senior leadership, and then upward to
the Department of Defense (DoD). Isaac Hampton II, who conducted a series of
interviews with Butler for his book The Black Officer Corps, states that once DoD
officials received the briefing, they directed a meeting of the heads of all four military
services, with another personal brief on the study by Butler. During this briefing,
Hampton writes, all the service chiefs were skeptical, with the Navy and Marine Corps
leaders particularly so. Writes Hampton: “Intermittently, during his presentation Butler
recalled hearing muffled and angry comments of ‘this is bullshit’ and heavy sighs of
frustration from many of the senior officers in attendance.”?>?

Using a series of thirty view-graph overhead slides, Butler displayed three types
of data sets. The first was a numerical analysis that compared the OER numerical scores
of Black and white lieutenants, captains, majors, lieutenant-colonels, and colonels from
1965 to 1971. He then compared Black and white officer report scores by branch and
source of commission (ROTC, West Point, and OCS). All these combinations put Black
officers in raw numbers ten to twenty points behind white officers on their report scores.
Butler’s second data set, which he termed “ratio and proportion,” showed the evaluation
data through proportional representation. For example, in the 1961-1968 data set for
colonels, the ratio of white (4,120) to Black (67) colonels was 61:1. In a colorblind,
proportional distribution of ratings, Butler concluded, there would have been

approximately sixty-one white colonels in each of the ten-point scoring bands from 200-

352 Butler briefing materials, Butler Report collection. Based on the dates of some of the data in
the briefing charts, I believe this briefing took place in December 1972.
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240, the middle of the pack to the very top. In fact, there were only twenty-seven white
colonels who rated 210-220, a mediocre rating that would not lead to promotion, and
fifty-nine in the 220-230 band, which was roughly proportional, but over two hundred in
the top band, from 230 to 240, more than three times the normal distribution. Put simply,
white colonels were three times as likely as Black colonels, who had the same civilian
college degree, military training, and assignment histories, to be rated outstanding. The
final data set seemed to make the most impact. By comparing data from the mid-1950s to
the early 1970s, Butler showed that despite numerous DoD-level directives and equal
opportunity programs, nothing had changed on the ground for Black army officers. The
disparities persisted across time, in peacetime and combat, in periods of heavy
mobilization and downsizing.3*3

Butler concluded his briefing with his assessment that if left unchecked by policy
and procedure changes, these disparities in officer evaluation, promotion, and
advancement, combined with the attrition of officers from the service through by-choice
resignation or retirement, would lead to the “atrophy” of African Americans from the
officer corps over the coming decade. By 1972, the Black army officer corps resembled
an inverted pyramid, with over forty-four percent of Black officers residing in the field-
grade and senior ranks (majors, colonels, and generals) and fifty-six percent in the junior,
company-grade ranks (lieutenants and captains). By contrast, thirty-three percent of white
officers occupied the senior ranks, a more normal pyramidical distribution in a
hierarchical organization with junior, mid-level, and senior leaders. Those Black officers

who were managing to advance had joined the army during the 1950s and had survived

333 Briefing charts, Butler Report Collection; Hampton, The Black Officer Corps, 80-95.
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the post-Korea reductions. Paradoxically, Black officers who entered service in the 1960s
and served as junior and mid-level leaders during the Vietnam War encountered Joel
Poinsett’s “circular bind” at the point in their careers that they would most need key
command assignments and military schools that made them competitive for the field
grades, and with some notable exceptions, did not get them. As the Vietnam War dragged
on into the early 1970s and became more unpopular, and as college deferments lessened,
the army’s primary source of officers, ROTC, was decreasingly attractive to all college
students. This meant fewer new lieutenants in raw numbers, and depressed officer
accessions from Black universities, which were small to begin with.3>*

The army’s annual historical summary for Fiscal Year 1972 offers a clue that
Douthard Butler’s presentations made an impact. The report’s section on equal
opportunity notes the Black enlisted-officer disparity in the army, fifteen percent enlisted,
3.9% officer, and congratulates itself that Black women’s participation in the Women’s
Army Corps continued to exceed both (19.4% enlisted and 5.7% officer) but
acknowledges that “Black officer distribution reflects increases in senior grades and
shortages in junior grades.” While the number of Black colonels doubled from 1968 to
1972, “The critical nature of the Black junior officer shortage is highlighted by the fact
that there are more Black generals, colonels, and lieutenant colonels than there are Black
lieutenants.” The report was silent on corrective actions, but this shortage appears to have

been recognized by the DCSPER as early as 1970.3%

35% Briefing charts, Butler Report Collection; Figure 6-10, Hampton, The Black Officer Corps,
100.
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Although many military leaders disputed Butler’s findings, the army in particular
could not ignore it, and so they became a part of the army’s mainstream thinking for the
rest of the 1970s. Secretary of the Army Robert Froehlke directed that Butler’s findings
be shared with all officer and enlisted promotion boards as part of the DCSPER’s
administration of the boards. He further directed that all promotion boards would have
appropriate racial and gender representation to the population being considered. Andrew
Chambers recalled that when he sat on promotion boards in the late 1970s as a brigadier
and major-general, another general from the DCSPER would deliver guidance from the
Chief of Staff of the Army on promotion trends and the army’s personnel needs, and that
“they would remind the board that Black officers had traditionally been rated lower. The
board members were told to look very carefully at Black officers’ or minority officers’
files because in almost every instance they had been rated lower.” Chambers called this
guidance “a license to steal,” by which he meant that he now had the latitude to look
more deeply at Black officers’ files. He used the data from the Butler report and, in his
words, “whipped ass with it. I got so many [Black officers] promoted, but they weren’t
people that did not deserve it. They were people who might not have made it if the
system had continued to take the efficiency reports literally.” With the perspective of

time, Chambers viewed Butler’s work as “one of the great innovations of the army. D.R.
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Butler’s report forced people to be honest and led to the army having a minority member
on the board.”3%¢

The social change that Douthard Butler’s study fostered was not confined solely
to promotion boards. One of the colorblind recommendations of OPMS II was to
centralize selection boards at army level for high command positions, just as for
promotion boards. Up to the early 1970s, senior commanders selected their subordinate
commanders personally through correspondence with the army personnel office, a
process that depended completely upon personal relationships and which not only
encouraged nepotism but relied on it. In Butler’s words, “it was who you make a phone
call to and put in for who you want if you had the connections.” Butler reflected in an
oral history that Roscoe Cartwright, the third-ever army brigadier general, was the first
African American officer to serve on a command selection board, in 1972 or 1973.
Cartwright, who knew of the Butler study’s existence, asked the colonel to visit him when
he came to Washington for his first board. “They can give you [Butler] a hard time for
talking with me,” Cartwright told Butler, “but they can’t do anything about me talking
with you.” Butler took his briefing slides with him to Cartwright’s hotel room and gave
the general his presentation. Afterward, Butler recalled that Cartwright was “stunned” by
the report, and that the resulting command board selected fifteen African Americans;
based on this number, this was likely a battalion command selection board for lieutenant-

colonels. Cartwright told Butler that he used his study “to say ‘Bullshit” about the early

36 “Lieutenant General Andrew Chambers,” Hampton, ed., Rise to Command, 134-137; Hampton
11, The Black Officer Corps, 93-94; Bailey, An Army Afire, 256-258.
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Officer Efficiency Reports of Black officers,” and told the board members “to look at
Black officers’ performance once they are in the job” in more recent assignments.>>’

In his autobiography, Colin Powell described how the traditional, informal
methods of command selection held sway for several more years. As he finished his
White House Fellowship in the spring of 1973, Powell visited the infantry branch
assignments office in Alexandria, Virginia. In the office, “a fellow lieutenant colonel took
down a loose-leaf notebook and opened it before me. Listed, by hand, were all the
battalions in the Army, followed by three columns,” which listed the current commander,
who was designated to take over next, and who was scheduled after that officer. At that
time, Powell admitted, “office politics, the old-boy network, and favoritism could
influence the assignment. If a commanding general, for example, wanted you in his
division, that could clinch the deal.” But Powell focused on blank spaces in the second
column, immediate vacancies, and selected one, in Korea. As a young officer who had
gained a reputation with field commanders in Vietnam, worked in the DoD headquarters,
and earned a prestigious fellowship, Powell knew the system and how to navigate it, an
advantage that many of his colleagues did not possess in the early 1970s.38

At West Point in the early 1970s, African American faculty and cadets were less
interested incremental change and the long process of network-building. The
complexities of confronting and managing social change in a hierarchical, duty-bound
institution like the army had been visible for some time at West Point, in the Hudson
Valley north of New York City. Although by the time of the Vietham War ROTC had

supplanted West Point as the primary commissioning source for the bulk of the active

%7 “Colonel Douthard R. Butler,” in Hampton, ed., Rise to Command, 157-159.
38 Powell, My American Journey, 235.
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army’s officers, West Point continued to operate as the army’s cultural home and its
professional cornerstone. Its graduates continued to lead the army at the highest levels,
and its superintendent, a two-star major general, worked directly for the army chief of
staff. West Point was a high-profile military installation, and its faculty, staff, and cadets
were members of the army. But those cadets were also college students, and West Point
had a dual life and image as both an army post and a university. Because of this duality,
West Point became a significant site of social change as the army experienced changes in
American society.

In the decade after 1968, the U.S. Military Academy was a focal point of army
social change through its engagements with the Black Power and women’s rights
movements. These encounters carried added weight because West Point has been a
cornerstone of the army’s culture since its founding. Although the Equal Admissions
Opportunity Program was formally established only in 1968, the academy began more
actively to recruit Black students during the Kennedy administration. This effort began to
bear fruit in 1970, with a steady increase in the number of Black cadets and graduates. As
the army prepared to disestablish the Women’s Army Corps in 1978 and integrate women
into the army’s branch structure, West Point prepared to admit women, and the first
cohort of female cadets arrived at the academy in the summer of 1976.

Percy Squire entered West Point in the summer of 1968, as the Black Power
movement approached the height of its notoriety in American national life. But where
earlier generations of Black cadets suffered ostracism or abuse, and did their best merely
to survive, Squire reflected African Americans’ dissatisfaction with the status quo and

became an informal leader of his fellow Black cadets. He became well-known across the
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academy because of his self-confidence and strong opinions. Squire and the other eight
Black cadets in his class focused on their military skills and studies, though, and Squire
remembered that “all of the instructors that I encountered were Vietnam veterans. They
had extensive experience in dealing with Black soldiers. Most of them were in the
combat arms . . . the dearth of Black cadets ended after my first year.”3>

West Point’s equal admissions opportunity program made an immediate impact on
the academy’s demographic composition. Where Percy Squire’s Class of 1972 started out
with nine Black cadets, forty-seven African Americans entered in 1969, and the same
number matriculated in 1970. With this significant jump in Black enrollment, the U.S.
Military Academy took a significant step toward closing the army’s enlisted-officer Black
representation gap. The arrival of a new superintendent in March 1970 accelerated this
effort. General William Westmoreland, who had left Vietnam to become army chief of
staff, selected one of his key subordinates from the MACV headquarters, Willam A.
Knowlton, to take over at West Point when Maj. Gen. Samuel Koster was removed from
the position following the release of an army investigation of the My Lai Massacre,
whose perpetrators had been assigned to Koster’s division. Knowlton graduated from
West Point in 1943 and served in Europe as a junior officer at war’s end, and after the
war returned to his alma mater to teach in the Department of Social Sciences. During his
four-year tenure as superintendent, Knowlton carried out initiatives that many observers
saw as destructive of the unique culture of the academy, but which from his perspective,
brought the academy in line with a changing American society. One of these was an order

by the Department of Defense, after a Supreme Court decision, to end compulsory cadet

39 Percy Squire interview, www.westpointcoh.org.
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attendance at weekly church services. When he reflected on the personal attacks that
older graduates carried out on him the press, Knowlton reasoned that one critic, retired
general Bradford Chenoweth, “was just annoyed that I was one more liberal
Superintendent giving in to the pressures of the moment.”3¢

William Knowlton was more well-known for his efforts to achieve greater
integration of Black cadets at West Point. He noted perceptively that when he arrived as
superintendent, “they [African Americans] were Blacks at a white school.” West Point
had a ten-fold increase in Black graduates during Knowlton’s tenure, a change that he
likened to “nuclear fission” because it made Black people visible at what was seen as a
white bastion. Knowlton was under great pressure from army leadership to increase the
number of Black cadets and took the approach of a social scientist or economist (his
academic background) in analyzing the Black high-school student population. The
service academies’ SAT requirements reduced the pool of eligible students to a
considerable degree, and his research further told him that in the later years of the
Vietnam war, “Blacks tended to have heroes in the military but not to want to go into the
military themselves.” Finally, “when you apply the factor of a what a Black, who is
intellectually bright enough to come to West Point and do well, is being offered in terms
of social rewards for going to Harvard, Yale or Princeton . . . you really cut the number of

Blacks down to about 200 per year that would be eligible for and interested in West

%0 n July 1972, the Supreme Court allowed a lower court ruling in Anderson v. Laird to stand,
ruling that compulsory chapel attendance at the military academies violated the First
Amendment’s Establishment Clause. “U.S. Court Rejects Mandatory Chapel at Service Schools,”
The New York Times, July 1, 1972, p.8. U.S. Army War College Senior Officer Oral History
Program interview, Lt. Gen. William A. Knowlton, Historical Manuscripts Collection 1, U.S.
Army Center of Military History; Bailey, An Army Afire, 269-271.
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Point,” a small number of students who will be recruited aggressively by the other service
academies as well.*¢!

Superintendent Knowlton’s annual report for the 1972-1973 academic year
celebrated the admission of 128 minority cadets for the class of 1976, and almost two
hundred in the next class. The vision of the Equal Admissions Opportunity Program, “to
enable the Academy to better accomplish its mission and fulfill its responsibility to the
nation by becoming more accessible to young citizens from America’s ethnic minorities,”
became the guiding philosophy of all the army’s equal opportunity programs over the
next decade. The academy worked with the National Urban League to establish a field
admissions office in Chicago. “[O]ur latest program” with the National Urban League,
Knowlton explained to a Black newspaper editor, was “specifically geared toward the
recruitment of Black cadets.”36?

West Point’s solution to this dilemma of a small eligible population and an
increasing demand for Black representation was to accept academic risk, or the potential
that some African American cadets would fail to meet classroom standards, and social
risk, that rapidly increasing the number of Black cadets on post would create racial strife
similar to what the army had experienced in Vietnam. Knowlton’s predecessors at West
Point had begun to accept these risks — Percy Squire matriculated in 1968, after all — but
the Massachusetts-born general embraced the risks to a much greater degree by not only

recruiting aggressively in Black majority schools in urban areas, but by deliberately

increasing the number of Black faculty members. This increased Black representation on

%1 Knowlton interview transcript, p. 5.

392 “The Annual Report of the Superintendent, 1 July 1972 to 30 June 1973;” William A.
Knowlton to Victor O. Morris, 16 September 1973, Admissions Files, 1973 Folder, Special
Collections, USMA.
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the faculty provided Black cadets with role models who provided mentorship and
representation to Black cadets.

Black West Pointers with combat experience in Vietnam became the public face
of the academy’s equal admissions opportunity program, and they used their positions to
drive social change, both through their impact on increasing Black participation in the
corps of cadets, as well as through their mentorship and positive example for those
cadets. Fred Gorden was the only Black cadet in the West Point class of 1962 but worked
his way up from the bottom third of his class to the Dean’s List by graduation. After a
year of combat in Vietnam as an artillery officer, the West Point foreign language
department recruited him to teach Spanish, and he became the department’s first Black
faculty member in 1969. He reflected that “you have the sense that stemmed from what
you learned from other African American officers” on the faculty who were not West
Point graduates.’®3

The establishment of the Equal Admissions Opportunity Program created another
opportunity for Black officers to obtain graduate degrees and move into career-enhancing
assignments. After Chicagoan Arthur Hester graduated from West Point in 1965, he
served for a year in Vietnam, transferred to Germany, and returned to the United States in
1968 for his officers’ advanced training course. He expected to be ordered back to
Vietnam but instead was offered the chance to go to graduate school and then to serve in
the admissions office at West Point. After three semesters at Stanford and a master’s
degree in industrial engineering, Hester reported to West Point in the summer of 1970, a

few months after Knowland’s arrival. After a few months of leading recruiting visits in

363 Frederick Gorden interview, www.westpointcoh.org.
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the Midwest, Hester moved into the Equal Admissions Opportunity role, a change that he
clearly relished.3¢*

While he studied industrial engineering at Stanford, Hester was clearly also
thinking about his future role in academy admissions and the potential impact of
affirmative action on his alma mater. In March 1970, the captain researched and wrote
what he termed “An argument for changing the admissions systems at the United States
Military Academy in order to increase the enrollment of minority students.” Coming as it
did at the end of Hester’s short stint in graduate school, the essay reflected the author’s
time in a civilian academic environment. “Quality education,” Hester reflected, “has long
been a recognized asset and the importance of receiving such an education becomes more
critical as our society becomes more complex.” Even as the Gates Commission and the
army analyzed the shift to an all-volunteer force, Hester pointed out that the army,
already thirteen percent Black, would probably approach twenty percent as a volunteer
force. These men, as were their civilian counterparts, were “becoming increasingly
sensitive about their cultural identity and heritage,” and although the army had “long
enjoyed a good reputation for fairness and equal opportunity among Negroes,” this
reputation “comes under heavy pressure when one recognizes the fact that there is only
one Black general officer in the army.” Hester’s proposal to increase recruitment of Black
high school students went beyond the existing equal admissions opportunity program in
its recommendation to use the academy’s Preparatory School to focus on “acceptance of
minority students of high potential who do not measure up to the established academic

standards” in a program like one in use at Harvard University. He concluded his essay

364 Arthur Hester interview, www.westpointcoh.org.
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with a reminder that these changes were in the “public interest” and argued that the
academy had an obligation to adjust its admissions policies that the corps of cadets
corresponded more closely “to the total population and to the Army.”3%

Although it was open to all cadets, West Point’s Contemporary Affairs Seminar, a
cadet activity overseen by the Behavioral Science Department, because a locus of African
American activism in the early 1970s. Its high profile and significant activities
demonstrated the impact of questions of race on the post-Vietnam army. Superintendent
Knowland not only supported the seminar but encouraged it. Beginning in his sophomore
year, Percy Squire became active with the group. He described the seminar as “a location
where Black cadets started to gravitate as a result of activities that were going on in the
Academy to address issues affecting Black cadets . . . their objective was to cause the
proper assimilation of Blacks into the Corps of Cadets.” Although the seminar was not
established specifically to discuss race in American society and the military, members
and their faculty advisors encouraged these conversations. One of those advisors, Roger
Nye, a 1946 graduate, earned a Ph.D. in history at Columbia and in 1971 became the
head of the Department of History. Nye and another faculty member, Quay Snyder,
focused the seminar on specific cultural issues such as the academy’s haircut policies,
which were based on white male hairstyles, and cadet social events, which played only
country and rock music and did not include African American women as dates for Black

cadets.3%°

365 Arthur C. Hester, “An Argument For Changing the Admissions Systems at the United States
Military Academy In Order to Increase the Enrollment of Minority Students.,” March 1970,
Arthur Hester personal papers, courtesy of Beth L. Bailey. Arthur Hester passed away in February
2022.

3% The issue of hairstyles was a significant flashpoint in the Vietnam-era army. Beth Bailey
illustrates the ways in which a quotidian matter of individual grooming can serve as a marker of

307



Because of his visible presence in the corps of cadets and his willingness to speak
out about the Black experience at West Point, Percy Squire became the de facto cadet
leader of the Contemporary Aftairs Seminar by his senior year, effectively making him
the spokesman for his fellow Black cadets. This informal leadership role placed him at
the center of a significant controversy. When President Richard Nixon visited the
academy in the spring of 1971, the superintendent took him on a driving tour of the
campus. When Knowlton showed the president the memorial column above the Hudson
River dedicated to West Point graduates who had served in the Union Army and died in
the Civil War, Nixon asked why there was not a similar monument for the graduates who
had served the Confederacy. Placed in a difficult position, Knowlton deferred the issue to
the academy’s Association of Graduates, whose Board of Trustees exercised a significant
role in decisions on memorialization around the campus, because the association would
have to raise funds for the creation of the monument. When the board put the matter to a
vote, it passed, but there was one key dissenter: Arthur Hester. The academy’s admissions
director had engineered Hester’s appointment to the board while he served as the equal
opportunity admissions officer. Hester was unequivocal when he had the chance to
address the board during the vote, pointing out that “if I resigned my commission to go
down and join the whatever the local group was in New York City in those days that was
anti-everything [a reference to the Black Panther Party] . . . are you guys going to have a
statue here for me 100 years from now?” The personal bravery of this remark impressed

another younger board member, Class of 1950 member and astronaut Frank Borman, who

institutional cultures and a serious matter for leadership consideration. “The U.S. Army and the
‘Problem of Race’: Afros, Race Consciousness, and Institutional Logic,” The Journal of
American History, December, 2019, 639-661; Percy Squire oral history.
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encouraged Hester to keep a lower profile while he used his connections in the Nixon
Administration to squelch the entire idea. A short time later, Borman called Hester at
home to tell him, “It’s done. It’s over with. Don’t worry about it anymore.” In a
memorandum for army leadership about the proposal, Knowland pointed to “the volatile
reaction of the Black community at West Point” and “the probability of serious damage to
an effective minority recruitment campaign” that was just beginning to gather
momentum. These factors, among others, convinced Knowland that this was “a very bad

moment” for such a memorial.¢’

For African American officers and cadets at West Point, the Confederate
monument controversy was the proximate cause of a collective reaction to the army’s,
and the nation's, struggles with race in the early 1970s. Squire and his fellow Black
cadets, who by 1972 numbered almost fifty, and Arthur Hester and his twenty or so
fellow Black faculty members were, in Squire’s memory,

acutely aware of what was going on around us . . . You have to put into context
the point in time when we came in here . . . in 1968 Martin Luther King was
killed. The nation erupted. In June, Robert Kennedy was killed . . . we saw the
shootings. Medgar Evers — [ mean you can just go down — Schwerner, Goodman
and Chaney . . . plus the Vietnam War was raging at the time. So aside — the
American society was literally coming apart at the seams, you know, and so there
was a strong recognition and appreciation for what was going on . . . you went to
Port Authority [Bus Terminal in New York City] in your uniform, you know, you
were called a Tom, you were called a sellout, you know? And so those things
created a considerable amount of consternation among Black cadets . . . There
was tremendous concern about being politically relevant within the context of
even being in the military academy. There was a still a concern about not being
totally outside, you know, of what was going on among our peer group. Because
at that point in the Civil Rights movement the shift had occurred from integration
to Black Power. And the activists were young people — Stokely Carmichael, Rap

367 Nixon was a well-known political opportunist who sensed in the Confederate memorial an
opportunity to tap into the growing white backlash to the civil rights movement. William A.
Knowlton oral history; Arthur Hester oral history. Memorandum, William A. Knowland to Cadet
Percy Squire, subj: Possible Civil War Memorial, 17 November 1971, Confederate Memorial
Files, Superintendent’s Files, U.S. Military Academy Special Collections.
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Brown . . . those folks where in there passing out leaflets [at the bus terminal]
and they would challenge and confront you.

On campus at the academy, there was no monolithic white reaction to Black cadets’
activism, but the quest to remain politically aware and relevant did not “fly in the same
circle as the administration’s values.” Some cadet companies were known to be
welcoming to Black cadets; in others, “[Black] guys had a really hard time.” The
company in formation next to Squire’s, H-1, had no Black cadets at all, and “had the
reputation of being a racist company,” to the point that one particularly virulent racist in
the unit, a cadet named Mike Butt, was given a copy of Ebony magazine by his fellows as
a prank. The West Point Band routinely played “Dixie,” to the point that they included it
on an album of the band’s favorites, and a fight broke out between Black and white
cadets at an Army-Navy football game when white cadets waved a Confederate flag. It
was obvious to Squire that “there was an ingrained component of the Confederacy
already at West Point that Black cadets objected to.” As Art Hester pointed out to another
faculty member the next year, “The fact that Black cadets are more ‘liberal” and ‘socially’
oriented is simply an indictment of the status of our society. Black cadets have much
more to be liberal and socially concerned about than white cadets.”3%®

But the announcement in the spring of 1971 of the Confederate memorial
proposal sparked a reaction. “There were a number of simmering grievances about the
way business was being conducted [at West Point],” Squire recalled, “but when this came
up it was too much.” As the alumni board voted to approve the project and Frank Borman

used his personal networks to fight it, Black cadets mobilized to write a reaction

368 Percy Squire interview; Memorandum, subj: “Characteristics of Negro Cadets,” 1 March 1972,
Arthur Hester papers.
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statement and multi-point expression of grievances. After beginning with the reminder
that we [Black cadets] approached West Point with both awe and expectation,” the six-
page document uses the language of the Declaration of Independence to describe the
“long train of abuses and usurpations” that “evinces a design of racism” that caused “the
very ideals and principles we are so anxious to defend” to be ignored and abused by the
academy’s leadership. The manifesto’s twelve grievances highlighted the paucity of
Black cadets and Black faculty members compared to a large number of Black civilians
in service jobs; no recognition of the Black cavalry regiments that for decades trained
white cadets in horsemanship; the cancellation of a Black studies course; the lack of a
Black haircut policy; the virtual absence of Black cadets in high leadership positions; the
tolerance of the academy staff of white cadets’ summer training skits that portrayed Black
noncommissioned officers as “fawning sambos and as examples of ignorant
incompetence;” the administration’s refusal of the Contemporary Affairs Seminar’s
request for a speaker visit by Representative Ron Dellums (who had been in the news for
convening a Congressional inquiry into Vietnam War atrocities by American troops); and
finally, the academy’s recommendations to downplay “Black [cadets and faculty] rage”
over the Confederate memorial. This last development “seriously weakened the faith we
had in the administration to understand our racial pride.” Sixteen Black faculty members,
Arthur Hester among them, signed the manifesto by hand, an act that Hester remembered

caused no small amount of trepidation on his part.3¢

3% Cadet manifesto, Arthur Hester papers; Arthur Hester interview; Adjutant General
Memorandum, subj: Requirement for an Equal Admissions Opportunity Officer, 10 November
1972; 703-01, Admissions Files, U.S. Military Academy Special Collections.
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While there appears to be no single academy policy statement that addresses the
manifesto, several initiatives and documents spoke to the academy’s reaction to it. The
academy soon renamed a sports field near the main gate as Buffalo Soldier Field and
emplaced tablets that memorialized the Black regiments’ presence at West Point. The
admissions department requested that the army personnel office increase the number of
billets allocated to the equal opportunity admissions program, and an increased focus on
recruiting in urban high schools followed. The academy’s haircut policy soon followed
new army-wide policies allowing afro haircuts for officers. The Department of History
offered a new Black history course for the first time in the 1972-73 academic year. No
record exists of a prohibition on racist skits and entertainment, but it seems certain that
these would also come under scrutiny and the ringleaders would suffer disciplinary
action.3”°

The academy was satisfied enough with Arthur Hester’s work as equal admissions
opportunity officer that they offered him another year in the role. Over the next year, he
used his personal experiences as a cadet and his graduate education to intervene
personally at a pivotal time in the army’s experiments with affirmative action. In the
wake of the memorial controversy and the manifesto, Hester continued to challenge the
academy’s harsh assessments of Black cadets’ academic performance. In early 1972,
Hester disputed a faculty member’s findings that the large Black cadet cohorts who
entered in 1969 and 1970 were academically inferior to white cadets, as determined by a
composite of College Entrance Examination Rank [CEER, a combination of SAT and

ACT scores] and freshman year course averages. Hester pointed out that “It is a well

370 Dean of the Academic Board, Annual Academic Program Report, 1971-1972, 228-10,
Superintendent’s Annual Report, U.S. Military Academy Special Collections.
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known fact that the validity of College Board tests as a predictor for college success for
Blacks is not as high as it is for the majority white population,” and that Educational
Testing Service scores and the academic system at West Point failed to “properly account
for the intrinsic potential of Black students.” In Hester’s mind, “intrinsic potential”
seemed to be a subjective measure of integrity and effort, but the academy accounted for
such potential in other ways. From personal experience, he argued that “the adjustment
that a Black cadet must make at West Point is definitely greater than that of his white
counterpart. The stress of the Plebe system” and “an accentuated degree of loneliness and
isolation” as well as the challenging course load all affected cadets’ performance in the
classroom. Hester recommended that instead of averaging only standardized test scores
and freshman year course averages, an assessment that included a cadet’s general order of
merit, which combined classroom work with military instruction, extracurricular
activities, and disciplinary records “would prove that the performance of Black cadets is
in no way inferior to other cadets.” In his own case, Hester offered that his freshman year
academic average was in the middle of pack for his class, but by graduation, he had
moved up to “the bottom of the top quintile.”3”!

Hester agreed with the report’s author that although West Point was taking active
steps to increase the number of Black cadets, it was taking the easy way out by recruiting
high-performing Black high-school students, and not students from middling
backgrounds like him. “It appears to me,” he concluded, “that our recruiting efforts are
directed at young Blacks who could very well make it anywhere. In this vein, our

approach is institutionally selfish. On a social basis we are not performing a service to the

371 Arthur Hester interview; Memorandum, subj: Characteristics of Negro Cadets, 1 March 1972,
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country and to Blacks as a whole.” This belief led Hester back to a concept he had
introduced in his graduate school paper, the increased reliance on the Preparatory School,
to reach what he called the “hard core minority student.” Hester asserted that as a “social
institution” West Point “must reflect and be responsive to the needs of the society for
which it is established.” For a Black officer like Hester, this meant that in his mind, the
academy had a responsibility to serve as an engine of social mobility.372

Archie Elam, who arrived at West Point in the summer of 1972, embodied the
competing impulses of West Point’s Black recruiting efforts- to increase enrollment from
underserved populations, but also to maintain its accepted academic standards. Elam was
an army brat and the child of a career noncommissioned officer (NCO), but Archie grew
up in inner-city Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. Before the mid-1960s, West Point would
never have been interested in prospective cadets like Archie. His father had joined the
army early in World War II and served as a truck driver on the Red Ball Express, which
carried fuel and ammunition to American troops in France after the Normandy invasion.
When the army called for Black soldiers from service units to join the infantry at the front
during the Battle of the Bulge in late 1944, Archie’s father volunteered, survived, and
spent the rest of his career in infantry and special forces units, serving in Korea and
Vietnam. Critically for his future, Archie attended a magnet school and joined the fencing
team, which in themselves were significant examples of social changes occurring in
American society. He aspired to be an astronaut and gained admittance to the space camp
program in Huntsville, Alabama, from where he watched the moon landing in 1969, but

also endured life in one of the most racist communities in America, having a banana

372 Memorandum, “Characteristics of Black Cadets,” Arthur Hester papers.
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thrown at him from a moving vehicle on one trip into town. When a group of West Point
fencing team members noticed him at a meet in Philadelphia in 1971, the team’s coach
contacted his congressman and arranged to have Archie offered a nomination to attend
the academy. He passed the entrance exams and became a member of the Class of 1976.
Three days before he was due to report to West Point, he and his brother survived an
assassination attempt by a local gang, in his estimation “because I was trying to get out of
there.” His father took him to New York City that same night, paid for three nights in a
hotel room, and Archie joined the corps of cadets.’”3

William Knowlton’s concerns about Black cadets’ academic struggles proved
generally to be unfounded, because the academy’s recruiting processes did not undercut
its standards, and because of the academy’s preparatory school, which served to improve
at-risk students’ skills before the entered the academy. Archie Elam had attended a
magnet school, and Percy Squire graduated at the top of an ethnically diverse high school
in Youngstown; neither remembered any trouble with classes, in a regimented
environment where instructors, in Squire’s memory, “taught the test.” Black cadets’ social
integration was at question, however, because both white cadets and former students
questioned their presence at West Point, but under Knowlton’s leadership, this integration
continued. Many critiques of increased Black representation relied on the belief that only
athletic prowess and liberal impulses led to Black college attendance. Elam’s self-

described worst day as a cadet came during his freshman year when he was returning to

his barracks room from class, and a white upper-class cadet stopped him in a deserted

373 Archie Elam interview (no transcript available); Thomas E. Hanson, “Engine of
Desegregation: The European Theater of Operations Voluntary Transfer Program of 1945.” Army
History 127 (Spring, 2023) 34-47.
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area of campus. While remaining behind him so that Elam could not identify him, the
white cadet harangued the Black freshman for only being at the academy because he was
good at fencing. When the upperclassman released him and he turned to go, Elam spotted
him in the corner of his eye. He informed his leadership of the incident, and a few days
later, watched as the offending cadet was marched out of the barracks with all his
possessions, expelled.3”*

Under the leadership of William Knowlton, Sidney Berry, and their successors,
West Point continued to encourage African American cadets’ cultural expressions. In the
spring of 1972, Percy Squire’s graduation year, the Contemporary Affairs Seminar
reached the high point of its influence on academy policies with the submission of its
Black cadets’ manifesto and its sponsorship of a concert in the academy’s football
stadium to benefit sickle-cell anemia research. The purported susceptibility of Black
people to sickle-cell disease was a prominent national discussion in the early 1970s,
especially after Nixon signed the Sickle Cell Control Act of 1972 and mischaracterized it
as disease that affected only Black people. For his part, Superintendent Knowlton had
“some real doubts as to its [the concert’s] feasibility,” but told a friend that he
“recognized that it had to be supported strongly.” In recommending approval of the
cadets’ idea to the Department of the Army, Knowlton noted a recent Festival of Black
Culture at the Air Force Academy, and that his Black cadets, who formed a larger group
than that at the other two academies, “have expressed a desire to make a similar
contribution but in a more tangible manner.” Eventually Squire and the cadet committee

secured commitments to perform from Stevie Wonder, The Supremes, and Ike and Tina

374 Archie Elam oral history interview.
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Turner. Although the Turners pulled out at the last minute, the rest made it to West Point
during a one-in-a-century flooding event in the Hudson River Valley.3”?

Knowlton gave Percy Squire and a group of Black cadets the full reign of
academy resources to plan the event, to invite performers, and to carry it off. In spite of
concerted opposition from the academy’s public affairs and community relations
committees, who told him that he would “have a disaster on his hands” and that this was
the worst decision of his tenure, and of torrential rain on May 5, 1972, some ten thousand
paying customers descended on the academy for “Concert For the Blood,” a name that
evoked both the event’s eponymous disease and a commonly-used slang word for African
American men. The concert went on longer than planned, until eight o’clock in the
evening, and well-known actor Ossie Davis attended and participated. “The Black
entertainers, the spectators and the community all had a wonderful time,” Knowlton
reported with satisfaction.3”°

Although noteworthy and successful, initiatives to increase the Black student
body and faculty representation at West Point were never going to make a substantial
impact on the army’s root problem: inequality in the officer corps. West Point produced
only a small fraction of the army’s officers and events there did not affect the larger
officer corps. To reverse Douthard Butler’s reverse pyramid and increase the Black

officer corps, the army would have to market itself to Black college students and increase

their participation in ROTC. With the post-Vietnam decline in size of the OCS program,

375 Karen E. Fields and Barbara J. Fields, Racecrafi: The Soul of Inequality in American Life
(London: Verso, 2012), 54-56; Memo, Lt. Gen. William A. Knowlton to HQDA DAPE-ZA, Sub;j:
Exception to AR 360-61, 27 January 1972, 401-1 Sickle Cell Anemia Benefit, William A.
Knowlton Papers, Superintendent’s Correspondence, USMA Special Collections.

376 Lt. Gen. William A. Knowlton to Richard A. Darrow, 28 June 1972, 401-1 Sickle Cell Anemia
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ROTC became the key source of African American junior officers, and until 1973, all
college students, not just African Americans, were avoiding ROTC. The unpopularity of
ROTC was especially damaging to the Black officer corps, since the twenty-one Black
colleges with ROTC programs produced seventy percent of Black commissioned officers.
Some initiatives, such as the doubling of the monthly stipend for cadets from fifty to one
hundred dollars, appealed to all college students, but others took a race-conscious
approach.

After Vietnam, the army had a serious inventory problem in its junior officer
corps. Officers who had decided to go on active duty at the end of the Vietnam War were
leaving in troubling numbers, which left the army even more top-heavy. To meet its
officer needs amid the post-Vietnam drawdown, the army required a total of seven
thousand ROTC and West Point graduates to go on active duty, and forty percent of these
had to remain on active duty past their initial service obligation (four years for ROTC,
five years for West Point). In 1966 there were 174,000 college men taking ROTC, but by
1974, this number shrank to 30,000, and of those, only twenty percent remained on active
duty after their initial obligation was up. When Julius Parker visited ROTC detachments
in the 1970s to talk about his branch, military intelligence, with a focus on African
American students, “Blacks were becoming more significant in the private sector, and so
they were going to other places besides the army . . . they were just not in the pipeline.”
He sensed a generational divide in the officer corps, because it seem[ed] to me that at the
general officer level, the promotions kept coming,” but “When I looked at my level and 1
started back down to the colonels, lieutenant colonels, captains, and majors, they were

not there. The numbers were just not there.”
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As army recruiters used the infusion of money into ROTC to focus their
advertising on African American students, they did so initially with a transactional
approach that emphasized skills and pay over a long-term army career, and life skills that
would create post-army opportunities. “Army ROTC pays. When you’re in, and when
you’re out.” In an advertisement that ran in Black newspapers in the spring of 1973, a
middle-age African American man, dressed in a jacket and tie, stares contemplatively out
the window of an airplane. For this man, clearly a senior manager or executive in the
private sector, the “bigger payoft” resulting from ROTC was “When you begin your
civilian career. You’ll find you have the combination that just about guarantees success —
a good education, fine tuned with military management and experience . . . Army ROTC.
The more you look at it, the better it looks.”3”’

Advertising aimed at white youth tended to emphasize other attractions for
service, such as travel, adventure, and belonging. One ad running in Black newspapers,
which called ROTC a “trial offer,” featured a picture of a smiling Black college student
holding a stack of textbooks over the pitch, “Signing up for Army ROTC in college is no
big deal. No major commitment. All we’d like you to do is give it a try.” This approach
was suited to an economic era of high unemployment, and it worked. Black college
student enrollment in ROTC almost tripled from 1971-1973, and African American
cadets excelled in military training. By February 1973, Black students comprised over
seventeen percent of ROTC cadets nationwide. NAACP executive director Roy Wilkins
commended the army for its ROTC outreach, calling the program “the best established

anywhere in the military.” Wilkins also pointed out the NAACP’s active role through its

377« Army ROTC pays. When you’re in, and when you’re out,” New York Amsterdam News, April
28,1973, p. 51.
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chapters in encouraging and advertising ROTC as a source of leadership training and
career opportunities, but more importantly as a source of college scholarships.3”8

Although most of them came from HBCUs, Black senior Black officers took an
active role in trying to ease the transition of Black college students into ROTC at
integrated universities. Edward Greer, who was one of the five Black colonels advanced
to brigadier general in 1972, took time from his duties as the deputy commander of the
army basic training center at Fort Leonard Wood, Missouri, to visit with faculty and staft
at the University of Missouri. Greer reminded the faculty that “Even with the drawdown
of the peacetime force, we need ROTC officers badly,” and pointed out the cultural
changes in the volunteer army, such as improving food, allowing for personal choice in
base housing, and the elimination of things that he termed “irritants” to modern
volunteers, such as morning reveille and “unreasonable drill sergeants,” a euphemistic
reference to physical and mental abuse during training. Greer pledged his support
programs that recruited African Americans both for faculty positions and ROTC. Morris
Brown College in Atlanta hosted a televised “panel discussion on the opportunities Army
ROTC can offer to the Black community.”3"?

By 1974, Black officer procurement programs seemed to be working. The Black

population in the West Point corps of cadets stayed consistently at eight to ten percent.
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The Chicago Metro News sent a reporter to Fort Knox, Kentucky, to survey some of the
large number of Black college students attending ROTC Basic Camp, which offered the
possibility of accession into the advanced ROTC program for juniors and seniors, with its
monthly stipend and chance for a commission. From 1972 to 1974, Black attendance at
the ROTC camp almost tripled. Black enrollment in ROTC programs went from eight
percent in 1971 to seventeen percent in 1974 and reached nineteen percent, finally
approaching the Black percentage of the enlisted force.°

As the army began to make inroads on the shortage of junior officers, it also sent
an unmistakable message to the army and the nation in the promotion of Black senior
colonels to general. Since the mid-1960s, Black officers who had entered the army in the
late 1940s and early 1950s had been working in key personnel roles to design and
implement equal opportunity programs, which were designed to benefit younger
generations, but which also marked these senior officers for higher rank. Although Harry
Brooks feared that his assignment as army equal opportunity director might spell the end
of his career, in fact the job, combined with his excellent record from Vietnam and
Germany, meant his advancement in a changing climate, and a succession of his peers
followed him into the general officer ranks. African American newspapers began to take
notice. “In the last few years Blacks have suddenly began to emerge into the generals
ranks in significant numbers,” reported a New Orleans editor. In 1972, Harry Brooks was

one of an unprecedented five Black army colonels promoted to brigadier general from

one selection board. Brooks and the other four officers — Julius Becton, Edward Greer,
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Arthur Gregg, and George Shuffer — had enlisted in the army either during World War II
or immediately afterward and had survived the segregated army.33!

Black officers served in combat in Korea and Vietnam, invalidating white
assumptions of Black incapacity for the combat arms, but in the 1970s, the army
struggled to grow its proportion of Black officers in the so-called professional branches-
law, medicine, and the chaplaincy. In these fields, the army had to compete with a private
sector that embraced affirmative action and sought out Black college graduates. These
graduates found themselves highly sought-after and decided against military service. A
1972 resource book for equal-opportunity staff members commented that even though the
overall Black portion of the officer corps was on the rebound from its 1970 low point,
only 0.6% of army lawyers, 1.6% of army doctors, and 3.1% of army chaplains were
Black. At the same time, “civilian opportunities for middle-class Blacks have continued
to increase. This has apparently discouraged many young middle-class Blacks from
entering the Armed Forces.” Military sociologist Richard Stillman commented a few
years earlier, “One would be hard put to describe a person with better job opportunities
than a newly-minted Negro Ph.D.” In 1973 the army focused on the smallest of these
groups, lawyers, with recruiting visits to HBCU law schools, outreach to all law schools
through the NAACP, and an expanded summer internship program for law students in

army legal offices. By late 1973 this program led thirty-two African American law
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students to commission as Judge Advocate General’s Corps officers, almost a threefold
increase.3®?

The small number of Black army chaplains was a continuing source of frustration
because the chaplaincy was the one officer specialty where African American
contributions were widely recognized and appreciated by white commanders. The
commanding general of the First Army, responsible for most army installations in the
continental United States, told Black religious leaders that “the armed forces need more
Black leaders — Black commanders, Black lawyers, Black doctors, and Black chaplains.”
He added that senior white commanders “also need more advice from Black officers in
perceiving and correcting the things that trouble the Black soldier.” As the Black
percentage of the volunteer army reached and surpassed twenty percent, only fifty-nine of
1518 chaplains were Black. The largest African American religious denominations, the
National Baptists and the African Methodist Episcopal Church, had only fourteen and a
single chaplain in the army, respectively, a shortage that led the Army Chaplain Board to
conduct its own outreach to national religious organizations. Spurred perhaps by the
ongoing Army Research Institute surveys of Black soldiers and officers, the board
conducted its own survey of Black chaplains in late 1972. Thirty-eight chaplains and their
wives participated in the survey. They agreed with the rest of the Black officer corps that
“unfairness in OERs and promotions” were the most common reason that chaplains left
the army but added “hardship tour threats” to this list. Chaplains also criticized “being
assigned on the basis of color and being expected to solve all race problems” in their

units, but in general appreciated “A need for their services, the challenge of

382 Army Equal Opportunity Resource Book, 4; Cocke, ed., Fiscal Year 1974 Historical Summary,
61.
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accomplishment and a variety of work” as reasons to stay in the army. Despite the
challenges facing the Black officer corps, the chaplains planned to recommend army
service to other Black ministers “because the ministry is total and involved, there is a
need for Black chaplains, and benefits are good and there are opportunities for self-
improvement.” In a candid nod to early-1970s critiques of the military, they did caution
Black ministers who were “too rigid, hung up with the military or don’t understand
prejudiced people” that the chaplaincy was probably not for them. 3

In his keynote address to religious leaders at the 1972 gathering, the army’s chief
of chaplains summarized the importance of Black representation across the entire officer
corps. “An increased number of chaplains,” he explained, “would not only supply a
specific and urgent need, but exert concurrent effects in the process of changing beliefs.
This is necessary if military people are going to act in the socially healthy ways they are
directed to by fiat in the Army. It is not enough to have them act but to believe they are
right in such actions.” The dialogue between generals and religious leaders demonstrated
that almost three years into the post-Vietnam era, interracial communication and
understanding remained a significant problem for the army.3%

Frederic Davison’s career after combat command in Vietnam demonstrated the
impact of representation in overcoming racial polarization and ensuring the eventual
success of the AVF. When Davison left Vietnam in early 1969, he was a junior brigadier

general with combat experience in leading the equivalent of a small division, normally a

two-star billet. His promotion and continued advancement depended on a progression of
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staff assignments at army headquarters or one of the major commands, followed by
command of an army division as a major, or two-star general. But not just any staff
assignment would do. Some jobs were dead ends or so-called ‘terminal’ assignments,
places for the army to put an officer it believed was not qualified for promotion. Davison
received orders to the Pentagon, but as the deputy to the inspector general, just such a
dead-end job.

When the Black press learned of the assignment, they made it front-page news
and forced the army to reverse itself. Ethel Payne rightly characterized the job as "a dead
end assignment for an officer of general rank with no further change of promotion,” a
“deep freeze consignment” that Davison himself told Payne that had led to the early
retirement of the only other Black general in U.S. Army history, Benjamin O. Davis. By
the time army chief of staff William Westmoreland learned of the assignment, it was “the
talk of throngs of civilian employees, Black and white, who stream through the Pentagon
daily,” and Westmoreland was forced to act. He instead assigned Davison to the role of
assistant deputy chief of staft for personnel, responsible for all of the army’s policies and
processes for the assignment of enlisted soldiers worldwide. Payne pointed out that
Davison “can be classed as a loyalist, a military man to the core who defends the tradition
of the Service” and who wanted to serve in a role that allowed him to communicate the
value of service to African Americans, which was a way of defending the general from
accusations that he had complained personally about his career prospects. This entire
episode had the effect of continuing to raise Davison’s profile as the army grappled with

its racial crisis. He received his second star after a year in his new job.Instead of the
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inspector general’s office, Davison would report to Germany as the personnel chief for
army forces in Europe.3®

Frederic Davison reported to U.S. Army Europe, or USAREUR, headquarters at
the high point of racial strife among army units in Germany. Violent clashes between
white and Black soldiers were common and German businesses often refused to serve
African Americans. His assignment in Germany came at the behest of a namesake. When
he took command of USAREUR in May 1971, Gen. Michael S. Davison carried with him
the intent of the new army chief of staff. William C. Westmoreland directed army leaders
at all levels to take “continued, aggressive command action” to address and reduce racial
conflict. The senior Davison relayed his vision in no uncertain terms: race relations
programs were to be “top priority” in the command.38¢

Although no official records or personal interviews confirm this, it seems likely
that the elder Davison requested the Black brigadier to serve as his deputy chief of staff
for personnel matters, or DSCPER, with the express intent of having him craft a race
relations and equal opportunity program for the army’s largest overseas command. The
working relationship between the two Davisons, who came to be known, affectionately or
otherwise, as “Salt” and “Pepper” to their soldiers, effectively addressed racial
polarization and soldier morale in Germany by resolving issues such as the unfair
application of military justice and discrimination in off-base housing and social activities.
Davison told an interviewer that in spite of the immense pressure, high stakes, and

personal danger involved in repeated troop assignments in combat and in Cold War

385 Davison OHI; Ethel Payne, “Black General Is Mum on Rumors of Re-Assignment,” New
Pittsburgh Courier, September 20, 1969, pp.1,4.
386 Bailey, An Army Afire, 94-110, 178-187.

326



Europe, “There wasn’t much of anything of a challenge” in his mind because of the
working relationships he had with leaders like Michael Davison. “Having a chance to
work for a boss like Mike Davison,” he went on, “is unique as hell because I have never,
or I never did see, from the time I was in the Army, including myself, a person who was
more dedicated to treating people right.”3%7

Like Harry Brooks before him, Davison developed a professional reputation as a
senior officer in the personnel world, and it propelled him to high command. After
serving as the chief of personnel for U.S. Army forces in Europe, Davison’s commander,
Michael Davison [the two men were no relation], tapped him to command the Eighth
Infantry Division in Germany. The St. Louis American noted Davison’s reputation as a
disciplinarian but warned that his job in Germany would be difficult.3%

Now a major general, Frederic Davison took full advantage of his boss’s support
of race-conscious advocacy, not only within the command in Germany, but army-wide.
He had only been in his new position for a few months when he traveled to New York
City to meet with NAACP leaders to discuss the paucity of Black senior officers in army
staff positions. Executive director Roy Wilkins, his deputy Dr. John A. Morsell, and
director of veterans’ affairs Julius E. Williams attended. Davison brought along Harry
Brooks, the director of the army’s equal opportunity office. The Louisiana Weekly
reported that “Emphasis was placed upon the need for more career men in the service and

their recruitment.”3%°

3%7 Davison oral history, 30-31.
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The Black press and African American professionals had banded together to alter
the trajectory of Frederic Davison’s career, rescuing him from a dead-end assignment and
pushing army leaders to use his exemplary service record and personal experiences to
address the army’s racial crisis. General Davison took the next step when he nominated
Frederic to command one of the army’s infantry divisions stationed in West Germany.
The younger Davison thus took his place in the selective club of army leaders who
attained the single most important and prestigious assignment of an army general’s
career, division command. He was the first African American in the history of the U.S.
Army to do so, and as a Black newspaper in St. Louis reported, “With all the racial bias
that has been involved with the American troops stationed in Germany, that was an
important appointment.” Even though he was known as a disciplinarian, Davison’s job in
Germany “is a tough one ...” 3%

Davison took over the 8" Infantry Division in the summer of 1972. Beyond the
typical and expected duties of a division commander, which in Europe focused on
visiting units to assess their readiness for a short-notice war with the Soviets, Davison
leaned into the visible dynamics of race that impacted U.S. Army personnel living in a
European country. But Davison did not see these efforts as merely morale or human
relations programs. He related them directly to the division’s combat readiness and held
subordinate leaders accountable for their execution. For much of the postwar period, the
presence of Black soldiers in Germany communities had created tension and conflict,
particularly in social settings such as housing complexes, nightclubs, and restaurants,

where German business-owners frequently elected not to serve African Americans. A year
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after he took command, Davison created a stir in the Black press when he dressed in
civilian clothes and took white members of this staff to a local nightclub that had received
complaints of discrimination from Black soldiers. The club’s proprietor let the white
soldiers into the club without a moment’s hesitation but barred Davison’s way inside. The
general reported the incident to the European army headquarters’ equal opportunity office
and the garrison commander, who usually initiated pressure campaigns against the
nightclub owners and had the policies reversed. Davison told a reporter with evident
pride that his division, which was twenty-two percent Black, had no documented racial
incidents over the past eight months, and that he had relieved three battalion
commanders, one in his first three months in command, for failure to carry out mandated
army race-relations and equal opportunity programs. Davison had also investigated the
division’s military justice procedures and found cases where Black soldiers received
court-martial punishment for offenses in which a white soldier received only a reprimand.
“There 1s no option in this,” he told the reporter. “There isn’t any choice whether you
believe it’s right or wrong. This is Army policy. This is division policy.” *°!

In addition to carrying out army equal opportunity policies with zeal and alacrity,
Davison promoted Black officers into key roles that helped him carry out his vision for
the command. In accordance with Gen. Michael Davison’s program, he sought to assign
at least one Black officer to each of the division’s battalions in one of the three most
senior roles- commander, executive officer, and operations officer. This helped to ensure
that all Black soldiers had a perceived ally in their unit space, even if that officer was also

focused on carrying out army policy. Finally, Davison assigned a Black colonel, George
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Price, as his division chief of staff, the most important single staff billet in the division.
The division chief of staff established the culture and operations of the headquarters
through his personality and skill. Just as Frederic Davison was the first-ever Black
commander of a division, George Price was the first-ever Black division chief of staff.3%?

But despite Davison’s noteworthy initiatives to address racial tension and address
racial disparities in the army in Germany, frustrating continuities with earlier practices
remained. When the Ebony editor visiting Davison’s unit in Germany spoke with the
current personnel chief and equal-opportunity manager about off-base discrimination, he
was astounded to hear the white general make “two telling slips of the tongue” that
demonstrated “the enormity of the Army’s educational task in trying to weed out deeply
rooted racist attitudes.” The general pronounced, “as if reading straight from an Archie
Bunker [the racist main character in the sitcom Al/ in the Family] script, ‘He (the Black
soldier) can’t just blend into downtown Heidelberg as our (meaning white) soldiers can
because of his skin color. He has more difficulty making the acquaintance of reputable
German girls than American (brief pause) than the white soldier does.” When Davison
and his fellow division commanders met with their new commanding officer in 1973, he
led off with the comment that “I want to compliment you on all of the work that you’ve
done and in the way of improving race relations and personnel; it was an outstanding
thing. Now we can settle down to the important thing — training.” To Davison, the

separation of affirmative-action programs from questions of combat readiness and
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efficiency was “the quintessence of institutional discrimination. He would not in any way

have thought of this sort of thing” as harmful to order and discipline in his command.3%3

In 1972, the army broke precedent for a second year with the promotion of five
Black colonels. Armor officer Julius Becton graduated from Howard and served in World
War II. Artillerymen Harry Brooks and Edward Greer served in Korea, and both were
working in army and DoD personnel offices. Logistician Arthur Gregg had enlisted in the
army in 1947 and gone to OCS. Infantry officer George Shuffer rounded out the group,
bringing the army’s Black general cohort to nine; in less than two years, the army had
promoted more Black generals than in the previous 197 years. A year after that,
artilleryman Charles Rogers and logistics officer Fred Sheffey joined this cohort. A lone
Black general could be ignored or discounted as a token appointment; eleven Black
generals possessed corporate power to shape the army. With the new requirements for
racial representation on all promotion and selection boards, the army now had Black
officers serving from lieutenant colonel to brigadier general, and those officers would be
a part of all future manpower decisions. These generals would also be available to fill
staff billets across the army. In subsequent years, this group of Black generals began to
normalize African American participation in the army’s leadership. They did so by
succeeding in their assigned duties as brigadiers, but the roles that truly mattered to them
and to the army were in the field of personnel and officer management. Davison had
headed the army’s enlisted personnel office before being tapped to be the personnel chief
in Europe. Julius Becton, the Bryn Mawr native who served as a junior officer in the 92"

Infantry Division in Italy, served for a time as the chief of the directorate responsible for
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armor officer career management. Artilleryman Harry Brooks authored the army’s first

affirmative action plan as part of DCSPER.3%

A year after his promotion to brigadier general, Arthur Gregg became the
commander of the Army and Air Force Exchange Service (AAFES) in Europe, making
him in effect the CEO of an immense network of retail stores and services for American
troops serving overseas. Gregg was also the senior American officer in the U.S. military
community in Munich, West Germany, which made him responsible for the wellbeing of
some five thousand American soldiers and civilians living in a major Germany city. As
the head of a retail system in ten countries in Europe and Africa which employed 17,500
staff and handled some 500 billion dollars in sales per year, Gregg had significant
responsibilities over an organization that the managing editor of Ebony labeled “a super-
organization and traditional purveyor of racist practices in its own right.” Gregg
addressed two indicators of institutional racism. First, he directed the exchange system to
acquire and stock more merchandise for African American customers, such as music and
grooming products, which had generally been absent from exchanges. Historian Beth
Bailey has pointed out the significant morale and image problem created by AAFES’s
inability to cater to a Black clientele in stores, barber shops, and nightclubs. Gregg
responded to this challenge with his business plan and his command authority, which
ensured its implementation. Second, Gregg implemented a civilian employee affirmative-

action plan which sought to increase the number of Black employees in management
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positions, which had amounted to fewer than a quarter of all Black employees. Gregg
pointed out to an interviewer that just a few years before, “most of our minority
employees were working in cafeterias and snack bars. Very seldom did you see one in a

retail store or behind a cash register. That has changed.”3%

As Frederic Davison commanded the 8" Infantry Division and Harry Brooks
completed the first army affirmative-action plan, they received reinforcement from the
Department of Defense. Secretary Melvin Laird named Henry Minton Francis assistant
secretary defense for equal opportunity. In this role, Francis was responsible for the
newly designated Human Goals Program,” which embraced “equal opportunity for
minorities and women in uniform, in the DoD and among DoD contractors.” Francis had
retired from the army in 1965 after twenty-one years on active duty, and in his last role
was as the first Black commander of a regular army field artillery battalion. He missed
Vietnam and instead entered the private sector. As head of military equal-opportunity
programs, Francis carried with him the personal experiences of a Black officer that
bridged Jim Crow, the era of integration, and the civil rights era. But he could also be
forgiven for thinking that his appointment was merely for appearance’s sake in the Nixon
Administration. In April 1974, Francis was one of only three African American senior
officials in the entire Department of Defense, as Black enlistments in the all-volunteer

military surged past twenty percent.3
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During Francis’s tenure in the Pentagon, he received briefings on Douthard
Butler’s officer promotions study and reviewed it “with special interest” as he formulated
the first formal DoD annual report on equal opportunity programs. He tried to visit
military units in the field to gain a sense of the effectiveness of equal-opportunity
programs. One of his visits took him to Korea, where he checked in on a well-known
Black officer, Colin Powell, who commanded an infantry battalion, and Powell’s
immediate supervisor the assistant division commander. Harry Brooks was the first Black
general whom Colin Powell had experienced, and Powell remembered Brooks as the
division’s “chaplain” and “flywheel” who moderated and softened his demanding boss.
Brooks provided the command with “stability, coolness, and common sense,” which no
doubt impressed Mint Francis when he visited.3%’

While statistics can often present an incomplete picture of change over time, what
do the statistics of the Black officer corps tell us after the 1973 revision of the equal
opportunity and affirmative action plan? While keeping in mind that any changes to
officer recruiting strategies and advertising campaigns would take several years to show
effects, the army made small but visible inroads on both the problems of low Black
officer accessions, low junior officer retention, unequal access to promotions, schools,
and command assignments, and a general disparity in Black representation between the
enlisted and officer grades. The problem of the inverted pyramid, which meant that in
1972 the army had more Black generals, colonels, and lieutenant colonels together than it
had lieutenants, had eased measurably by late 1973, with 937 Black lieutenants against

744 senior officers. Their numbers relative to white officers were still distressingly small

397 Powell, My American Journey, 246; “Butler Study,” typewritten summary, n.d., Box 6, Folder
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but improving. The overall Black content of the officer corps increased from 3.9% in
1972 to 4.2% in 1973, and this increase kept base with the increasing Black enlisted
content of the army. Improvements appeared on the horizon. African American
enrollment in ROTC was on a steady increase, from a low of 7.7% in 1970 to 17.2% in
1973. Once the army opened ROTC to women, Black women in particular responded. In
1972, twenty-eight women participated in the pilot experiments at a few universities.
When the program opened fully the next year, almost eight hundred Black women
enrolled. Black women continued to serve as officers in greater proportional numbers
than did men, comprising 4.7% of the Women’s Army Corps.**®

Black officer performance on the selection boards for the general staff college and
the war colleges validated Douthard Butler’s core assertion that Black officers who could
survive their lieutenant-captain years were every bit the professional equals of white
officers. For the staff college class selected in October 1973, seven percent of eligible
white officers were selected, versus 5.87% of African Americans. At the senior service
college level, Black officer selections (6.34% of eligible) exceeded whites (4.37%). This
latter statistic augured well for future classes of colonels who competed for general’s
rank. Colin Powell was one of the officers selected, and he attended the prestigious
National War College after the intervention of Julius Becton. Finally, Black officers
earned promotion to lieutenant colonel and colonel well in excess of their proportion in

the officer corps, but regular army selection still posed a barrier to Black officers that it

did not for whites. The July 1973 RA selection board picked 19.5% of applicants overall,

3% Headquarters, Department of the Army, “Race Relations/Equal Opportunity Conference After
Action Report,” 2-104-108, August 1974, CMH Historical Manuscript Collection 2; Bell, ed.
Department of the Army Historical Summary Fiscal Year 1972, 83.
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but only 5.76% of Black officers. Only fourteen Black officers out of an eligible
population of 1.246 officers of all races even applied for RA status. These results
validated the army’s contention that the RA/OTRA dual-component officer corps was
unfair.’*

As a product of the era of segregation and the sharply limited, if real,
opportunities the army offered to Black officers, Rock Cartwright saw his career and the
army through the interrelated lenses of generation and class. He was a senior officer and
had adapted to the norms and expectations of the army’s senior managerial class. Percy
Squire viewed his career through the lens of racial identity and pride and sought to mold
the army to the demands of his generation not only for equal opportunity, but equal
treatment. Frederic Davison and Harry Brooks were much closer to Rock Cartwright’s
generation than to Percy Squire’s, but they sought to address the concerns both the older
and younger generations of Black officers. While they never for a moment countenanced
the relaxation of standards or any suspicion of tokenism, they took young officers’ real
and pressing challenges to heart and helped to make the officer corps a more equitable
place.

In her analysis of the U.S. Army’s institutional responses to its racial crisis of the
Vietnam era, Beth Bailey concludes that the army rightly understood the race-
consciousness of Black soldiers not on “the battleground of cultural symbolism™ but
“instead through race-conscious approaches to rank, to leadership, and to military
occupation and assignment — categories that corresponded more closely to the

institutional logic and practices of the U.S. Army.” The widening disparity in

39 1bid., 2-118-120.
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participation and representation between African American enlisted soldiers and the
officers who led them was a complex part of this racial crisis, and its challenges persisted
even after the most visible aspects of the crisis, internecine violence and social
polarization, had subsided. From 1970 to 1973, the army’s institutional approach to the
problem of Black officer service and advancement evolved from colorblind initiatives
based in traditional concepts of merit and professionalism, to race-conscious programs
that reflected the growing prominence of affirmative action in government, business, and
academia. The army took seriously studies and analysis that identified persistent
inequalities in officer recruitment and advancement, developed strategies to address
them, and grounded them in policies and procedures. The army successfully met the
needs and expectations of Black college students with race-conscious ROTC and service
academy programs and took important steps to make personnel evaluations and
promotion procedures equitable. Finally, the army recognized the importance of
representation in its senior officers, promoted more Black generals in two years than in
the previous century, and assigned them to leadership positions where they could advance
equal opportunity policies. Individual officers, Black and white, junior, mid-grade, and
senior, relied on the army’s core cultural concept, leadership, to engender social change.

Progress was incomplete and in some cases halting, but it was there.*%

400 Bailey, “The U.S. Army and ‘the Problem of Race,’ p.661.
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Chapter Six
“I Want An Outstanding Black Officer:” The Achievements and Limits of
Affirmative Action, 1974-1980
“It’s a challenge being a Black officer because so many enlisted men are Black and there
aren’t that many Black officers. It’s an opportunity for me to direct other Black young
men in the same steps I have taken . . . A lot of good Black men would make good Black
officers are here and gone before they are even aware of what’s happening.”
-Army lieutenant, 1974 ARI survey of African American officers

Edna Cummings was a true “army brat.” When her birth mother died in childbirth,
her birth father’s sister, Jessie Cummings, adopted her, and she became the only child of
Jessie and Willie Cummings, an army communications sergeant. Edna spent most of her
childhood at Fort Bragg and in Fayetteville, North Carolina, while her father came and
went on overseas assignments and combat tours to Vietnam. He retired from the army in
1971, plagued, as his daughter remembered, by “the racism, slow promotions, and
combat deployments.” When Edna saw an article in the Fayetteville Observer in 1973
about Army ROTC and the opportunity for women to join and become officers she
remembered that the “women in the newspaper ads seemed self-assured and confident.”
Joining ROTC “guaranteed a management-level job after college, and I could make more
money in the Army than being a schoolteacher. That settled it.” Her father, recently
retired from the army, initially said no, but assented when Edna explained that she could
both attend college and become an officer. In the summer of 1974, Edna entered
Appalachian State University in Boone, North Carolina, one of only nine Black freshman
women in a class of 1,800. One of her mother’s friends predicted that the “White folks”
in Boone would “run her off that mountain.” But they did not. Edna graduated in May

1978 with her commission as a second lieutenant and became one of the last to enter the

Women’s Army Corps (WAC). A month after reporting to her first duty assignment,
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President Jimmy Carter signed Public Law 95-584 which abolished the WAC as a
separate branch.*’!

A lot had changed in the army over the previous decade, and the all-volunteer army
was further dissolving longstanding race and gender roles. The same day that Carter
signed the law abolishing the WAC, the army issued General Order 20 which further
integrated women into the army’s branch structure, and Edna became a Quartermaster
Corps officer on extended active duty. In 1978, as Edna Cummings was beginning her
army career, four Black officers had commanded army divisions as two-star generals,
Arthur Gregg became the first-ever African American three-star army general, and Julius
Becton became the second as he commanded the army’s largest field unit in Germany.
The Black officer corps had doubled in size since the Kennedy Administration.*%

African American men and women who became army officers in the 1970s entered
an organization that was changing in significant ways. Affirmative action programs gave
them increasing opportunities to serve in all parts of the army. Black women responded
to these opportunities by signing up for ROTC at traditionally white universities, and
soon they were serving in the army in larger percentages than were Black men. The
dissolution of the WAC and the integration of women into all non- combat arms branches
put Black women into leadership roles in race- and gender- integrated units.

While the army prioritized affirmative action for Black cadets and junior officers,

results were less consistent among the field-grade leaders who had joined the army in the

1960s, and so beginning in 1975, the army took its affirmative action programs in a

401 Morden, The Women's Army Corps, 396-397.
402 Edna W. Cummings, 4 Soldier s Life: A Black Woman s Rise From Army Brat to Six Triple
Eight Champion (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press), 11-37.
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harder direction to address inequities in promotion and assignment. The Carter
Administration supported these programs and applied pressure through the Department of
Defense to integrate them into all the services’ personnel management. Top army leaders
attempted to establish hard affirmative action as an enduring feature of the service’s
personnel management, but amid a wider national backlash against affirmative action,
efforts to narrow the disparity between Black enlisted and officers plateaued and, in some
cases, receded, leaving some senior Black officers almost as frustrated as their juniors. As
the army confronted charges that it had become a “hollow force” with under-qualified
soldiers, Black colleges became part of the debate over the “quality” of the all-volunteer
force and the army invested significant resources in ROTC. Although challenges
remained, the army officer corps was significantly more representative compared to the
previous generation.*%3

After becoming an all-volunteer force in 1973, the U.S. Army's main challenge was
recruiting enough enlistees each year to sustain itself. Without a draft to maintain a
constant force size, the army had to figure out how to retain experienced soldiers and
officers beyond their initial service obligations, to rebuild and maintain the army’s
readiness for combat. As African Americans enlisted in the army in larger numbers and
the Black percentage of enlisted men topped thirty percent, commissioning and
promoting more Black officers was not just a question of civil rights and fairness. Black

representation in the officer corps, at all ranks and across all roles, was essential not only

403 Ibid., 38; Morden, The Women's Army Corps, 397; Linn, Real Soldiering, 152-194; Bailey, An
Army Afire, 241-274.
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to the army’s efficiency and effectiveness. African American college students represented
a source of manpower that the army could not afford to ignore.***

By January 1974 the U.S. military’s experiment with the all-volunteer force was less
than a year old but seemed already to be in trouble. National publications were already
pointing out the difficulties of recruiting volunteers without the draft, “Volunteer Army
in Trouble: Back to the Draft, or What?” ran a headline in the weekly magazine U.S.
News and World Report. A major in the basic training brigade at Fort Benning, Georgia,
told a reporter that “I’ve seen a decline in the quality of personnel that concerns me.” The
reporter repeated one of the most persistent arguments against the AVF that it would put
“a disproportionate share of the burden [of service] on the shoulders of Blacks and
disadvantaged youth.”*03

As it struggled to adapt to an all-volunteer force, the army also struggled to recruit
and keep African American officers, facing challenges in evaluation, promotion, and
selection. Col. Douthard Butler’s 1970-1972 study on Black officer promotions and
assignments concluded that Black officers’ early careers were handicapped by inequitable
policies, placing them at a statistical disadvantage against their white peers, making them

more vulnerable to reductions in force, and most critically barring their integration into

the regular army, the pathway to permanent rank, retirement benefits, and promotion to

404 Bailey, America’s Army, 172-197; Taylor, ed., The All-Volunteer Force, 80-98; William A.
Taylor, Military Service and American Democracy: From World War II to the Iraq and
Afghanistan Wars (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2016), 132-152.

45 Beth Bailey, America’s Army, 88; Bailey, An Army Afire; 68-177; Department of the Army
Pamphlet 600-22, Race Relations/Equal Opportunity Conference After Action Report
(Washington, D.C.: Headquarters, Department of the Army, August 1974); Karl E. Cocke,
Department of the Army Historical Summary, Fiscal Year 1974 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Army
CMH, 1978), 60-62; “The volunteer Army: Not in retreat, yet . . . or advancing on all fronts?”,
The Boston Globe, August 26, 1973, newspapers.com.
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colonel and general. Although Americans generally viewed the army as the most
inclusive branch for African Americans and analyst Drew Middleton described it as “the
first major nonsegregated organization in American life,” the army still fell short in
tackling significant inequities revealed in Butler’s analysis. Despite the establishment of
an equal opportunity office and Harry Brooks’s production of an affirmative action plan,
as well as the dissemination of the Butler report to all promotion and selection boards and
senior leaders, many personnel officials lower down the chain continued to believe that
challenges to Black officer commissioning and advancement were the result of individual
abuses of an essentially fair system, or of Black officers’ lack of ability, and not of
systemic inequality. In a large, hierarchical organization where senior leaders were not
hired directly into leadership roles, an individual officer’s advancement over a career
lasting up to thirty years was highly contingent on the decisions and endorsements of
others. Individual beliefs and biases could often limit the effectiveness of institutional
strategies. 0

Two years after Colonel Harry Brooks established the army equal opportunity
office and published the service’s first policies on representation, affirmative action was
at an inflection point; the army could either declare victory over inequality or further lean
into the problem. When the army convened a minority officer working group in February
1974, Butler’s study had been in circulation in the Department of Defense for over a year.
The working group, which included officers from both the army personnel system and the
operating forces, addressed five discussion topics concerning minority officer

procurement, retention, schooling, assignment, and promotion: fairness and accuracy in

496 Drew Middleton, “The Volunteer Army: Is It Enough or Is a Draft Needed?” The New York
Times, August 2, 1978, p. 8.
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officer evaluation reports; numerical goals for minority officers in the army; retention of
minority company- and field- grade officers; the advisability of special measures to retain
minority officers; and policies to increase minority officer accessions. As of late 1973,
the army was making progress on its “inverse pyramid” of Black officers, with 7.2%
lieutenants and 9.2% majors and captains, and Black enrollment in ROTC nationwide
increasing from 10.2% in 1972 to 17.2% in 1974. Black officers still comprised only
4.2% of the officer corps overall, however, as the Black percentage of the enlisted force
continued to rise past twenty percent.

Faced with evidence that more Black college students were taking ROTC and that
more were being commissioned, the working group drew the incorrect conclusion that
Black officer “recruiting problems included an “unresponsive target audience.” Was this
simply an excuse not to do more to recruit Black officers, or was it genuine frustration
that “increased competition for the minority group graduate” in higher education
nationwide was making army service less attractive for African Americans? The
NAACP’s ongoing national advocacy for ROTC, and support for the program at Black
colleges, hints that the problem lay in the predisposed attitudes of personnel managers.
NAACP executive director Roy Wilkins commended the army “for its effective effort to
increase the number of minority cadets in its program. From the information I have
available,” he concluded, “its record in this regard is the best established anywhere in the
military.” St. Augustine’s College took out newspaper space to remind Black students

that “The ROTC Program presents an opportunity for you to finance your education”
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while receiving a monthly stipend and pay for summer training, all in the college’s
newest department and newest facilities.*"’

Several of the working group’s other conclusions suggested that while the army
generally accepted Butler’s findings, if not forced into action would gradually turn its
attention to other challenges. Army leaders struggled to balance reactions to individuals’
problematic practices and methods to develop a larger marketplace for talent in non-
discriminatory ways. The group persisted in its belief that “There is little evidence to
support a position that additional action [to address promotion inequities] is required as
the current system provides for a review of OERs.” Additional “recent analysis lends
credence to the current system being valid,” but the working group nodded to a
“perception supported by historical evidence that abuses can occur in the system.” The
group included in its recommendations that army officers “continue to receive sensitivity
training to the perceptions of injustice by minorities,” as if the only response required
was to dispel unfounded myths. The only recommendation addressed to the evaluation
system overall was to highlight “particularly trite and discriminatory phrases such as “A
Credit to His Race, etc.” If the army’s work on affirmative action had shown anything, it
was that simply “highlighting” inequity was not enough. Improper actions had to lead to
consequences. The working group further concluded that the role of minority officers on
the staff of personnel branch management offices was not to address systemic concerns

or fashion fair and equitable procedures, but to “prevent erroneous perceptions on the part

47 Headquarters, Department of the Army Pamphlet 600-22, Race Relations / Equal Opportunity
Conference After Action Report (Washington, D.C., August 1974), 2-104- 2-110, CMH Historical
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ROTC Hike,” New York Amsterdam News, February 24, 1973; “Army ROTC The New Thing At
St. Augustine’s,” New York Amsterdam News, June 4, 1975.
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of minority officers” as if those officers’ belief in myth or misunderstanding was the real
problem. Finally, the group did acknowledge a lack of general officer understanding of
the evaluation process when it recommended that the army should ensure that junior
officers were aware of how to appeal an inaccurate or unfair evaluation.*%

When combined with Butler’s statistical analysis, Black officers’ vocal concerns
about the fairness of evaluation and promotion procedures demonstrated that there was
more than just a personal perception of unfairness in this system. At virtually the same
time as the equal opportunity working group met, a 1974 Army Research Institute survey
of two hundred Black officers that examined eight themes, including evaluations and
promotions. Seventy percent of those surveyed pronounced themselves dissatisfied with
these processes, almost double the negative perception of any of the other eight themes.
A lieutenant serving in West Germany captured Black officers’ concerns in an angry
assessment that spoke to the “perception supported by historical evidence” confronting
the army:

Once you start speaking out against injustice and break that status quo, you are a
militant, trouble maker, revolutionist; you’re for everything but the
establishment. If you are not 100 percent for the establishment, that’s a reflection
on you ... You have to cope with the southern attitude among officers
everywhere in the Army. How does it reflect on your OER? ‘Sure he’s doing
good work, but he’s a Black. And if I put him up there and put him way out front
[rate him as the best in the unit] that means my son [a white officer] can’t get the
next job.” But the Black officer today is giving them hell because they aren’t
messing with any dumb nigger anymore . . . That’s why they’re getting out. They
will have to knock out these bullshit OERs. They are going to have to geta
decent system where a guy can make it on his own merit. You have captains that
have been in slots and their bars have turned purple ‘cause they’ve had them so
long . . . The average licutenant colonel that is Black is on the staff [and not in
command]. You don’t get the command experience you need to progress up that
ladder . . . And those [command] assignments we get to put out racial fires. Right

408 DA Pamphlet 600-22, 2-167; Karl E. Cocke, Department of the Army Historical Summary,
Fiscal Year 1975 (Washington, D.C.: CMH, 1978).
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now the average officer that’s got some some balls is shooting point blank and
telling them, ‘I’'m not going to do your dirty work for you.”*%

Four years later, in the army’s 1978 trend analysis of affirmative action programs,
more than fifteen percent of Black junior officers still believed that they did not receive a
“fair and objective efficiency report free of discrimination.” The significant improvement
in this area over the course of four years shows that the army eventually came around to
see this as a problem, but the fact that almost a fifth of Black officers still saw their
evaluations as unfair pointed to the difficulty of rooting out systemic inequities, which
meant balancing the rising expectations of Black officers with the responsibility to ensure
that military units had the proper leadership.*!?

After addressing Black officer procurement and officer evaluation trends, the
working group discussed assignment patterns and how to measure progress in making
officer management procedures equitable over the length of officers’ careers. The army,
it maintained, should avoid using the term “quota” because of its “adverse and restrictive
connotations.” Measures to retain Black officers had to offer the same opportunities for
faster advancement by exceptional performers that applied to whites [an indication that
Black officers were not being promoted “below the zone” like white officers].
Commanders should avoid stereotyping Black officers by automatically assigning them

to race relations and equal opportunity staff positions, and the army had to develop

409 Engler and Wise, eds., “Sounds of Black Brass,” in Thomas, ed., Race Relations Research,
132-133.

#10 The eight themes analyzed were preparation for the army; training and assignment; formal
relationships in the officer role; other social relationships; efficiency reports and promotions;
opportunities for self-expression; living conditions; and Engler and Wise, Sounds of Black Brass,
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methods of addressing educational disparities at a time when a bachelor’s degree was a
minimum requirement for commissioning and many more senior or technical jobs
required a graduate degree. Finally, the working group made the perceptive observation
that that “the personal, family, and social problems of minority officers do affect their
tenure and performance in the Army,” and that white leaders at all levels had to
understand and account for this dynamic. If many of the group’s conclusions ignored or
minimized problems, this last admission gave hope for the future of affirmative action.*!!
After the working groups concluded their business, the entire conference gathered
in a ballroom for a panel discussion including Lieut. Gen. Bernard Rogers, the army
deputy chief of staff for personnel. The last question of the day prompted a candid
discussion that revealed the challenges posed faced by Black officer representation in the
AVF. Major Batts, an officer assigned to nearby Fort Eustis, explained that in equal
opportunity programs, he had observed “an obvious and vast dichotomy between the
intangibles of enunciated policy and the tangible realities of action.” He had seen too
much of the former, and not enough of the latter. Batts first asked about the army’s
efforts to recruit more Black attorneys, and whether those efforts had goals or timetables.
Second, he told the panel that in his experience, the officer evaluation system was
“perhaps the most subtle and significant means of discrimination” in the officer
management system. His point of reference was an “informal article” that he had read
months before asserting that Black officers were “rated 20 to 25 points lower than white

officers.” Batts was concerned that he had heard no official statement from the army on

41 Department of the Army Pamphlet 600-22, 2-168.
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this statistic, and he did not believe that “parade[ing] the line of Black generals that we
have now” would demonstrate commitment.*!?

General Rogers responded candidly by acknowledging the results of Butler’s
study and asked rhetorically: Was the comparatively poor performance of Black officers
on their junior officer efficiency reports a reflection of poor performance, did it represent
institutional racism, or was it a mix of both? He had “a gut feeling,” he admitted, “that
institutional racism existed” even as the officer corps rapidly downsized. Brig. Gen.
Raphael Tice, part of the army personnel office, also responded to Major Batts, but where
Rogers demonstrated a refreshing honestly, Tice merely extolled the virtues of increased
Black officer procurement from ROTC and the army’s efforts to ensure that members of
promotion boards learned of the Butler Report’s conclusions. Beyond that, he believed,
the army had to monitor these actions for their effects, but he also hinted at the harder
affirmative action policies to come. “The only reason we use a percentage at all,” he
averred, was to establish benchmarks for progress, and increasing accessions into ROTC
gave him hope. The diametrically opposite reactions of the two generals demonstrate that
in a large bureaucracy like the army, a degree of unanimity would be necessary to move
affirmative action from aspirations and goals to outcomes.*!?

Taken together, the ARI surveys and two years of institutional focus on soft
affirmative action demonstrated its effective limits and told the army of “a clear need to

revise the Army’s AAP [Affirmative Action Plan].” External pressures also played a role

in this shift. Once Black officers began to speak out in public about promotion inequities

42 DA Pamphlet 600-22, Section IV: Transcript of DA Panel Discussion, 2-229. Major Batts’s
comment about an article may refer to the Army Times.
413 Tbid., 2-231.
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the Center for National Security Studies, a non-governmental research organization
established in 1974 to publicize the domestic activities of the FBI and the CIA, secured
copies of Butler’s study materials through a Freedom of Information Act request. A
combination of internal analysis and external pressure forced the army by 1975 to
reorient the affirmative action program moved in a harder direction.*'

Where the first three versions of the army regulation and the policy it expressed were
more aspirational than concrete, in 1975 the regulation became “a personnel management
document for minorities and women” in the active and reserve components. The army
committed itself to establishing “percentage goals and milestones on a scheduled basis as
planning targets for functional managers of the personal actions system.” This new plan
was “designed to institutionalize the management of affirmative actions in the traditional
functional manager so that actions and programs to achieve AAP goals” would “become
routinized in the personnel management function rather than managed by a ‘stove-piped’
RR/EO structure.” Harry Brooks’s General Officer Steering Committee on Equal
Opportunity would have the responsibility of evaluating the program’s results and
directing changes. In other words, this new approach would center affirmative action in
the army’s business rules and management structures.*!

The army’s movement toward a harder affirmative action program occurred as the

federal and state governments, businesses, and universities instituted their own programs.

President Richard Nixon’s support for Black business growth and entrepreneurship

414 Bailey, An Army Afire, 256-257. The David Cortright Papers, housed in the Swarthmore
College Peace Collection, include documents from the FOIA request and the army’s reaction to it.
415 Department of the Army Office of the Deputy Chief of Staff for Personnel, Annual Report of
Major Activities — 1 July 1974 — 30 June 1975 (Washington, D.C.), 138-139; “Race Relations and
Equal Opportunity Policies and Activities in the Army in the 1970s,” in Thomas, ed., Race
Relations Research, 41-42.
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during his 1968 election campaign was in equal parts a reaction to the urban violence and
protest of the late 1960s and a careful political calculation to grow his voter base, but it
had the practical effect of cementing these programs within the federal bureaucracy, so
that affirmative action took effect at all levels of federal and state government. Nixon’s
Philadelphia Plan for affirmative action in federal construction contracts and his Office of
Minority Business Enterprise had mixed results in the growth of Black business
ownership, wealth, and social mobility, but they entrenched affirmative action in the
American mind, for better and worse, up to the present day. “One thing is undeniable,”
concludes legal historian Melvin Urofsky. “The great push for a hard affirmative action
began not in the liberal administrations of John Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson but under
the unlikely leadership of Richard Milhous Nixon.”4!6

In one of his last official acts as secretary of the army, Howard “Bo” Callaway
unveiled the 1975 affirmative action plan as one of his last official acts before leaving
office. As Beth Bailey notes, this announcement marked a significant step for the Georgia
politician, who had voted against federal civil rights legislation and who overtly pressed
the volunteer army to limit Black participation to something approximating the Black
national population. But even Calloway’s personal ambivalence about race could not
push equal opportunity out of his mind after three years of work. He told the Austin-
American Statesman that he determined a revised plan was essential after studies
identified “a clear need to correct the institutional discrimination that was found to exist
in most facets of career progression and opportunity.” After what the reporter termed

“more than a decade of slow progress,” the army’s plan was intended to double the

46 Urofsky, The Affirmative Action Puzzle, 80-102.
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number of Black officers over the next ten years and “broaden minority opportunities
across the board” while reducing the number of Black soldiers [but not officers] in the
combat arms. The new affirmative action plan set goals for every aspect of officer
service, from recruitment to advancement. In general, the representation goals advocated
by the 1974 working group found their way into the program. Overall success was
defined as achieving parity between the representation of Black officers within the officer
corps and the national percentage of Black college graduates. Within the officer corps,
goals for promotion rates, command assignments, and school attendance were tied to the
population under consideration for a particular rank or position. Goals for Black officer
assignment to branches, functional areas, and higher level staffs at the army and
Department of Defense headquarters related to the overall percentage of officers assigned
at those levels; for example, if two percent of the officer corps was assigned to the army
staff, the affirmative action goal would be for two percent of Black officers to be so
assigned. If the infantry branch required ten percent of all officers to fill its positions,
approximately ten percent of Black officers should be commissioned infantry. An army
spokesman affirmed that “Affirmative action plans are not mechanisms for preferential
treatment. They are, however, a means of insuring equal treatment.”*”

It was the election of another Georgia politician, albeit from a different party, that
helped to accelerate the programs that Callaway had initiated. When he entered office in

early 1977, President Jimmy Carter inaugurated a government-wide influx of African

417 Bailey argues that “When it came to race, Callaway was a man with some baggage.” America’s
Army, 117. Department of the Army Letter 600-75-4, 20 August 1975, Subj: Department of the
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Americans in leadership positions and gave the U.S. Army a chain of command that
supported race-conscious policies all the way to the top. Carter’s empathy and support for
African Americans came from his upbringing in segregated Sumter County, Georgia,
where most of his boyhood friends were Black. “More than anyone else in my family,”
he wrote in a memoir of his childhood, “I could understand the plight of the Black
families, because I lived so much among them.” His father, Earl, the leading businessman
in the family’s hometown of Plains, was a dedicated follower of segregationist governor
Eugene Talmadge, but treated local Black workers with a degree of fairness in marked
contrast to the White Citizens’ Councils that came to replace the Ku Klux Klan in local
politics after World War II. Carter’s mother, Lillian, was the daughter of a postmaster
and worked as a nurse who visited both white and Black homes. A biographer of Carter
assessed that his mother “simply ignored the social boundaries of racial segregation”
throughout her life. When Carter left the U.S. Navy in 1953 to return to Plains and take
over his father’s business after his death, he refused to join the White Citizens’ Council
and ran for chairman of the local school board to keep the county schools open in the face
of white Southern anger over the Brown v. Board of Education decision.*'3

As he established his administration, Carter made it a point to appoint African
Americans and women to key positions in his administration. Patricia Roberts Harris was
the first Black woman to serve in the Cabinet, initially as Secretary of Housing and Urban

Development, and later as Secretary of Health, Education, and Welfare. Carter appointed

Andrew Young to serve as the first Black U.S. Ambassador to the United Nations, and

48 Kai Bird, The Outlier: The Unfinished Presidency of Jimmy Carter (New York: Crown, 2021);
Stuart E. Eizenstat, President Carter: The White House Years (New York: St. Martin’s Press,
2018), 26-28.

352



Eleanor Holmes Norton was the first woman to head the EEOC. Carter’s selection of
attorney Clifford Alexander, Jr., as the first Black Secretary of the Army was in keeping
with this approach. Alexander had worked as an attorney and labor advocate in New
York City, a civil rights advisor in the Kennedy Administration, and as chairman of the
Equal Employment Opportunity Commission from 1964 to 1969. Although Alexander is
best remembered for his critique of the army’s use of vocational aptitude testing to assign
recruits to military occupational specialties, he was also concerned from his time at the
EEOC with Black leadership in large organizations. Although the EEOC was focused on
the private sector, Alexander’s guiding principles in that role translated to his tenure as
Secretary of the Army. He pursued what he called “a participatory kind of capitalism for
Black folks,” which embraced “boards of directives [sic], presidents of companies, as
well as janitors, elevator men,” so that representation went “all the way to the top.”*!°
As he directed affirmative action programs DoD-wide as an assistant secretary of
defense, West Point graduate Henry Minton Francis also drew information and
inspiration from Douthard Butler’s report. The ‘Butler Study,” Francis wrote in 1975, “a
selective analysis, in 1973, of Army Officer Efficiency Reports, comparing Black and
white officer ratings, has been reviewed with special interest by this office. The author,
LTC D.R. Butler was a temporary member of the staff for this purpose. Briefly, the
analysis showed that a significantly larger percentage of Black officers received ratings

on the lower end of the OER spectrum than did white officers.” As a result, Francis

noted, “The ‘Butler Study’ and its subsequent review by this office were especially

49 Bird, The Outlier, 119, 180; Adele Logan Alexander oral history interview, August 8, 2023;
Clifford Alexander, Jr., oral history interview, 1968, Moorland-Spingarn Research Center,
Howard University.
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significant to equal opportunity policy in 1975 because OER ratings are critical to
success in a military career.”*?°

Although the documentary record of Clifford Alexander’s tenure as army
secretary is frustratingly sparse, there is evidence that he paid attention to Black officer
representation. It has become an article of faith that Alexander was responsible for Colin
Powell’s 1978 promotion as the army’s youngest-ever brigadier general, but this is
difficult to substantiate. Alexander’s widow believes this to be true, and Alexander
himself recalled that soon after his installation as army secretary in February 1977, he
received a brigadier general’s promotion list for final approval and returned it to the army
staff because it contained no Black officers. “My method was simple,” Alexander said. “I
just told everyone that I would not sign the goddamn list unless it was fair.” Powell’s
biographer asserts that because Powell was not on the brigadier’s list until 1978, that his
promotion list was not the one that Alexander returned, and that Powell’s spotless record
had already marked him for general’s rank. But whether Alexander intervened personally
to ensure Powell’s promotion, he decried the army’s traditional methods of assessing
individual qualifications and pressed his senior subordinates to look beyond culturally

derived assessment tools like qualification and intelligence tests. These beliefs would

have informed his written guidance to senior officer promotion board members.*?!

420 powell, My American Journey, 238-242; “Butler Study,” Folder 2, Box 6, Moorland-Spingarn
Research Center, Howard University. In 1975, the Department of Defense received a Freedom of
Information Act (FOIA) request for the release of Butler’s study materials. The assignment of
Butler to “the staff” as Francis indicates could have been a result of the effort to respond to this
inquiry.

1 Henry Louis Gates, Jr., Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Black Man (New York: Vintage, 1997),
81; DeYoung, Soldier, 117-118; Bailey, America s Army, 117-118. Bailey writes that Alexander
“was irrevocably certain that the army's measurements of quality . . . were unnecessary and
prejudicial . . . Alexander insisted that what mattered was the ability to perform his or her
assigned task.”
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In his senior general officer, chief of staff Bernard Rogers, Clifford Alexander
had a willing colleague in further institutionalizing affirmative action within the army’s
business processes. As the chief of personnel in the mid-1970s, Rogers had established
the equal opportunity office and selected Harry Brooks to lead it. He also directed an
influential study that set the conditions for the dissolution of the WAC and the expansion
of women’s roles in the active army. Alexander and Rogers co-authored a cover
memorandum in the 1978 army affirmative action plan that linked affirmative action to
military efficiency. “The fundamental and compelling purpose behind our Army’s
Affirmative Actions Plan,” they wrote, “is to enhance the combat readiness of our
forces.” With Alexander and Rogers in a visible and involved leadership role, the army’s
affirmative action plan moved toward the “visible, demonstrable, and effective actions”
that Major Batts had demanded at Fort Monroe four years earlier.*??

Some Black officers noticed its impact quickly. Don Scott completed a second tour in
Vietnam and returned to the United States in 1973. After being posted to Fort
Leavenworth, he attended command and general staff college in the 1975 graduating
class. In the spring of that year, a Black infantry branch assignments officer, Bill
Carpenter, called Scott to offer him a job at Fort Lewis as an operations officer, the most
important major’s billet for promotion and command selection. Carpenter told Scott that
he had been researching Black officer promotions, and that Scott “had been identified as
one, to use his words, who had potential.” “We realize you haven’t had the
opportunities,” Carpenter went on, “and we want to give you opportunity.” Scott’s first

reaction was to say no, a response borne of his long frustration with “the shadow of race”

422 DA Pamphlet 600-26, The Department of the Army Affirmative Actions Plan, 1 October 1978,
AHEC Library; Morden, The Women's Army Corps, 313.
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over his career. But he continued to listen and Carpenter made a specific assignment
recommendation. The colonel explained that “you’ve got some good OERs, and I think
that you could go far. We realize that you have not had, you know, some of the good
choice assignments. This time we are going to send you to a division as an S3, an
operations officer.” This was enough for Scott, and he agreed. He was to be one of only
two officers in the entire graduating class to be assigned to a stateside army division, the
9 Infantry Division at Fort Lewis, in Washington State.*?3

In the army of the 1950s and 1960s, personnel officers would not have felt the need to
review a Black major’s file and offer him a key staff position that led to higher command,
but the army’s emphasis on affirmative action made this more commonplace. Another
way to read this decision is that it was merely a personal intervention by an interested
staff officer, but the timing of the conversation and its occurrence in the army’s largest
and most impersonal branch leads to the conclusion that Scott’s branch manager had a
representation goal to meet. In an accident of timing, the other officer from Scott’s class
assigned to the 9™ Infantry Division moved to Fort Lewis before Scott and took his
promised operations officer position. Don Scott was left to become the post training
officer, responsible for scheduling and supporting unit training exercises across the
sprawling base. His success in this job earned him his coveted position as the executive
officer, or chief of staff and second-in-command, of an infantry brigade in the 9t
Division. His brigade commander, H. Norman Schwartzkopf, was destined for high rank,
but it was his division commander, Edward Cavazos, who was known for his mentorship

of younger officers. Cavazos selected Scott to command an infantry battalion, and in

423 Don Scott oral history, pp. 15-16. The fact that Carpenter’s mention of a study of Black officer
career patterns occurred when it did suggests that it was a byproduct of Butler’s earlier work.
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short order, he made colonel and commanded the army training center in Germany. War
college and a brigadier’s stars followed. It seemed that affirmative action helped Don
Scott escape the shadow of race at the end of his career.**

An assignment officer’s decision to look again at Don Scott’s record and to recognize
his latent abilities was a type of management action that did not occur before the mid-
1970s. It required an urgent need for change, which Douthard Butler and others had
provided by their analysis, and it facilitated representation, a Black officer in a
responsible position. Although he was already perceived by 1973 to be a potential senior
officer, Colin Powell had received an affirmative-action boost from the White House
Fellowship and his chance to attend the National War College at the urging of Julius
Becton. These key roles led to Powell’s selection to command an infantry brigade in the
101 Airborne Division, a prestigious job in one of the army’s most celebrated units. His
time in that division was short, though, because in May 1977 his name appeared on a
short list of promising colonels from all the armed services to serve as senior assistants to
Department of Defense officials. Powell returned to the Pentagon as the military assistant
to John Kester, the White House liaison for Secretary Harold Brown.*?

As the deputy commander of the army’s Military Personnel Center, Edward Greer
implemented representation in the everyday business of officer management, but he
recognized the complexity of balancing calls for affirmative action with providing
equitable management and opportunities for all officers. The affirmative action plan

energized leaders at all levels, and rising expectations made his job as a personnel officer

424 Cocke, ed., Fiscal Year 1976 Historical Summary, 40; Don Scott oral history, pp. 17-21.

425 DeYoung, Soldier, 113-115; for the cultural power of the airborne divisions, see Robert F.
Williams, The Airborne Mafia: The Paratroopers Who Shaped America’s Cold War Army (Ithaca,
NY: Cornell University Press, 2025).
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more difficult. “’You will never be able to satisfy everybody,” he related, “because if that
were the case, there are forces like that to have three-fourths of the Black officers
assigned to the Pentagon . . . I’ll tell you a large part of my stress factors at [the personnel
center] was trying to answer to major commanders and saying, ‘I need a Black officer to
do this or that.” So there is no shortage of requests, ‘I want an outstanding Black
officer.”4%6

Army commanders increasingly requested Black officers, showing affirmative
action's impact at the unit level. After 1975, battalion-level commanders and above were
partly evaluated on their execution of affirmative action programs and on meeting
specific minority representation goals. This was the bureaucratic, self-interested
dimension of affirmative action: if my evaluation report and my career depend on
meeting these requirements, [ will do my best to meet them. But there was a practical
dimension as well. Racial representation in leadership improved order and discipline, the
climate in which a military unit operates. Some army commanders embraced the
outcomes-driven approaches of affirmative action because it improved unit efficiency.
General Michael S. Davison, who had promoted his personnel chief, Frederic Davison, to
division command in 1974, established an internal goal for army forces in Europe to
place African American officers in command of ten percent of units at all levels, an
initiative that earned him an NAACP Meritorious Service Award in 1976. The award
citation described his “leadership, courage, and dedication to the principles of human
relations, equality of opportunity and justice, which has been the hallmark of his

numerous commands in the Army of the United States.” But regardless of Davison’s

426 Edward Greer oral history, p. 19.
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personal feelings about affirmative action, and the anecdotal evidence that he supported
it, racial equity and representativeness in command positions had a direct bearing on unit
efficiency at a time of racial tension, and it improved unit effectiveness by improving
daily practices of administration and military justice. Those practices improved
individual morale, made soldiers more likely to stay in the army, and improved unit
cohesion and performance.*?’

If the institution of the revised affirmative action plan, the uptick in Black ROTC
enrollment, and the active involvement of field commanders in affirmative action gave
army leaders a sense that things were moving in the right direction, questions of the
quality of the Black officer corps drew the army back to HBCU ROTC programs, the
source of over fifty percent of Black officers by 1970. Race was a significant part of
discussions about the army’s quality from the beginning of the AVF, but the initial debate
focused on the enlisted force, and how the army assessed enlistees’ aptitude for different
jobs. As it had been since the 1960s, the army’s first solution to any challenge in the
officer corps was recruiting. Increased ROTC advertising aimed at all African American
college students, but Black ROTC enrollment (along with Black enrollment generally)
lagged at majority white universities. The success of ROTC in attracting Black HBCU
students to the army would be the most important determinant of the size and capability
of the Black officer corps, and the army acted initially in 1973 to add ROTC programs at
six additional Black colleges, enlarging this offering to twenty-one public and private

institutions. This meant that by 1974, HBCUs produced eighty percent of the Black

427 Hampton, ed., Rise to Command, 170; “GEN Michael Shannon Davison,”
www.militaryhallofhonor.com, accessed December 5, 2025; I have been unable to locate
documents on this award in the NAACP Collection.
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commissioned officers in the army. As the quality debate expanded to the officer corps
and ROTC supplanted OCS as the largest source of commissioned officers, Black
colleges came under scrutiny.*?

As more Black junior officers joined the army in the 1970s, their difficulty advancing
and reaching key command positions was often attributed to their preparation and
training. Black West Pointers had significant academic resources, military mentorship,
and acculturation into the army from the start. Black ROTC cadets at HBCUs certainly
had a supportive environment. National Urban League director Vernon Jordan reminded
readers that “Black colleges have educated generations of poor kids other schools fail
with. They have developed an expertise and a successful tradition of quality education . .
. the public institutions that were borne in segregation and are now being reborn into an
integrated society should be strengthened, expanded, and encouraged.”*?®

Black officers assigned as ROTC cadre at HBCUs confronted the challenge of
preparing Black college students to succeed in an army that was changing for the better

but still working to correct longstanding inequities. During his first tour in Vietnam in

1970, Don Scott had experienced an epiphany of sorts when he decided on making the

428 In 1972, African Americans comprised 10.8% of all ROTC cadets. This percentage rose to
seventeen percent by 1974 and twenty-two percent by 1976. Training and Doctrine Command
Deputy Chief of Staff ROTC (DCSROTC) to Mr. Leserge, Assistant Secretary of the Army
Manpower and Reserve Affairs (ASA M&RA), “C. Enrollment Trends,” “Army ROTC’s
Investment in Traditionally Black Colleges,” March 12, 1979, Enclosure 3 to Army War College
Study, “Black Officer Advancement and Retention Study (BOAR Study), U.S. Army War College
Library; Hampton, The Black Officer Corps, 60-71; U.S. Army Continental Army Command
Annual History, Ch. V, “Race Relations — Equal Opportunity — Minority Procurement,” p. 231-
235, U.S. Army Training and Doctrine Command Historical Office archives; John W. Lewis, Jr.,
“Is Desegregation A Threat To Our Black Colleges,” New York Amsterdam News, March 1, 1975,
p. 36; Advertisement, “Las year, Army ROTC awarded over one thousand college scholarships,”
New York Amsterdam News, May 21, 1975, p. 38.

429 Vernon Jordan, “To Be Equal,” New York Amsterdam News, November 26, 1975.
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army a career. “So that’s the point I decided that I’'m going for the brass ring,” he
recalled, speaking of the decision to make the army a career and work for senior rank.
The army assigned him to ROTC duty at Tuskegee Institute, and he tried to decline the
job, because he had “learned that if you do good in combat and somebody says that
you’re general officer potential, you out to be going to the Pentagon” or to another high-
profile job. The army won out, though, as it generally does, and what Scott found at
Tuskegee was “still a segregated Army, ROTC is still segregated. No white officers.
Down the road [less than twenty miles], Auburn University, there’s no Black officers.
And so I’m saying this didn’t compute.” As a major, Scott was the assistant professor of
military science, or PMS. Of the two captains who worked for him as training officers,
only one had commanded a company in Vietnam. His PMS, the lieutenant colonel in
charge of the ROTC detachment, had not commanded a battalion, and had no staff time
in the critical billets of executive officer or operations officer. When Scott compared this
faculty to the all-white staff at Auburn, “it was like first team [Auburn], second team
[Tuskegee].” On his own initiative, Scott established a partnership with Auburn
University’s ROTC to conduct training exercises together, “doing a lot of role play so
that our two cadets [both ROTC detachments] could have experience in a multi-racially
diverse background.” The army recognized best practices like Scott’s initiative and later
and mandated multi-university ROTC partnerships and a system of “cross-enrollment”
that allowed Black students at HBCUs without ROTC programs to attend training at

nearby, integrated universities.*°

430 Don Scott oral history, pp. 11-12.
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But despite Black colleges’ traditions of Black uplift, the army believed that HBCU
ROTC programs were failing to produce competent Black junior officers who could
compete for jobs and promotions with white officers. Douthard Butler’s 1970-1972 study
gave credence to these concerns; if Black officers failed as field grades because of poor
performance as junior officers, their training and college education had to play a part. The
next year, the army compared the summer camp and officer basic course scores of the
1973 commissioning year group. Black cadets outperformed white cadets in rifle
marksmanship and physical fitness, but otherwise fell short in every area, with the
biggest disparity occurring in the camp’s comprehensive military skills examination. The
same trends appeared in the officer basic course, where Black lieutenants’ scores for field
leadership, technical leadership, and career potential fell twenty percent or more below
white officers. But in a result that spoke to the army’s century-long struggle to integrate
Black officers, African American lieutenants outscored whites by thirteen percent for
“career intent,” as clear an indication as any that Black officers’ personal persistence
mattered a great deal in the ultimate success or failure of affirmative action.*!

Four years after the initial implementation of hard affirmative action, the army sought
to re-evaluate the 1973 findings, and in 1979 directed the Army Research Institute (ARI)
set out “To determine if there is a set of reasons, subject to remediation, for the low
selection rate [for promotion and command] of ROTC graduates of historically Black
colleges,” and to “provide additional information on the subject of improving the
success-rate” of those officers. The study examined the performance records of 193

Black officers considered for promotion to regular army captain from 1973 to 1978,

431 Headquarters, Department of the Army study, “Capability of Small Black Colleges /
Universities To Produce Quality Officers For The Army,” 1973, Enclosure to BOAR Study.
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interviewed Black ROTC cadets and HBCU ROTC cadre, and evaluated both ROTC
summer camp and officer basic course performance in 1978 and 1979. It evaluated
officers’ performance considering eleven critical attributes for regular army selection.*3
The ARI ROTC builds on the 1973 army internal study in painting a generally bleak
picture of HBCU cadets’ pre-commissioning training and preparation for service. In
group interviews, cadets told survey-takers that that when required to train with white
cadets outside of their school setting, they experienced “a certain amount of culture shock
in a predominantly white environment,” and so did not project self-confidence or security
in expressing themselves. They assessed that they were not given leadership positions
early enough in summer camp to learn and improve, and that they were not as well
prepared in basic military skills as their white counterparts. Summer camp data validated
these feelings. Although Black cadets had higher scores on physical fitness tests, they
performed worse on all other assessments than white cadets; their poorest scores were
indeed in military skills. White cadets in the sample had a mean score of 101.42 in this
latter area, while HBCU cadets scored 87 These scores translated directly to the officer
basic course, HBCU graduates scoring fifteen to twenty percent lower on the cumulative

grades for the course.**

432 Army Research Institute, “Performance of ROTC Officers From Predominantly Black
Colleges,” 1973 (hereafter ARI ROTC Study), slides 1-2, Army War College study project,
“Black Officer Accession and Retention,” May 1980 (hereafter cited as BOAR Study), U.S. Army
Heritage and Education Center Archives (digitized). The attributes were technical competence;
seeking responsibility; accepting accountability; reliability of judgment; effective two-way
communications; concern for subordinates; subordinating personal interests to those of the
organization; personal conduct; innovative approaches to duties; breadth of perspective and depth
of understanding beyond current duties; and physical fitness.

438 ARI HBCU study, slides 5-11.
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The army’s assistant secretary for manpower apparently viewed these studies with
some alarm, because a multi-echelon program of action emerged. The head of the ROTC
program minced no words: HBCUs “have historically been the principal source of Black
commissioned officers. Their demise/assimilation would have a negative impact on Black
officer production.” Other observers noted the same trends and sounded the same alarm.
A Department of Defense employee and HBCU graduate published an article in
Parameters, the Army War College journal, entitled “Procurement of Black Officers is in
Trouble.” The author, Nathaniel Moore, echoed Oliver Dillard’s concern that a flight of
highly-qualified Black students away from HBCUs would mean the inexorable decline of
ROTC programs there and their eventual dissolution, against continuing low enrollment
trends for Black students in integrated university ROTCs. The ROTC chief recommended
increased advertising budgets with ads aimed at Black students, and well as increased
numbers of two-, three-, and four-year ROTC scholarships for HBCUs. 43

Secretary of the Army Clifford Alexander Jr. observed these discussions and
asked probing questions of his own about HBCU ROTC programs and Black officer
promotions. He was personally invested in affirmative action, but he was also focused on
managing the army’s public image and responding to the concerns of other Black senior
officers. In the fall of 1979, Maj. Gen. Oliver Dillard, who had served in the segregated
24" Infantry Regiment in Korea and was the first Black military intelligence officer

promoted to general, was in his final assignment as an army reserve advisor. Dillard

penned two letters to the Army Times in October and November, questioning both the

434 «“Briefing by BG Daniel W. French to Mr. Leserge, ASA, 12 March 1979,” Enclosure 3 to
BOAR project; Nathaniel Moore, “Procurement of Black Officers Is In Trouble,” Parameters Vol.
VIII, No. 4 (November, 1978), pp. 56-73.
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fairness of a recent army promotion list for lieutenant colonel and the army’s investment
in HBCU ROTC programs. He asserted that African American majors were not selected
at the same rate as white officers because their performance records as junior officers
were “too poor to compensate,” and the whole-man theory of evaluation meant that they
could not make up ground as their careers went on. ROTC at HBCUs did not produce
competitive officers, in Dillard’s assessment, because of “program deficiencies” and
because “Integration at white universities siphoned off Black talent.” For Dillard, who
had served as an ROTC cadre at North Carolina A&T University in the 1950s, the two
issues were linked and provided evidence of continuing systematic problems with Black
officer career management.*3

In response to Dillard’s provocative public statements, Alexander requested an
information paper on major and lieutenant-colonel promotions over the previous two
years. In a document that appears to be the hurried product of an over-tasked army staff
officer, a lieutenant colonel from the army manpower office concluded that although
there was a difference of almost twelve percent in selection rates of Black and white
majors for lieutenant colonel, that an officer’s “source of commission probably was not a
factor for the subject year groups.” He did note, however, that “There is an institutional
bias that favors RA officers over OTRA officers,” and theorized that “Black RA content
may not be adequate at various grades.” Finally, the information paper offered that

HBCU administrators questioned the ARI study and the army’s research on HBCU

435 The letters, which are cited in the bibliography of the 1980 Army War College BOAR project,
are entitled “Blacks Fared Poorly in 79 O-5 Selections” (October 29, 1979) and “Black Colleges:
Wonders With ROTC” (November 1979); “Talking Paper,” (undated), appendix to U.S. Army
War College BOAR project.
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ROTC in general and contended that they had not been sufficiently consulted on its
research and findings.*3

As a known and vocal critic of the army’s testing and evaluation procedures and was
probably aware that some army leaders and HBCU administrators believed that the ARI
study’s findings relied on “false premises” because the study group failed to incorporate
HBCU input or even to discuss the study with them. In March 1980, the Army ROTC
headquarters convened a conference of HBCU presidents and chancellors at Tuskegee
University [then Tuskegee Institute]. Based on the conference motto “Shared Problems-
Joint Solutions,” the army intended the conference to broaden the discussion of HBCU
ROTC quality and increase focus on all aspects of Black cadets’ preparation for army
service.*’

At Tuskegee, where the first African American officer pilots had trained for the Army
Air Corps during World War II, the assembled university leaders listened with their
ROTC professors of military science as Julius Becton, now a three-star general in
command of the largest army corps in Europe, provided an assessment of the equal
opportunity program in his thirty-thousand soldier command, twenty-one percent of
which was African American. In his assessment, the six percent of his officers who were
Black started out uniformly behind white junior officers in all areas of performance, but

within eighteen months the two groups were completely equal. Becton reasoned that

HBCU ROTC programs were the root cause, because they sequestered Black cadets from

436 Undated talking paper, “Purpose: Provide SA [Secretary of the Army] information on the
recent LTC and Major (AUS) promotion boards and the implications of the results,” Enclosure 1
to BOAR Study.

7 “Conference of Presidents/Chancellors, Historically Black Colleges, 4-6 March 1980,” Annex
F to BOAR Study; for Alexander’s stance on qualifications testing and mental categories, see
Bailey, America’s Army, 118-119.
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interracial training, employed substandard all-Black cadre, and did not seek out
opportunities for their cadets to train with the army. The minutes of the conference hint
that the university presidents and military faculty disputed these findings, but Julius
Becton spoke from a position of considerable credibility, and as army analysis continued
to substantiate, his assertions had merit.*3*

For the rest of the two-day conference, army staff members explained that the army’s
key initiatives, an army-level Quality Enhancement Program and an ROTC-managed
Program Improvement. The former program increased advertising budgets for ROTC
overall and for focused Black student outreach, added more officers (including white
officers) to HBCU detachments, and required interviews of all applicants for ROTC duty.
The program also mandated the placement of ROTC cadre from the top thirty percent of
an officer year group. Finally, it created additional financial incentives aimed at Black
college students, following through on the ROTC chief’s plan to address the stark
scholarship disparity; for the school year 1978-1979, only 280 scholarships went to the
HBCUs for award to students enrolling in ROTC, 4.3% of the national total of
scholarships. This plan allocated ninety four-year scholarships to HBCU applicants,
which funded a cadet’s entire education and mandated active-duty service upon
graduation, and revised scholarship application standards to de-emphasize slightly
standardized test scores and class rank, adding the points normally granted for those
categories to performance on a new physical fitness test. Finally, the conferees learned

that the army planned to reduce the importance of initial evaluation reports on promotion

438 Minutes of HQDA Conference with HBCUs, Enclosure to the BOAR project.
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boards by stamping “FIRST YEAR” on an officer’s first evaluation after basic
training.***

The army training and doctrine command added its own ROTC “Program
Improvement Plan” for HBCUs, with distinct elements for professors of military science
in each detachment, the regional and army-wide ROTC leadership, and the host colleges
themselves. Detachment commanders at HBCUs would focus initiatives to improve
Black cadets’ self-confidence and interpersonal skills. These included mandatory training
exercises with majority white schools, increased training time spent on written and oral
presentations, what the plan called “assertiveness/human relations training,” and
structured social and athletic events with white ROTC cadets, all designed to improve
Black cadets’ initial experiences in their units. ROTC leadership was to increase HBCU
allocations for summer cadet leadership and parachute training in active units, increase
the number of women assigned as ROTC instructors, and to ensure that Black cadets
received more evaluated leadership opportunities at summer camp. The army asked host
colleges to provide remedial classes specifically for cadets, to encourage the use of
language and reading labs, to assist the ROTC cadre by teaching mandatory human
relations classes, and by offering physical education credit for swimming classes.**

Probably because of the emotion attached to the entire question of Black higher
education, it went unspoken [at least in army records] throughout this multi-year

examination of ROTC that, despite General Dillard’s and others’ concerns that integrated

universities “siphoned” Black talent and degraded HBCU programs, it was probably

43 Minutes of HQDA Conference with HBCUs, Enclosure to the BOAR project.
4“0 DSROTC, “ROTC Improvement Plan For Historically Black Colleges,” February 27, 1980,
Enclosure to BOAR Study.
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unhealthy to educate such a large percentage of Black army officers at such a small
percentage of colleges. If nothing else, the small number of HBCUs compared to the rest
of American universities acted effectively as a brake on Black officer accessions, and
studies and analysis highlighted the degree to which a lack of multiracial socialization
contributed to HBCU officers’ poor initial performance. But beginning in 1975 and
continuing through 1978, the percentage of HBCU graduates in the officer corps took a
steep decline, even as Black officers’ share of the officer corps increased overall. By
1978, HBCU graduates made up just 52.5% of new Black officers, down from 79.7% in
1974; the Black officers comprised 4.2% of the officer corps in 1974, and seven percent
in 1980. The significant army investment in direct advertising to Black students, by direct
mail, print media, and television, convinced many Black students to enroll in ROTC at
majority white colleges. The Black press covered their achievements with evident pride
as they commissioned into fields such as the signal corps and aviation, where Black
officers and women had been traditionally underrepresented. The army’s aviation school
did not produce a Black woman helicopter pilot until 1979, when Marcella A. Hayes
became only the fifty-fifth woman to complete army helicopter training. Hayes decided
to try ROTC at the University of Wisconsin, excelled in the program, and listened to a
cadre member who was an aviator and convinced her so select the branch after
graduation. Christine Knighton followed Hayes the next year. Their performance and
advancement prospects in the 1980s awaited further analysis, but the army’s concerted
focus on improving ROTC for all cadets, with a focus on Black cadets, was undeniably a

positive development.*4!

“IDCSROTC, “E. ROTC Officer Production Trends,” Enclosure to BOAR Study; DCSPER,
Equal Opportunity Fourth Annual Assessment of Military Programs (Washington, D.C., May
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Now a retired major general, Oliver Dillard had caused a significant enough public
relations problem with his Army Times letters that the army personnel office invited him
to the Pentagon in March 1980 for a discussion of Black officer corps issues. Dillard told
the assembled staff officers what had motivated him to write the letters. As an officer
who had “been actively involved in the Black officer problem for greater parts of his
career,” he believed that the “quality” of Black officers had improved over his years of
service [1949 to 1980], but his experience in chairing a lieutenant colonel promotion
board in 1979 led him to the opposite conclusion: that the current cohort of Black field-
grade officers did not measure up to their white counterparts, and that “any rational
person must conclude that there is a problem.” He referred to the Butler report as
evidence for his newfound assertion and offered his belief that the problems started at
HBCU:s. These colleges, in his personal experience, inadequately prepared Black cadets
to communicate orally and in writing in the army, and that they caused “culture shock™
when these officers assumed their duties. These challenges aside, Dillard believed, Black
officers began to find their footing after eighteen months on the job, and so in his mind,
the solutions to these issues lay in the quality of the ROTC faculty. During the question-
and-answer period, one staff officer asked Dillard about the most common trends he saw
in Black officers’ promotion files. His reply was disheartening: “relief from command
and bad checks.” Dillard’s reaction to the staff officers’ updates on officer programs goes

unrecorded, but his concerns echoed those of his fellow senior Black officers.*+?

1980), 4; “He’s a 2™ Lt.!” (New York Amsterdam News, June 26, 1976, p. 49) covered Carl Banks,
Jr., as he commissioned into the Signal Corps from Syracuse University; Mark Albertson, “50
Years Ago — Women in Army Aviation: Breaking the Color Line,” Army Aviation Magazine,
March 31, 2024, 44-45.

442 ODCSPER Memorandum, subj: MG (Ret) O.W. Dillard’s Visit, March 5, 1980.

370



Roscoe Cartwright, nicknamed “Rock” by the Black officers he mentored, used his
new general’s rank in the 1970s to address Black officers’ lack of support networks,
driving social change in the officer corps through informal means as well as through his
official duties. The evolution of his informal mentorship network into an incorporated,
national organization exemplified Black officers’ blending of formal and informal
approaches to address inequality. In the mid 1960s, Cartwright had developed an
informal mentorship group at Fort Leavenworth to provide support and career advice for
the few African American officers who managed to make it to the command and general
staff college. Cartwright himself was one of the groundbreaking cohort of nine Black
colonels promoted to brigadier general in 1971-72 and served his only general’s
assignment in the Pentagon as a personnel officer. Upon graduation, Black staff college
graduates frequently transferred to the Pentagon where they worked on the army or
Department of Defense staffs. When they arrived in Washington, they confronted the
same professional challenge that they had seen at Leavenworth: how to serve and excel in
a place where African American leaders were by and large absent. Cartwright’s original
vision for the “Blue Geese” at Leavenworth shifted focus providing mentorship to Black
officers who had reached the headquarters of the U.S. Military. Cartwright brought on a
senior colonel, Robert G. Burke, to help him organize the group, and the two of them
hosted business sessions and social events in their homes.**

Colin Powell received direct mentorship from Robert Burke during his initial
Pentagon assignment. When Powell completed his second Vietnam assignment in late

1969, he moved his family to Northern Virginia and enrolled in the MBA program at The

43 DeYoung, Soldier, 100; “History,” https://www.rocksinc.org.
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George Washington University. The freshly minted MBA reported for duty at the
Pentagon in July 1971. As he navigated the halls of the world’s largest office building,
Colonel Burke called out to him one day. When the young major stood in front of Burke,
the older man asked him, “How come you haven’t checked in yet?” Burke gave Powell
his address and told him, “You and your wife be at my home Saturday night. Eight
o’clock.” This was Colin Powell’s introduction to Black officer mentorship. With
Cartwright’s leadership, “A group of Black officers in the Washington area had taken a
leaf from the white power structure” and formed “an old-boys network.”#44

Intelligence officer Julius Parker participated in ROCKS mentorship visits when he
returned from Vietnam, and they made him aware of the army’s struggle to create and
maintain a pipeline of Black officers in the volunteer era. “Blacks were becoming more
significant in the private sector,” Parker noted, “and so they were going to other places
besides the army. I know they used to send us to the various ROTCs to give talks that
would motivate Black people to come on active duty, but they were just not in the
pipeline . . . When I looked at my level and I started back down to the colonels, lieutenant
colonels, captains, and majors, they were must not there. The numbers were just not
there.” Amid the 1970s competition for talent, ROCKS members saw themselves as an
essential part of a formalizing support network.*4

Cartwright and Burke sensed the potential for a change in the orientation of ROCKS,
but believed they needed more formal organization to have a wider impact. In October
1974, they held an organizational meeting and renamed their group “The No Name Club”

until they could decide on a formal name. Cartwright himself had retired the previous

444 Powell, My American Journey,” 213.
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August. On December 1, Burke was chairing a follow-up meeting to vote on suggestions
for a new name when the group learned that Carwright and his wife had been killed in an
airline crash in Northern Virginia. The group immediately voted to rename their
organization ROCKS, Incorporated, in recognition of Carwright’s affectionate nickname.
Bobby Burke continued for some time as the organization’s president and expanded its
remit to ROTC cadet and enlisted mentorship. Julius Becton recalled that Burke would
form teams of three or four senior Black officers and send them to visit college presidents
and ROTC detachment commanders, with a focus on HBCUs. They explained the
purpose of ROCKS and offered to conduct presentations for Black cadets on army life.
“What we wanted to do was to go to these kids before they came into the Army and
explain some of these pitfalls and explain why it’s important,” Becton told Colin
Powell’s biographer. “Once you get out of school and get into a [army officer branch]
basic course, no one is going to be there to tell you to sit down and do your homework.
Or get in before midnight. Or don’t go catting off downtown. That’s a discipline you
have to have for yourself.”446

As the army officer corps underwent significant social change through the increasing
presence of Black officers, women induced complementary, and equally as significant,
changes to army culture. The WAC continued to increase in size comprising, seven
percent of total army strength in 1976, and with the detailing of WAC officers and
enlisted to serve directly with the active army, women already served in 371 of the

army’s 406 occupational specialties. From this point forward, women served as soldiers,

446 «A Combat Commander Remembered, The San Mateo Times, December 6, 1974; “Updated
list of victims,” The Courier-Journal, December 3, 1974, newspapers.com; DeYoung, Soldier,
100-101.
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sergeants, and officers in many (but not all) of the same jobs and roles as men. This
integration required the army to recruit, induct, train, and employ men and women
together. In the officer corps, this integration meant that women competed with men for
promotions and assignments. Since World War II, African American women had
consistently served in larger proportions than had men, but Black women who sought to
serve as officers faced both gender- and race- based challenges.*¥

As the only Black woman in her ROTC detachment at Appalachian State, and one of
only nine Black freshman women on the entire campus, Edna Cummings did not have the
advantage of a supportive environment like West Point or an HBCU, but she did
experience a greater degree of acculturation than did Don Scott’s Tuskegee cadets. In
many respects, this was a baptism of fire that would presage her success as an officer.
“This was my first time being the only Black female anywhere,” she remembered. “Army
ROTC introduced me to the Army as a future soldier,” and she took to it right away,
being named “Miss ROTC” and a member of the homecoming court her sophomore year,
and joining the Pershing Rifles, a military honor society. She passed her summer camp in
1976 and signed up for her junior and senior years of ROTC, which carried the obligation
to be commissioned. Her positive experiences in ROTC led her to decide on an army
lieutenant’s commission rather than applying to work as a civilian for the U.S. State
Department.*43

The “detail,” or administrative assignment, of WAC officers to army branches, so that

they trained and worked alongside men in the same career fields (except for the combat

47 Roth, Her Cold War, 159-178; Bailey, America’s Army, 130-171; Karl E. Cocke, ed.,
Department of the Army Historical Summary Fiscal Year 1976, (Washington, D.C.: Center of
Military History, 1977), 46.
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arms, which remained closed to women), was a way for army leaders to account for the
women’s equality movement, and as the historian of the WAC asserts, to in some
measure shield the institution from it, as long as WAC leaders and many army generals
opposed full integration of women into the force. For the first two years of their
eligibility, these women cadets entered the Women’s Army Corps upon graduation, but
with the disestablishment of the WAC headquarters and training center in 1976 and the
entire corps in 1978, they became officers in the regular army or the reserves. The
transition process from WAC to army service placed mid-seventies women officers in
challenging situations, as the army grappled with how and where to employ hundreds of
women soldiers. Edna Cummings made this transition shortly after she reported to her
first duty assignment, but her initial officer training had occurred before the WAC
disestablishment. As a WAC assigned to the Quartermaster Corps, Cummings attended
training with men at Fort Lee, Virginia. Although she specialized in supply warehouse
management in school at Fort Lee and had an initial assignment to run a warehouse at
Fort Polk, Louisiana she learned shortly before graduation that her assignment had
changed. She was to report to Fort Rucker, Alabama, to serve in a quartermaster
petroleum company, responsible for refueling the hundreds of helicopters used at the
army’s aviation school. Cummings “knew with every ounce of my being that the faceless
Army assignment officers were sabotaging my career and wanted me to fail.” While all
WAC:s, Black, white or of any ethnic background, who made the leap to the regular army
felt the contingency and seemingly arbitrariness of these reassignments, it was probably

harder on Black women, who had endured loneliness and discouragement throughout
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their education and training. Edna remembered that she “felt queasy as [she] drove
toward Fort Rucker.”#4

After a difficult start, Edna encountered enough supportive senior officers who took
an interest in her career that she decided to stay. As the only woman officer in a heavy
engineering battalion, and one of only three Black women officers on her entire base, she
encountered both racism and sexism in her daily duties. One of her Black soldiers told
her in a candid moment that “I didn’t know the Army made y’all [Black women
officers].” Her platoon of thirty soldiers, responsible for fueling helicopters at three
remote sites on the base, was termed the “coon platoon” by the remainder of the unit for
its larger number of Black soldiers, who also predominantly scored in Category V,
functionally illiterate, on the army’s general classification test. When she had her first
senior sergeant replaced because he refused to assist her with routine administrative
tasks, she had four others in a year’s time, Black and white, who all had the same reaction
to a female officer: “Race didn’t matter. I was a woman. None of them wanted to work
for me or with me.” When she complained to her battalion commander that she was being
accused of inappropriate relationships with a Black sergeant for accompanying him to
take inventory of equipment at the fueling sites, the commander reminded her that “boys
will be boys,” and that in any case, she should not put herself in such situations,
intimating that sexual harassment was her fault.*>

Only the support and mentorship of more senior officers convinced her to remain in

service. Her brigade commander, who offered Edna a constant open door, was “a

49 Cummings, A Soldier s Life, 42-43; Morden, The Women's Army Corps, 310-318.
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prominent and visible advocate” who took an interest in her and embodied the positive
changes recommended by the Army War College Professionalism Study. He listened and
talked with the junior officer, not just 7o her, and as importantly, encouraged her to find a
mentor in a WAC colonel elsewhere on post. The brigade commander intervened when
her company commander found her liable for loss of army equipment in a hastily-
completed investigation that could have ended her career before it started, and
recommended her transfer to become second-in-command of an air traffic control
company, a more visible and technical role, followed by an assignment to the base
protocol office, which managed distinguished visitor engagements. Edna Cummings left
Fort Rucker in 1981 with the intention to remain in the army after her initial service
obligation was met.*!

As the nation celebrated its bicentennial in the summer of 1976, the arrival of the first
class of women at West Point was an important step toward the complete integration of
the army. Two African Americans, Priscilla Walker and Joy Suzanne Dallas, were among
the first cohort of 119 women to matriculate at the academy, and they joined an
increasing number of women like Edna Cummings, who comprised nineteen percent of
all ROTC cadets the previous year. Priscilla “Pat” Walker was born in inner-city Detroit
and joined the army as a teletype operator after she was interested by the N.W. Ayer
recruiting add that encouraged her to “Join the people who join the Army.” She had
experienced poverty and racial violence in Detroit and remembered her childhood as

“kind of destitute;” the army was a way out. Locke’s commanding officer told her that

41 The Army War College Professionalism Study, p. 13, described a working environment of
“incomplete communication between junior and senior [officers] which leave the senior
uninformed and the junior feeling unimportant;” Cummings, 4 Soldier s Life, 44-51.
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West Point would be accepting women, and when she found out that the commission
came with a college degree, that made her decision, and she shipped out for the West
Point Preparatory School in 1975. She was one of only six of twenty women in the class
to complete the preparatory school program to enter the academy in 1976, but not without
some controversy. She recalled that a classmate who was not selected wrote a letter to
First Lady Betty Ford complaining about Walker’s selection as an affirmative action
case.*?

Pat Walker’s experience at West Point, particularly during her freshman year,
illustrates the dual-sided challenge that Black women faced in the army officer corps of
the 1970s. Although Black men were still a distinct minority at the academy and in the
wider officer corps, gender provided solidarity. Black women became the other in two
ways, as females and as African Americans, and they had few opportunities to build
support structures because of this. Where Black male cadets like Percy Squire and Arthur
Hester could gradually and effectively assimilate with the white-centered culture of the
academy, and Squire could rely on his charisma and political beliefs to make him a leader
among his peers, Walker’s challenge was merely to communicate with others around her.
Where her white female classmates struggled with the oppression of a male culture, but
had whiteness in common with the men, Walker “had issues with just communicating . . .
I grew up in Detroit, so I had very broken English, if you can call it that. And so when I
opened my mouth to talk, very few people understood what I was trying to say.” The

inability to communicate “caused me to feel very, very isolated that first year . . . my

432 1In 1975, women took ROTC at 280 of 285 colleges offering the program. Karl E. Cocke, ed.,
Department of the Army Historical Summary Fiscal Year 1975 (Washington, D.C.: Center of
Military History, 46-47; Pat Walker Locke Oral History, West Point Center for Oral History, May
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Black classmates and other African-Americans . . . shied away from me, because they
said, ‘Oh yeah, Pat, yeah, she’s from Detroit, but she’s a little too Black for us.” Walker
and Dallas graduated with the Class of 1980, two of the 119, but even on graduation day,
Walker recalled that male cadets told her in passing that even though they didn’t “get rid
of her” at the academy, they would “take care” of that in the army.*>3

WAC officers encountered gendered expectations even when they excelled in their
duties. Rebecca Rouser commanded the women’s detachment at Fort Monroe, Virginia.
When she stood before a board of senior male officers in the First Army Outstanding
Lieutenant competition in 1971, Rouser had to answer not only the same questions about
general military knowledge, current events, politics, and the all-volunteer army posed to
her thirteen male counterparts, but also “her opinions on the feasibility of having WAC
aides to generals and a female president of the United States.” She won the competition,
the first-ever woman in First Army to achieve such a victory, but when it came time for
the awards presentation, the board realized that the wristwatch she was to be presented by
the Society of American Wars was a men’s watch and had to be replaced. That was proof,
apparently, that “things couldn’t have been fixed” in favor of the lone woman in the
competition. “The most important of all her prizes” that day was the cookbook she also
received, because Lieutenant Rouser was about to embark on “an additional career: that
of a wife.”*>*

Clara Leach would have agreed with Rebecca Rouser that her most serious
professional challenges came from being a woman, not from being African American.

Leach overcame these challenges with self-actualization: whenever challenging situations

453 Ibid., p.19.
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arose concerning men’s expectations of her leadership abilities, she figured out “what I
thought and believed first. Before I could deal with what others thought of me, I needed
clarity about myself.” Leach reflected that a sister’s teaching her to read beginning at age
four, and an uncle’s instruction on public speaking, meant that people only
misunderstood her when they didn’t like what she had to say. Her communication skills
became essential as Leach rose in rank and served her well when in 1975 she became the
first Black nursing officer to attend Command and General Staff College.*>

Social change in the army — affirmative action plans to address inequities in
officer management and the integration of women into the army’s branches and
specialties — became a contested idea in the second half of the 1970s. As a series of legal
challenges to university admissions reached the Supreme Court and gave voice to
significant backlash against affirmative action, the army’s program remained out of the
public eye because it was intentionally portrayed as colorblind and merit-based, a full
extension of equal opportunity to all officers regardless of racial or ethnic background,
and based on proportional representation goals and not hard quotas. Critics of affirmative
action in the public sphere labeled it reverse racism and a violation of the Fourteenth
Amendment’s equal protection clause. In Bakke vs. Regents of the University of
California (1978), the court ruled that while race could remain a factor in college
admissions, and a diverse student body was a valid objective for universities, quota
systems could not be tolerated. It was a decision that had something for everyone. The
army’s affirmative action plans at mid-decade reflected this debate and the Bakke

decision, making a clear point that affirmative action in areas such as ROTC

435 Hampton 11, Rise to Command, 238-239.
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commissions and officer promotions were based on “goals” and not “quotas.” This was
not just a semantic difference. Although it would be a mistake to downplay the public
relations aspect of the program, it was also an honest acknowledgment that decisions
about who wore an officer’s rank and led soldiers in battle was not just a question of
social justice (although some Black officers saw it that way). Decisions about who led the
army had to account for demonstrated performance and potential for increased
responsibility, and it was often difficult to balance these concerns with questions of
representation and fairness.*¢

White backlash against affirmative action grew within the army as it did in
American society. The 1972 ARI study found that among army junior leaders, “there was
a tendency to view EO programs as weakening the chain of command, decreasing
mission effectiveness, and lowering standards in general. By 1974, five percent more
white respondents felt that African Americans were treated better than white soldiers.
The study conculuded that “As more Blacks became better satisfied with the way they
were treated, more whites appeared to see the changes and interpret them as an
overreaction on the part of the Army in the direction of favoritism toward Blacks.” In
short, EO was perceived as “threatening the command structure and military
discipline.”*7
Some white officers deemed inequality not a serious problem for the army and

saw the army as a colorblind place. A 1975 research project at the army general staff

college confirmed that this anti- affirmative action groundswell was also occurring in the
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field-grade ranks of the officer corps. The project’s author, Captain John Condon, was
struck by his white classmates’ angry criticisms of affirmative action. He wrote in his
introduction that one major, a West Pointer who had been promoted early, was overheard
saying that “If I could just keep my same intelligence, abilities, social grace, etc, and
somehow turn Black, I would be a two star general in less than three years.” Another
classmate prefigured Alan Baake’s court case when he aired his frustration that his
younger brother had been rejected by the medical school of his choice, when “All the
Black kids have to do is meet the minimum requirements.” Captain Condon hypothesized
that if these feelings were widespread among the army’s middle management, “it would
cast grave doubt upon the Army’s ability to successfully implement an affirmative action
program.”+8

Condon’s study of two hundred white members of his class found that not only
did 95% of the students feel professionally threatened by affirmative action, 72% of the
respondents expressed what he called “moderate threat feelings” from the mere presence
of Black officers in the army. Beyond Condon’s well-placed concern at this attitude
among the army’s field grade officers, who saw to the daily implementation of army
policies, this study presented the army with a significant problem in the long term. Each
staff college class represents the top half of the officer corps, and attendance in residence
is highly competitive. The students in the 1974-1975 class who remained on active duty
for a full career would be senior commanders and generals in the ten years following
their attendance. They would serve as the rating officials for thousands of junior officers,

make and enforce army policies in all areas, and sit on promotion and selection boards for
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the entire officer corps. If unchanged by time and perspective, this hostility toward
affirmative action could prove to be a brake on programs to ensure representation and
equal opportunity for Black officers.*’

Much of Americans’ late-seventies critique of the AVF and of affirmative action
was racial in nature. One 1978 national telecast entitled The American Army: A Shocking
Case of Incompetence featured a line that the volunteer army was “too dumb, too Black,
too costly.” Georgia senator Sam Nunn expressed his belief in a press conference that
“Our Army is not an armed WPA and we must not allow it to become a job corps
equipped with tanks and nuclear missiles.” Black officers largely escaped this criticism,
however, but there were indications that white senior officers believed that affirmative
action constrained them in their assessments of subordinates’ performance and potential.
During a 1978 tour of American army bases in Europe, Washington Post reporter
Michael Getler encountered an artillery battalion commander who complained that Black
soldiers now comprised thirty percent of the force, while they only represented twelve
percent of the overall U.S. population. But despite this disparity, the commander rated his
Black junior officers as “the best young officers I have.” Paradoxically, though, he
believed that qualified white officers were being passed over for Regular Army
commissions in favor of Black officers. “But if you get a Black one you can’t give them a
bad fitness report without a very long explanation and a lot of hassle from higher up.”4%0

Clifford Alexander’s written instructions to the regular army captain’s selection

board in 1979 were explicit in his demand that the army “provide equal opportunity for

49 Ibid., Chapter VI, pp. 59-61.
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minority and female officers in all facets of their career development, utilization, and
progression. The affirmative action goal for promotions is to achieve a percentage of
minority and female selections comparable to the overall selection rate for the total
population” under consideration. For captains, this meant the expectation that
approximately 95% of eligible lieutenants would be promoted. The army had been
meeting this goal since 1976.46!

The army’s 1978 and 1980 reviews of affirmative action programs paint a picture
of overall success with some frustrating points of failure. In the four years after the equal
opportunity conference at Fort Monroe, the Black officer corps increased in size by
almost double to 6.9 percent, but the army failed to meet its affirmative action goal of 7.3
percent. While virtually all eligible Black captains in the RA and OTRA were promoted
to major in 1977, however, only thirty-five percent of eligible Black majors made
lieutenant colonel, as opposed to well over fifty percent of eligible white majors, lending
credence to Dillard’s concerns. In the regular army, Black majors and lieutenant colonels
continued to do well, and by some measures, such as selection to senior service college
and command, outperform their white colleagues, but Black officers were still
consistently turned away by the regular army. For 1977 and 1978, the selection rate to
regular army colonel, a permanent grade carrying retirement benefits at the highest level,
was ten percent greater for African Americans. The problem was one of raw numbers. In
the four years from 1975 to 1978, there were an average of 1500 white majors and 1200

lieutenant colonels eligible per year for promotion, in the regular army, against 70 and 50
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African Americans. As Douthard Butler had pointed out several years earlier, the dual-
component officer corps and regular army application process, while ostensibly
colorblind and merit-based, disadvantaged Black officers. The picture was even more
bleak in the National Guard, where the army failed even to meet its goal of 4.2 percent
Black officers, registering only 3.4 percent. The chaplain corps also failed to meet its
plan goals year after year.*6

It seems that Oliver Dillard had valid reasons for concern. In July 1974, Becton
and Brooks joined twenty-five white brigadier generals on the promotion list for major
general. Along with Frederic Davison and James Hamlett, this meant four Black major
generals, and all three proceeded to command army divisions, responsible for all aspects
of the readiness and employment of the army’s primary organizational building-block,
and responsible for the career management and mentorship of hundreds of officers, Black
and white. Two years later, Julius Becton pinned on his third star and took command of a
three-division army corps in Germany. In the army’s management processes, they would
now help to select future brigadier generals. But if the officer corps did not continue to
select and promote field-grade officers, and move them into the regular army where they
would become eligible to attend the war college, command brigades, and become
competitive for promotion to general, the officer corps would continue to be less

representative at the top end, where policies are made. By 1980, all of these Black
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general officers were retired, leaving the Black officer corps to wonder if the ceiling for
Black officers had merely moved upward a bit.*63

By the end of the 1970s, Black officers were no longer significantly
underrepresented in ground combat arms as they had been during the world wars. They
demonstrated skill and bravery in Korea and Vietnam, overcoming negative white
assessments of their physical courage and leadership skills, but Black officers had always
been less present, proportionally speaking, in highly technical fields. During the
seventies, patterns of under-representation shifted so that by 1980, Black officers were
less present in areas such as aviation, comptroller, foreign area officer, operations
research, and research and development. They remained over-represented in
maintenance, supply management, food service, and highway and rail operations,
confirming traditional beliefs about African American skills. Women were most
represented in personnel administration, assignments that reflected American ideas about
gender perhaps more than race.**

The significant impact of the army’s affirmative action programs on Black
representation in the officer corps led some leaders to proclaim victory. New York Times
correspondent C.L. Sulzberger struck a celebratory tone when he recounted his
conversation with Gen. Alexander Haig, the supreme Allied Commander in Europe, and
his view of the army’s achievements in advancing African Americans in visible

leadership positions. “Today the Secretary of the Army is Black,” he wrote. “The

commander of possibly the finest American division (82d Airborne) is Black, and a Black
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major general from the U.S. European command recently returned home to accept a
three-star job. All these changes, which now seem so normal, would have been regarded
as absurdly exaggerated dreams in the Eisenhower command era.” Personnel officers,
Haig pointed out, “take pains to insure that Black officers are promoted at a sufficiently
rapid rate and that low rated assignments held by Blacks are made the subject of constant
re-evaluation.” These successes led Haig to conclude that “The question of equal rights
and opportunity doesn’t even exist as an issue. Equal opportunity for all is an accepted
fact of life. . . It is not a matter today that needs any emphasis in particular because it is a
reality.”46

Black officers perceived a different reality. Five months before Sulzberger
published his article, Frederic Davison conducted an oral history interview with two
students from the Army War College. By 1977, Davison had recently retired as a major
general but told his interviewers that he was “disturbed about the army today — very
disturbed. I think that the Army reached its high-water point in its efforts to improve
racial relations in *71, *72, and 73 time frame.” Some of this feeling may have come
from a place of personal bitterness at seeing his career end at major general, but the
interviewer, a Black lieutenant colonel, agreed with Davison. “We have been talking
about the same subject as far as selection of senior officers in the Army in the grade of
major general and above. It has been disturbing to me . . . my contemporaries now are
looking up and wondering if there is ever going to be a Black general in the Army above
major general.” Davison wondered aloud “what the hell is happening to our [Black]

colonels,” noting with frustration that his division chief of staff, George Price, had still

465 C.L. Sulzberger, “The American Army’s Social Role,” The New York Times, July 2, 1977, p.
12.
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been the only Black colonel ever to hold that key position. “The most important thing is
where are we placing our lieutenant colonels and colonels,” Davison concluded. “I think
many people believe that we have addressed and resolved the problems in the treatment
of our people . . . that all we have to do is hold the line there and move along sort of with
business as usual.”#6

Were Davison’s and Dillard’s concerns valid? After all, Arthur Gregg and Julius
Becton became three-star generals shortly after he sat for his interview, and in 1982
Roscoe Robinson became the army’s first-ever Black four-star general. But as the
seventies ended Black officer promotion rates to major and lieutenant colonel, the
gateway to senior rank, began to approach the army’s goals, but then to decrease slightly.
Progress was uneven, but it was there. In a survey of the Black military experience in
America, Bernard C. Nalty asserts that unlike the enlisted force, “the officer corps of all
the services remained overwhelmingly white . . . although Black recruits were enlisting
with greater enthusiasm than the Gates Commission had predicted, the programs for
attracting Black officers were by comparison moving only fitfully toward objectives
generally stated in vague terms such as greater representation on the part of Blacks.”
Nalty is correct that white concerns about reaching a “tipping point” at which a large
population of Black soldiers would cause whites to avoid service en masse were
unfounded, but he fails to acknowledge the army’s extensive affirmative action programs
for Black officers beginning in 1972. For much of the decade, the army made extensive
attempts to address the issues raised in Douthard Butler’s study, further driving social

change in the officer corps. This social change was a key part of the larger social change

466 Frederic Davison oral history, pp. 38-43.
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embodied in the all-volunteer force because the army confronted the numerous and
sometimes unseen ways that putatively colorblind, merit-based policies perpetuated
inequality. Officer procurement and advancement was a complex mix of economic
motivation, educational attainment, human resources management, and institutional
culture, and mistakes or resistance by individuals in any one of these areas set back
affirmative action for Black officers in material ways. But the difficulties and setbacks
the army experienced with affirmative action should not obscure the program’s
significant achievements under the stewardship of influential leaders. Black officers
themselves drove change by challenging policy professionally, improving their

commands, and mentoring others. Army policies in the 1970s supported these efforts. 467

47 Gates Commission, The Report of the President’s Commission On An All-Volunteer Armed
Force, 139; Nalty, Strength For the Fight, 339-342.
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Conclusion
Seeing Green?

“One major American institution, however, contradicts the prevailing race paradigm. It is
an organization unmatched in its broad record of Black achievement. It is a world in
which the Afro-American heritage is part and parcel of the institutional culture. It is the
only place in American life where whites are routinely bossed around by Blacks. The
institution is the U.S. Army.”

- Charles C. Moskos and John Sibley Butler*®?

Army people love to declare victory. Over an enemy on the battlefield, over a
bureaucratic hurdle, or over a systemic problem in the ranks, the pursuit of victory is
always paramount to soldiers. When sociologists Charles C. Moskos and John Sibley
Butler published their congratulatory study on the U.S. Army’s achievements in equal
opportunity in 1996, they were echoing the army’s declaration of victory over both
institutional and personal racism in the wake of Operation Desert Storm. An army ground
force that was well over twenty percent Black did not suffer disproportionate African
American casualties as some had feared, and Joint Chiefs of Staff chairman General
Colin Powell was the mastermind of a swift victory over Iraqi forces. By all appearances,
this was a truly integrated force where affirmative action had in fact produced the desired
equal opportunity for all servicemembers. In numerous ways, the army and the American
people believed that the nation had banished the failure and moral decay of the Vietnam
War. The U.S. Secretary of Defense, Les Aspin, concluded in a postwar analysis that the

only remaining racial problem in the army was the continuing over-representation of

African Americans in ground forces.*®

468 Charles C. Moskos and John Sibley Butler, A/l That We Can Be: Black Leadership and Racial
Integration The Army Way (New York: Basic Books, 1996), 2.
469 Taylor, Military Service and American Democracy, 155-157; Linn, Real Soldiering, 197-198.
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But when army chief of staff Gen. Gordon Sullivan spoke to a gathering of ROCKS
Inc. members in April 1994, even this note of caution had disappeared at his level. In an
era of unprecedented change following the collapse of the Soviet Union, the army would
simultaneously slash its forces by half a million people, cut its number of active-duty
divisions by forty percent, close hundreds of bases, and still meet a 300% increase in
overseas deployments. The army, Sullivan entreated the group, needed minorities and
women more than ever, and Sullivan asked for the help of ROCKS members “as mentors
and role models.” Recruiting was a problem in a good economy, he said, and "Propensity
[to join the military], esp. for Black Males, is off.” He reminded the active-duty Black
officers in the room that “YOU will be the Corps, Division Commanders; the LEADERS
OF OUR ARMY IN THE NEXT CENTURY. YOU WILL HAVE A BRIGHT FUTURE

BEAUSE THE ARMY HAS BEEN, WILL BE AN EQUAL OPPORTUNITY

ORGANIZATION.™#70

Clara Adams-Ender, retired for one year, introduced Sullivan that evening. Her career
since Vietnam gave weight to Sullivan’s positive picture of army equal opportunity. After
spending time as a logistics officer, Adams-Ender made colonel in the Army Nurse Corps
and in 1982 became the first African American nurse to graduate from the Army War
College. Promoted to brigadier general in 1987, she was the first African American chief
of the nurse corps and served as the personnel chief for the Army Medical Department. In
retirement, she served as the chairman of the board for ROCKS Inc. and received the

NAACP’s Roy Wilkins Meritorious Service Award.*"!

470 “General Sullivan’s Remarks to ‘THE ROCKS, Inc.’ (African-American Army Officers’
Association),” April 12, 1994, Box 183, Folder 29, Gordon R. Sullivan Papers, AHEC.

471 «“Brigadier General Clara May Leach Adams-Ender,” in Hampton I1, ed., Rise to Command,
238; General Sullivan’s Remarks.
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West Point graduated an average of sixty-two Black lieutenants each year in the mid-
1980s, a fivefold increase over the mid-1960s. Ninety-four Black graduates in 1985
marked the largest-ever African American cohort to that point, and by the 1990s, West
Point had matched its Black cadet graduation rate to the army’s goal of an officer corps
that was ten percent Black. As the number of women in each graduating class increased,
Black women followed Pat Walker and Joy Dallas into the officer corps. The army’s most
visible source of regular army officers was closing the representation gap as Vincent K.
Brooks, the brother of a West Point graduate and son of an army brigadier general,
became the academy’s first-ever African American “first captain,” or cadet corps
commander, in 1979. But some people did not view increasing numbers of Black and
female cadets as a positive development. Brooks told a local newspaper that he received
anonymous letters calling him the “regimental coon” and a “token for the [African
American] Secretary of the Army,” Clifford Alexander Jr. These letters told him that “this
wound has not healed. The world has not become completely open-minded, and it never
will be.”#7> When considered alongside the hurtful threats that Pat Walker received at her
graduation, it was possible that Sullivan’s declaration of victory over historic inequality
and racial hatred was premature.

Over time, though, detractors like these became outliers in the army’s process of
social change after World War II. From 1950 to 1980, the U.S. Army’s achievements in
balancing equal opportunity with merit outnumbered its failures. After resisting changes

recommended by the Fahy Committee in the early 1950s and by the Gessell Committee

472 Black Graduates to 1991, Box 4, Admissions Files, West Point Special Collections; William E.
Gibson, “Black captain shares ‘heat’ at West Point,” The Times Herald Record, May 28, 1980, p.
20, Box 5, Folder 3, Admissions Files, West Point Special Collections.
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in the early 1960s, army leaders steadily, if haltingly at times, came to see equal
opportunity and affirmative action as necessary measures for military efficiency, good
order, and discipline. Although it took the army until 1972 to establish a staff position and
devote manpower to equal opportunity administration, positive change increased more
rapidly from that point. The gradual dissolution of the dual-component regular army /
OTRA officer corps structure and a reduced emphasis on the “whole man concept” that
placed an officer’s early career on par with their later years eventually removed the most
significant institutional barriers to Black officer advancement. While avoiding the
negative connotations of quotas, the army adroitly developed harder affirmative action
programs based on goals and milestones, conducted trend analysis, and employed a mix
of advertising, incentives, process changes, quality-of-life improvements, and
investments in training and education. Perhaps most importantly within the army’s
institutional logic, it held commanders accountable for equal opportunity. In 1980, the
army approached its affirmative action-goals for the overall Black percentage of the
officer corps in the active army and reserves and Black promotion rates at junior and
middle grades. The army consistently exceeded its goals for senior Black officer
promotion and selection for command jobs and military education. It consistently fell
short in the Black percentage of regular army officers, national guard officers, legal, and
medical officers. In all these areas, the army confronted institutional racism in its officer-
management policies by evolving from purely colorblind solutions to a mix of race-
conscious and colorblind improvements. That they were more effective in some areas
than in others should not obscure the scope of the attempt and its very real achievements.

By tracing the transition from colorblind policy to race-conscious management, this study
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shows that formal equality alone was insufficient to overcome deeply embedded
institutional inequities, and that meaningful change required deliberate, and often
contested, intervention.

The institutional army does not deserve all the credit for its achievements. Black
officers themselves called for change when they experienced unequal treatment or
personal racism, sometimes participating in protest and working outside the chain of
command, putting their own careers at risk. They envisioned and led change when placed
in command and staff roles. In war and peace, they strove to embody colorblind
expectations of army officers, even when this meant that they had to achieve more than
their white counterparts and endure accusations of accommodation from their fellow
African American soldiers. The post- World War II generation of OCS and ROTC
graduates who endured the segregated army led social change during the civil rights era
and became an integrated part of the general officer corps. The “Kennedy Class” of junior
officers refused to be silenced by white expectations of an officer and a gentleman. The
junior Black officers of the mid-1960s expressed America’s minority rights revolution in
uniform with their demands that the army both foster a merit-based profession and
acknowledge cultural and racial differences in a democratic society (even if the army
itself is never, and has never been, a democratic place). Black women seized the
opportunities presented by the medical and logistics fields to find a place in the officer
corps. Combat arms and logistics officers destroyed the color line in Korea and Vietnam,
even as the institution they served continued to place barriers in their way.

It is important not to unduly valorize individual actors within historical processes, but

it is difficult to overestimate the impact of one Black officer in providing hard evidence
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of the necessity of social change. It is hard to imagine the scale and impact of the
affirmative action programs of the late 1970s without Col. Douthard Butler’s intelligence
and personal courage in the face of deep disappointment and anger over his unfair,
unequal treatment. His study presented in Black and white the circular bind that
continued to ensnare otherwise capable, ambitious officers, particularly in their formative
years as lieutenants and captains.

For good or ill, all advancement in the army officer corps comes down to one thing:
command of operational units. Unit command at senior levels is a singular opportunity to
enact changes that have an impact on individual lives, and in the army’s professional
culture, unit command is both a marker of future potential and the clearest demonstration
of good performance. The cohort of Black generals who achieved command of army
commands, army corps, and divisions beginning in the mid-1970s broke the dam that
held Black officers from senior leadership and the realization of their potential. Officers
like Julius Becton and Frederic Davison were able to combine the leadership and
interpersonal skills the majority-white army demanded of senior leaders with a degree of
race-consciousness that improved morale and discipline rather than increasing
polarization and conflict.

The army’s twentieth-century experience with equal opportunity tells us above all that
this pursuit is unending and requires constant attention. It is not a question of achieving a
milestone and, like the white general who spoke to Davison in 1974, “getting back to
what really matters.” For this social change to stick and to result in improved conditions,

leaders must acknowledge that problems disappear less than they shift in character, and
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that the change contemplated is important to an organization’s mission or effectiveness.
Particularly after 1963, the army treated equal opportunity with that sense of urgency.

In her ruling on Grutter v. Bollinger (2003), an affirmative action case involving the
University of Michigan Law School, Justice Sandra Day O’Connor offered that she
thought affirmative action goals would need twenty-five years to achieve, at which time
the need for those programs would disappear. Justice Thurgood Marshall reportedly said
that they would take a hundred years. NAACP President Benjamin Hooks believed they
should be a permanent part of American society. The army’s pursuit of equal opportunity
for Black officers demonstrates that social change does not have an end point, as one
final vignette will illustrate. On July 12, 2021, Milford H. Beagle, Jr. assumed command
of the U.S. Army’s 10" Mountain Division in a ceremony at Fort Drum, New York.
Beagle is the son and grandson of army veterans and a graduate of South Carolina State
University, the HBCU that has produced more African American general officers than
any other school besides West Point. As he stood in a receiving line to accept the
congratulations of the hundreds of attendees at the ceremony, a middle-aged white man
approached Beagle and offered him his hand. “It’s nice to see you, sergeant,” he said with
a smile to the six-foot tall Black officer wearing the two stars of a major general. “Some
people still don’t realize that Black people are generals,” Beagle recalled in an interview
with a bemused smile. This was not a racist act, but a misperception born of a longue

durée inequality.*”3

473 Author interview with Lieut. Gen. Milford Beagle, Jr., October 23, 2023.
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