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 The years of the 1960‟s saw a widening cultural chasm in America between entrenched 

Caucasian preeminence and blossoming minority cultures, with the few bridges between them 

being destroyed by a war in Southeast Asia.  Jim Crow segregation in the southern United States 

was under assault by judicial and statutory maneuvers like the rejection of the validity of 

“separate but equal” following the findings of the Supreme Court in Brown v. Board of 

Education and the Civil Rights Act of 1964, both of which challenged the exclusionism of the 

status quo while domestic civil unrest increasingly associated the conservative, white political 

hegemony with a foreign war.
1
  In 1964, having served a tour of duty in Vietnam as an advisor to 

the Army of the Republic of Vietnam along the Laotian border, Captain Colin Powell received 

orders for his next duty station at the Infantry Officers Advanced Course (IOAC), at Fort 

Benning, Georgia.
2
  Hustling along the fast track of army advancement, Powell‟s career, like that 

of most junior Army officers, demanded adaptation to a lifestyle that included long separations 

from his wife and growing family, punctuated with rapid deployments to new commands.  In 

preparation for the arrival of his wife and the new son he had never met, as well as being eight 

months early for the beginning of training at Fort Benning, Powell needed to acquire off-base 

accommodations for his young family.  Confronted by a still-segregated South where white 

officers under similar circumstances found abundant available residences, Powell‟s search was 

restricted to African American neighborhoods with a decidedly lower standard of living.  

Utilizing networks of black ministers and businessmen that in many ways mirrored those of the 

freedmen of the Reconstruction era, Powell stoically accepted the racially sustained local 

hierarchy, secured a suitable domicile and set about cleaning and painting.  Returning late one 

                                                
1 The legal challenges were led by Brown v. Board of Education, where the Supreme Court denied the validity of 

“separate but equal,” & the Civil Rights Act of 1964 that reaffirmed the rights of citizens to vote without regard to 

their color. 
2 Colin L. Powell, My American Journey, (Ballantine, New York: 1995), pp. 79, 107, 108 
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evening to his interim billet in the Bachelors Officer‟s Quarters, Powell stopped at a roadside 

hamburger stand where he was denied service on the basis of his race.  Tired and angry, Powell‟s 

normally calm demeanor failed him and he sped away from his humiliation, witness to the 

beaming faces of the white owner and staff enjoying their primitive power play.
3
  Powell‟s 

experience demonstrates the pervasive nature of bigotry of the era and area.  Representative of 

what W.E.B. Du Bois called the “double life of the Negro,” the dichotomy between Powell‟s 

military and civilian expectations was galvanized: he could accept the inability to effect 

immediate change outside his sphere of influence or he could become embittered and have his 

career fall prey to the incident, a victim of what Du Bois called the “moral hesitancy which is 

fatal to self-confidence,” shattered by the last vestiges of a fading white elitism.
4
  Perhaps more 

importantly, it reveals that even for men like Captain Powell who chose the Army as the best 

opportunity for cultural and economic assimilation, the virus of racism was insidious and could 

never be completely avoided, even by those who sought advantage in the rigid, hierarchical 

structure of the military. 

 From the beginning of the Republic, Americans of African descent had shouldered a fair 

share of the costs of freedom while being denied the associated rights and privileges.  Describing 

the death of Crispus Attucks at the Boston Massacre, John Adams declared that “the foundation 

of our liberty was laid in the blood of that man of African blood.”
5
  Yet despite having fifty-six 

previous winners, black men who distinguished themselves during WWII received none on the 

Medals of Honor awarded for combat actions.
6
  The periodic and high-frequency shifts of 

                                                
3 Colin L. Powell, My American Journey, (Ballantine, New York: 1995), p. 107 
4 W.E.B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folks, (Bantam, New York: 1903), p. 148 
5
 The Journal of Negro History, Vol. 17, No. 2 (Apr., 1932), p. 120 

6 Susan D. Hansen, “The Racial History of the U.S. Military Academies,” The Journal of Blacks in Higher 

Education, No. 26 (Winter, 1999-2000), p. 112; It should be noted that 7 soldiers of the 1.2 million black men who 



~ 4 ~ 
 

American cultural zeitgeist towards minorities in the military appeared to accept the sacrifices of 

black men under times of duress, then renege on the promises of freedom after the crisis had 

subsided.  How then did African American men continually justify their military service?  The 

complications that exist in American culture and its attitudes towards men in the military 

provided an impetus for African American enlistment unique in the history of the United States.  

The transition from slave to citizen in the nineteenth century provides a condensed and partial 

impression of the basis for African American‟s selecting military service as a vocation.  As a 

pre&fmt=18 lude to the discussion of blacks in the post-Civil War army, it is necessary to have an 

understanding of the prevailing black culture. 

 In his treatise on the life of African Americans of the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries, Du Bois attempted to describe the cultural life of slaves in the antebellum South.  The 

restricted nature of life as chattel eliminated most opportunities for communal associations by 

blacks.  Slaves were restricted from business, leisure and social activities that normally 

supported the framework of culture, especially in the South where large groups often functioned 

in autonomous units in the production of cash crops.
7
  The lack of foreseeable evolution either 

economically or socially created a spiritual void in the lives of African Americans which was 

filled by the church.
8
  Although modern scholarship has yet to reach a consensus on the role of 

religion in slave communities, symbols of emancipation like voting rights in the nineteenth 

century were couched in religious terms.  The codified and hierarchical structure of Christian 

faith can be interpreted as a substitution for the myriad structures of the white world of freedom, 

providing what Du Bois called the “mountain path to Canaan,” capable of delivering black souls 

                                                                                                                                                       
served were later awarded the nation‟s highest military honor for valor during WWII after reviews by the 

Department of Defense in 1997. 
7
 David Brion Davis, Inhuman Bondage, (Oxford University Press, Oxford: 2006), p. 129 

8 William H. Becker, “The Black Church: Manhood and Mission,” Journal of the American Academy of Religion, 

Vol. 40, No. 3 (Sep., 1972), p. 316 
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to a land of liberty beyond the travails of temporal life.
9
  Utilized by slave holders to ameliorate 

disgruntled slaves, religion presented the paradox of a double-edged sword.  To know and 

understand the doctrine of Christianity extolled in the Bible, it became necessary to teach slaves 

to read. 

 The use of African Americans in the economically aspiring South of the mid-nineteenth 

century was generally divided between plantation field hands and household help, with the 

former providing the greatest return on investment.  According to Du Bois, white southerners 

“had fought with desperate energy to perpetuate” the system that purchased a lifetime of labor 

from a slave and his or her progeny, with the only subsequent expenditures the cost of food and 

whatever clothing decency dictated.
10

  As cotton became more lucrative, plantations grew larger; 

more slaves were required to maintain the fields and the increasing size of slave populations 

generated a need to create a communal bond, the overall benefit of which would be a more 

cohesive social structure, less prone to fracture and therefore more easily controlled.  The 

introduction of religious practices and the necessity of educating at least some African 

Americans to assist in the spread of the Gospel was the genesis of educational importance.  

According to Daniel A. Payne, the first official historian of the African Methodist Episcopal 

Church, the enforced ecclesiastical environment had “thrown us upon our own resources and 

made us tax our own mental powers.”
11

  The instruction of slaves was not limited to religious 

indoctrination.  In at least one case, slaves had established their own clandestine school.  For ten 

years, James D. Porter had taught young black pupils “who have kept their secret with their 

                                                
9 W.E.B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folks, (Bantam, New York: 1903), p. 6 
10

 Ibid, p. 21 
11 William H. Becker, “The Black Church: Manhood and Mission,” Journal of the American Academy of Religion, 

Vol. 40, No. 3 (Sep., 1972), p. 320 
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studies, at home.”
12

  As the initial step in education, the ability to read expands the horizons of 

all cultures far past those immediately evident.  No longer limited to what can be seen first-hand 

or orally conveyed, education increases the capacity to interpret the world and eliminates 

boundaries previously thought to be impassable.  Recognized by Du Bois as the panacea to 

healing the wound of slavery, educating African Americans would provide the “broad minded, 

upright men” that would be the foundation of the burgeoning black culture, but also provide an 

antiseptic salve, allowing the Northern version of “American civilization to triumph” over the 

sins of slavery.
13

  The purpose of education, said Du Bois, was “to make men… (of) ideals, 

broad, pure and inspiring,” illuminating the significance of a greater understanding of the 

world.
14

  Du Bois reported that in a study conducted in 1900 of 2500 African American college 

graduates, fifty-three percent became educators, intent on edifying the next generation.
15

  As 

more black citizens accomplished higher levels of learning, they felt compelled to remain 

involved in their culture‟s progress, building towards a basis of broad instructional availability.  

Antithetical to the limitations of agrarian lifestyles promoted by both internal and external 

entities in the Reconstruction of the South such as sharecropping or land ownership via “forty 

acres and a mule,” many blacks sought out the economic freedoms provided by educational 

achievements.
16

    

 Sheltered and guided by the twin pillars of church and school, the nascent African 

American population slowly forced open the previously locked doors of financial independence 

in the decades of the late 1800‟s.  Segregated and cloistered in ethnically homogenous 

                                                
12 Eric Foner, Reconstruction, (Harper & Row, New York: 1988), p. 70 
13 W.E.B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folks, (Bantam, New York: 1903), p. 77 
14 Lisa Szefel, “Encouraging Verse: William S. Braithwaite and the Poetics of Race,” The New England Quarterly, 

Vol. 74, No. 1 (Mar., 2001), p. 39 
15 W.E.B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folks, (Bantam, New York: 1903), p. 75-76 
16 Eric Foner, Reconstruction, (Harper & Row, New York: 1988), pp. 70-71 
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neighborhoods and towns, African Americans began to train for and fill the jobs each community 

needed for success.  Shop keepers, lawyers, doctors and bankers emerged from what had been a 

relatively static and egalitarian black population with respect to wealth.  Similar to the pale-

pigmented dominant culture, many young African American men rejected the sedentary and 

sought out the adventurous life of a military man.  Dissatisfied with the mundane world into 

which they were born and possibly as payment of a spiritual debt owed to those who defeated the 

Confederacy, many young black men decided to actively participate in the expansion and 

defense of the nation rather than passively observe.  The participation of African Americans in 

the army at that time was limited to segregated units, all under the leadership of white officers.  

In this restricted form, the actions of blacks in combat tell a story of both triumph and tragedy. 

The battles of the Revolutionary era reflected the complexities of segregated society.  As 

far back as colonial America, freed blacks and slaves had participated in fights against Indians in 

defense of white settlements.
17

  Five thousand African Americans served in the Continental 

Army, even though General George Washington at first opposed then later supported the 

recruitment of freed black men.
18

  Probably as a reaction to slave recruitment by British forces 

into Dunmore‟s “Ethiopian Regiment,” Washington‟s army eventually had an average of fifty-

four black men per battalion, with some all-black units.
19

  Promises of freedom for African 

Americans were reneged with some Colonial veterans resold into slavery.  It can be argued that 

this was the beginning of the practice of “recruit, retain and reject” as the implicit policy of the 

                                                
17 John Sibley Butler, “Affirmative Action in the Military,” Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social 
Science, Vol. 523, Affirmative Action Revisited (Sep. 1992), p. 198 
18 Ibid, p. 199 
19

 Black Americans in Defense of Our Nation, (Washington, DC: Department of Defense, 1981), p. 4. as cited by 

John Sibley Butler in “Affirmative Action in the Military,” Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social 

Science, Vol. 523, Affirmative Action Revisited (Sep. 1992), p. 199 
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United States when facing the debt accrued by the nation to African American men.
20

  Reiterated 

until the war in Korea, African American men of arms fought the nation‟s wars, but received few 

returns in regards to social equality either in or out of the military until emancipation. 

Civil War combat was not the initiation of African American men in the service of their 

country, only the most prominent and historically significant.  African Americans had asserted 

their military competency and served prominently in the Civil War, perhaps most famously in 

the Union Army‟s Massachusetts Fifty-fourth, commissioned on the same day that President 

Lincoln delivered the Emancipation Proclamation.
21

  The utilization of black troops in the Civil 

War had been met with resistance, so much so that one Ohio division had threatened to stack its 

weapons and return home rather than fight alongside African Americans.
22

  However, General 

Ulysses Grant had done what he could to address the problems of discrimination in the field, 

instructing his subordinates to embrace “the policy of the administration, not only in organizing 

colored regiments and rendering them effective, but also in removing prejudice against them.”
23

  

Grant was in command of the Army of the Potomac when General Benjamin Butler offered to 

swap several of his white regiments for the remnants of the all black Third Division that had 

suffered in the debacle at Petersburg where black soldiers who forced their way through 

retreating white comrades fought well, then were shot and bayoneted trying to surrender to 

Confederate troops.
24

  Butler had witnessed firsthand the abilities of motivated African American 

soldiers and was a strong proponent of correcting the inequity between white pay and the lesser 

                                                
20 John Sibley Butler, “Affirmative Action in the Military,” Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social 

Science, Vol. 523, Affirmative Action Revisited (Sep. 1992), p. 199 
21 Quintard Taylor, In Search of the Racial Frontier: African Americans in the American West 1528-1990, (New 

York: Norton, 1998), p. 165 
22 William Leckie, The Buffalo Soldiers, (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1967), p. 4 
23 George W. Williams, A History of the Negro Troops in the War of the Rebellion, 1861-1865, p. 108, as cited by 

William Leckie, The Buffalo Soldiers, (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1967), p. 4 
24 Edward G. Longacre, “Black Troops in the Army of the James, 1863-1865,” Military Affairs, Vol. 45, No. 1, 

(Feb., 1981), p. 2; James M. McPherson, Ordeal by Fire, (McGraw Hill, New York: 2001), p. 462 
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amount received by African Americans serving in the Army, declaring “the colored man fills an 

equal space in ranks while he lives, and an equal grave when he dies.”
25

  Over the full course of 

the Civil War, almost 180,000 black men served in Union Armies, with 33,380 paying the 

ultimate price of sacrificing their lives to preserve the nation.
26

  

Following the successful utilization of African American troops in suppressing the 

Confederate rebellion, the Army Reorganization Act of 1866 established six new all-black 

regiments, later reduced to four: the Twenty-fourth and Twenty-fifth Infantry regiments and the 

Ninth and Tenth Cavalry and like the soldiers of the Massachusetts Fifty-fourth, the newly 

created black regiments would be under the command of an all-white officer corps, identical to 

the Fifty-fourth.
27

  As a further consequence of the Civil War, most Army units of the West had 

been withdrawn and reassigned duties against the Confederacy, leaving the maintenance of order 

and stability to local constabularies.  This resulted in numerous altercations between settlers and 

Indians as indigenous peoples sought to reclaim lands no longer defended by federal troops.  

Kiowas and Comanches tormented Texans and the Cheyenne War of 1864-1865 disrupted life in 

the Great Plains.
28

  With the post-war Army reduced and stretched by the requirements of 

Reconstruction, along with the complications of stationing former slaves in areas of the South, 

General Grant instructed General William T. Sherman as military commander of the Division of 

Missouri, and General Phillip Sheridan as commander of the Division of the Gulf to form up the 

                                                
25 Edward G. Longacre, “Black Troops in the Army of the James, 1863-1865,” Military Affairs, Vol. 45, No. 1, 

(Feb., 1981), p. 2 
26 William Leckie, The Buffalo Soldiers, (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1967), p. 5 
27 “An Act to Increase and Fix the Military Peace Establishment of the U.S.,” Congressional Globe, 39th Congress, 

1
st
 session, July 28, 1866 as cited by James L. Leiker in Racial Borders: Black Soldiers Along the Rio Grande, 

(College Station: Texas A & M University Press, 2002), p. 29-30 
28 William Leckie, The Buffalo Soldiers, (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1967), p. 19 
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Ninth and Tenth Cavalry regiments.
29

  At least stationed along the frontier, fewer confrontations 

would probably result from freedmen pitted against their former owners.  According to Colonel 

J. Jenkins of the Tenth, “…Mexicans are without much prejudice against the Negroes on account 

of color and if let alone by whites, would give no trouble.”
30

  This allowed the African American 

men who had established a level of competency to serve the nation and meet the requirements of 

a diminishing military, albeit distanced from the majority of American society and relegating 

acknowledgement of their accomplishments to the few settlers who benefitted from their 

presence. 

Social segregation in general increased in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century 

as a result of mass-migrations to urban areas by Southern blacks, competing for employment and 

creating animosity among working class whites.  The original circumstances of African 

American participation in the military were as volunteers, the same method utilized by whites, 

and remained so until the Selective Service Act of 1917.
31

  Intended to bolster military ranks for 

duty in World War I, African American men recognized the opportunity to gain respect from 

whites by serving overseas.  As representation of what Du Bois called for when he stated that the 

“Negro must strive…mightily to help himself,” African American men would demonstrate their 

ability to fight for the freedoms they expected, earning the privileges of citizenship that many 

whites took for granted.
32

  The conditions of ultra-patriotism of the era even forced Du Bois to 

                                                
29 Grant to Sheridan and Sherman, August 4, 1866, SLR Relating to the Ninth and Tenth Cavalry, AGO, RG 94, 

NA, as cited by William Leckie in, The Buffalo Soldiers, (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1967), p. 7 
30 Colonel J. Jenkins to Assistant Adjutant General, District of the Rio Grande, April 7, 1866, Letter and Order 

Book, 19th U.S. Colored Infantry, Record Group 94, National Archives, as cited by James N. Leiker in Racial 

Borders: Black Soldiers Along the Rio Grande, (College Station: Texas A & M University Press, 2002), p.  
31 James Mennell, “African-Americans and the Selective Service Act of 1917.” The Journal of Negro History. Vol. 

84. No. 3 (Summer. 1999). p. 275 
32

 W.E.B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folks, (Bantam, New York: 1903), p. 43; James Mennell, “African-

Americans and the Selective Service Act of 1917.” The Journal of Negro History. Vol. 84. No. 3 (Summer. 1999). p. 

275 
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adopt a more pragmatic stance towards military segregation, since opposition to conscription 

could be interpreted as traitorous by narrow-minded whites, justifying segregation and 

exclusion.
33

  Constricted by the situation, African American men would accept the requirement 

of proving once again that the rights guaranteed by the Constitution were worth earning, even if 

forced to do so in segregated units. 

The Ninety-second and Ninety-third Infantry Divisions that served in France were two 

such segregated units.  Organized in October of 1917, the Ninety-second has since become a 

case study for the development of army training.  The exclusively black enlisted portion of the 

division was trained across a wide spectrum of sites, limiting unit cohesion and received what 

subsequently has been assessed as only “rudimentary training.”
34

  Utilized mostly to repair roads 

in France, the Ninety-second saw only one combat action, despite prior comments by General 

John J. (Black Jack) Pershing that “none of the junior officers had received more than superficial 

training and most of them were unaccustomed to the management of men.”
35

  With little combat 

evidence to support either the continuation or elimination of the use of black units in combat, the 

experiment was categorized as a failure.
36

  The interregnum between wars led to the reduction in 

the size of the army and the decommissioning of the Ninety-second resulted in a loss of 

experience in competent leadership in dealing with the unique characteristics of an all-black 

military unit. 

                                                
33 James Mennell, “African-Americans and the Selective Service Act of 1917.” The Journal of Negro History. Vol. 

84. No. 3 (Summer. 1999). p. 278 
34 Miscellaneous Reports on the 92nd Infantry Division published by the Historical Section, United States Army 

War College; November 6, 1920 as cited by Robert W. Kesting in “Conspiracy to Discredit the Black Buffaloes: 

The 92nd Infantry in World War II,” The Journal of Negro History, Vol. 72, No. 1/2 (Winter - Spring, 1987), p. 3 
35 Extract from General Pershing's Memoirs; August 21, 1918; File number 392.0, boxes 13620-13695, as cited by 

Robert W. Kesting in “Conspiracy to Discredit the Black Buffaloes: The 92nd Infantry in World War II,” The 

Journal of Negro History, Vol. 72, No. 1/2 (Winter - Spring, 1987), p. 3  
36Robert W. Kesting, “Conspiracy to Discredit the Black Buffaloes: The 92nd Infantry in World War II,” The 

Journal of Negro History, Vol. 72, No. 1/2 (Winter - Spring, 1987), p. 3  
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The Second World War saw a continuation of the army‟s policy with respect to 

segregation and led to poor performance by black troops in combat.  Army recommendations 

following WWI declared that “the general tendency of the Negro soldier is to avoid as much as 

possible” the hazards of combat and that African American units not be organized any larger 

than the regimental level.
37

  Re-commissioned in October of 1942, the Ninety-second was 

commanded by a southerner and graduate of Virginia Military Institute, Major General Edward 

M. Almond, who believed that his superiors had “tossed him the hottest potato in the U.S.A.”
38

  

However, one addition to the Ninety-second and Ninety-third divisions was the inclusion of 

black officers, albeit none above the rank of lieutenant.
39

  Segregated from white officers and 

often assigned menial tasks, General Almond applied greater scrutiny to black officers and 

according to Captain Hondon B. Hargrove, “firmly believed that only white officers could get 

the best out of” black troops.
40

  Contrary to this assessment, several white officers defended the 

leadership and soldierly qualities of African Americans.  Lieutenant Colonel Robert C. Ross 

thought that his black junior officers were “outstanding students,” much like the assessment of 

Lieutenant David Walkey who declared that his enlisted men were “fun to train and learned 

quickly.”
41

  Partially if not completely attributable to the almost thirty percent illiteracy rate 

among soldiers of the division, poor performance in field tests resulted in General Almond‟s 

request for a delay in deployment due to “carelessness and lack of responsibility in the 

                                                
37 “Recommendations and Reflections: Transcripts of the Debriefing of Gen. Edward M. Almond by Capt. Thomas 

G. Ferguson,” 25 March 1975, Edward M. Almond Papers, as cited by Dale E. Wilson in “Recipe for Failure: Major 

General Edward M. Almond and Preparation of the U.S. 92d Infantry Division for Combat in World War II,” The 

Journal of Military History, Vol. 56, No. 3 (Jul., 1992), p. 473, 475 
38 Time, 23 October, 1950, p. 29, as cited by Dale E. Wilson in “Recipe for Failure: Major General Edward M. 

Almond and Preparation of the U.S. 92d Infantry Division for Combat in World War II,” The Journal of Military 

History, Vol. 56, No. 3 (Jul., 1992), p. 475 
39 Robert W. Kesting, “Conspiracy to Discredit the Black Buffaloes: The 92nd Infantry in World War II,” The 

Journal of Negro History, Vol. 72, No. 1/2 (Winter - Spring, 1987), p. 2 
40

 Dale E. Wilson, “Recipe for Failure: Major General Edward M. Almond and Preparation of the U.S. 92d Infantry 

Division for Combat in World War II,” The Journal of Military History, Vol. 56, No. 3 (Jul., 1992), p. 477 
41 Ibid, p. 478 
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individual” and a “lack of initiative (and) aggressiveness.”
42

  An investigation by the Inspector 

General‟s Office, led by General Benjamin O. Davis, Sr. found a “nasty situation,” that was 

“almost hostile” and attributed many of the difficulties to Almond‟s failure “to realize the extent 

of the problem confronting any commander of Negro troops.”
43

  The poor training and 

incoherence between unit and upper level officers bode ill for the Ninety-second as it was 

deployed to Italy. 

Like most units, the combat record of the Ninety-second Division was commensurate 

with its leadership and training.  Pressure for the inclusion of African Americans in combat had 

ominously inspired General Almond to declare that “the Negro press… demanded combat duty 

for the Negro soldier and now they were going to get it.”
44

  Against negligible resistance, initial 

results were good, but heavy engagement in an offensive at Massa, Italy, revealed the inaccuracy 

of early assessments and after six days of fighting without appreciable gains, the objective was 

assigned to another unit.  A report for the Inspector General by Captain Charles Welch indicated 

that the unit suffered from low morale, an almost non-existent discipline and that many units had 

exhibited little willingness to fight.
45

  Instead of retraining, the army resorted to mass courts 

martial as an expedient method to fulfill General Almond‟s forecast.  In total, three hundred 

seventy eight enlisted men faced general courts martial along with seventeen officers, with an 

additional six hundred seventy four men standing for special courts martial and another one 

                                                
42 Letter to Headquarters, Sep 7, 1943; Records AGO, 40-48; RG 407; NARA, SM, as cited by Robert W. Kesting in 

“Conspiracy to Discredit the Black Buffaloes: The 92nd Infantry in World War II,” The Journal of Negro History, 

Vol. 72, No. 1/2 (Winter - Spring, 1987), p. 6 
43 Benjamin O. Davis, Sr., to Sadie Davis, 16 July 1943, & Draft Memo, Brigadier General Benjamin O. Davis, Sr., 

to Inspector General, Subject: Report of Investigation, 92nd Division, 14-19 July 1943, dated 4-4 August 1943, as 

cited by Dale E. Wilson in “Recipe for Failure: Major General Edward M. Almond and Preparation of the U.S. 92d 
Infantry Division for Combat in World War II,” The Journal of Military History, Vol. 56, No. 3 (Jul., 1992), p. 483-

484 
44

 Robert W. Kesting, “Conspiracy to Discredit the Black Buffaloes: The 92nd Infantry in World War II,” The 

Journal of Negro History, Vol. 72, No. 1/2 (Winter - Spring, 1987), p. 6 
45 Ibid, p. 8 



~ 14 ~ 
 

thousand forty nine under summary courts martial.
46

  Along with the physical casualties 

absorbed by the division, the unit‟s effective fighting ability was eliminated and substantiated the 

chauvinistic expectations of the army high command.  However, another all-black unit served in 

the European Theater of Operations and their combat record contradicts that of the Ninety-

second.  

 Perhaps no greater symbol of the capabilities of African American participation in WWII 

exists than that of the Tuskegee Airmen.  The Double V campaign of which the men were a part 

was defined as victory over fascism abroad and racism and segregation at home.
47

  The inclusion 

of black men in the most advanced military training available at the time was preceded by the 

passage of the Civilian Pilot Training Act in 1939, which allowed for the acquisition of pilot 

licenses‟ and resulted in nine commercially qualified and two hundred sixty privately authorized 

black pilots before the war.
48

  Initially refused admittance into the Army Air Corps due to an 

assessment that African American men were “by nature subservient and believe(d) himself to be 

inferior,” and that therefore, “applications from colored men for this branch of the service cannot 

be considered,” public pressure for the utilization of African Americans in combat and the need 

for qualified pilots created a demand that rescinded previously held assumptions.
49

  As 

egalitarian as the program was, the ultimate goal was the creation of a single squadron of fighter 

                                                
46 Ibid, p. 9 
47 J. Todd Moye, “The Tuskegee Airmen Oral History Project and Oral History in the National Park Service,” The 

Journal of American History, Vol. 89, No. 2, History and September 11: A Special Issue (Sep., 2002), p. 584 
48 William Alexander Percy, “Jim Crow and Uncle Sam: The Tuskegee Flying Units and the U.S. Army Air Forces 

in Europe during World War II,” The Journal of Military History, Vol. 67, No. 3 (Jul., 2003), p. 776 
49 U.S. Army War College, "The Use of Negro Manpower in War," 1925,  (library, U.S. Army Military History 

Institute, Carlisle Barracks, Carlisle, Pa.) as cited by J. Todd Moye, in“The Tuskegee Airmen Oral History Project 
and Oral History in the National Park Service,” The Journal of American History, Vol. 89, No. 2, History and 
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pilots, equaling thirty-three men as representatives of twelve million African Americans.
50

  

Obviously, a great deal of attention would be paid to the activities of the black pilots. 

    The scrutiny of the Tuskegee experiment came from both proponents and detractors.  

William Hastie, as Civilian Aide to the Secretary of War, asserted that along with the chance for 

success, many probably “anticipated (it)… would demonstrate once and for all that the Negro 

could not qualify as a combat pilot.”
51

  This assessment could have been a result of the 

commanding officer of school, Colonel Frederick Kimble, who was “paternalistic and skeptical 

of the black‟s ability to fly an aircraft,” and exacerbated problems by segregating mess halls, 

lavatories and forbidding the socialization of black and white officers.
52

  Fortunately for the 

program and the students, Kimble was replaced by Major Noel Parrish, whose behavior towards 

the black officers earned him the sobriquet of the “Great White Father.”
53

  Undoubtedly the 

biggest advantage to the student pilots was the leadership of Benjamin O. Davis, Jr., son of the 

first African American general in the army and a West Point graduate who envisioned the group 

as a “military asset” and was “confident we could meet all challenges.”
54

  Following two years of 

training, the Ninety-ninth Fighter Squadron received orders to North Africa on April 3, 1943. 

 Expectations of an immediate combat assignment were identical for the African 

American public and the members of the Ninety-ninth.  Initially responsible for ground support 

to General Sir Bernard L. Montgomery‟s British Eighth Army, the pilots of the Ninety-ninth 
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received instructions in dive-bombing techniques and practiced air combat maneuvers with the 

Twenty-seventh Fighter Group, and were specifically assisted by Colonel Phillip Cochran of the 

Thirty-third Fighter Group to which the Ninety-ninth was eventually assigned.
55

  According to 

Davis, Jr., the pilots of the Ninety-ninth “all caught his remarkable fighting spirit” and “learned a 

great deal from him about the finer points of aerial combat.”
56

  In recognition of the abilities of 

the Ninety-ninth, Cochran told the black newspaper Pittsburgh Courier that “those Nazis had 

better look out… those Negro officers and men are on a keen edge.”
57

  Surprisingly, the 

commander of the Thirty-third did not exhibit the same espirit de corps towards the black fliers. 

 The addition of the Ninety-ninth to the Thirty-third should have resulted in an 

augmentation of the units fighting abilities.  Unfortunately, Colonel William Momyer did not see 

it that way and ostracized the black pilots, believing them to be a burden and handicap rather 

than an asset. According to Davis, Jr., “we had no relations with the Thirty-third,” and the black 

pilots always flew in a subordinate role as wing man, never as flight leader.
58

  Physically 

sequestered, the pilots of the Ninety-ninth were often misinformed about logistical details of 

their assignments.  According to Lieutenant Spann Wilson, often the preflight “briefing was 

almost over when we got there,” with the black pilots receiving no more information about the 

mission than “Y‟all boys keep up.”
59

  This diminished not only the morale of the Ninety-ninth, 

but limited the success ratios in air combat and was later used to contest the effectiveness of the 

Ninety-ninth by Momyer who submitted a report months after an incident where he accused the 
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black pilots of having “failed to display the aggressiveness and desire for combat that are 

necessary to a first-class fighting organization.”
60

  The assessment was disputed by the flight 

leader who claimed that the breakup of the formation in question was not out of fear but 

assertiveness: “we were not running away from (the enemy), we were running toward them,” due 

to a lack of opportunities for air-to-air combat.
61

  The effectiveness of the Tuskegee experiment 

was continually analyzed, forcing advocates to present evidence to justify the program to 

congress. 

 Colonel Davis, Jr. was among those who fought hardest to keep the Ninety-ninth in 

action.  Following Momyer‟s report, General Henry H. (Hap) Arnold as commanding general of 

the Army Air Forces had decided that “the Ninety-ninth be moved to a rear defense area, thus 

releasing a white squadron for a forward combat area, and that the continuation of the Negro 

combat training program… be discontinued.”
62

  Testifying before the War Department 

Committee on Special Troop Policies, Davis vehemently defended the unit‟s record, attributing 

their low number of „kills‟ to the restrictions of ground assaults which was supported by a 

comparative analysis that found “no significant difference between this squadron and the 

balance” of similarly equipped squadrons.”
63

  Along with the documentary evidence, Davis 
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persuaded the committee to keep the Ninety-ninth in a combat assignment and the continuation 

of the training program at Tuskegee. 

 The wheels of government assessment turn slowly and by the time the congressional 

committee had submitted its findings, the Ninety-ninth had been attached to a more hospitable 

fighter group.  Welcomed personally to the Seventy-ninth Fighter Group by commanding officer 

Colonel Earl E. Bates, the nation‟s only black combat pilots unanimously recognized him as “a 

fair, impartial thinker, with… the success of the group” his primary concern.
64

  Initially assigned 

patrols over the Allied invasion fleet attacking Anzio, the Ninety-ninth soon found success 

against the enemy, shooting down five planes and damaging five more on 27 January 1944.
65

  

General Arnold declared their efforts “very commendable,” the Atlanta Journal called them “a 

unit to be feared by the enemy” and Time magazine stated that the “Air Corps regards its 

experiment as proven.”
66

  The accolades caused morale in the unit to soar as men extended their 

tours rather than rotate out.  The effort to prove the worth of African Americans as pilots in 

combat had succeeded and led to the creation of the final segregated unit in the Air Corps. 

 While the Ninety-ninth had been demonstrating their abilities in Europe, training 

continued at Tuskegee.  As more pilots became available for combat, the Army Air Corps 

became fully invested in the experiment and created the all-black Three hundred thirty-second 

Fighter Group.  As commanding officer, Davis, Jr. knew that the exploits of his men would make 
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“an enormous difference for the future of black airmen.”
67

  The group benefitted from the 

conversion to the P-51 and Davis‟ rigorous training in preparation for supporting daylight allied 

bombing over Germany.  With their tails painted red, the group became the favorite of bomber 

crews, who “felt good when the Red Tails were with us,” and also “wondered why these other 

fighter groups didn‟t take a lesson” from the tightly assembled and never tardy Three thirty-

second.
68

  In arguably the group‟s most meritorious mission, the failure of a supporting fighter 

group to arrive to escort bombers on to their targets required the Three thirty-second to fly two of 

three legs and accompany the bombers all the way.  Flying “with deliberate aplomb,” the Three 

thirty-second repulsed fighter attacks against the slower, less nimble bombers and even shot 

down three ME-262‟s, the advanced jet fighters of the Luftwaffe.
69

  For these and other actions, 

Colonel Davis, Jr. was awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross and the Legion of Merit, with the 

entire group presented a Distinguished Unit Citation, commended for “conspicuous gallantry, 

professional skill,” along “with (the) technical skill and devotion to duty of the ground 

personnel.”
70

 

 The Tuskegee experiment seemed to be a complete success.  Having trained nine hundred 

ninety-six pilots and never having lost an escorted bomber to enemy aircraft, the African 

American pilots of the Three thirty-second had established an unprecedented triumph.  However, 

post-war analysis of the group was assessed as less than proficient and “limited by a lack of 
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initiative… and the unsatisfactory maintenance of aircraft.”
71

  The lack of recognition for the 

actions of the men from Tuskegee was not limited to official military assessments as the 

returning flyers soon discovered.  Disembarking from a troop ship is Boston where he saw two 

different doors, one for white and another for Negro personnel, Colonel Harry Sheppard 

remarked, “All of that for this nonsense”.
72

     

 The examples of the triumphs and tragedies of African American service in the 

segregated army fall along the range of normal human events.  However, due to a lack of 

previous education that begat a high instance of illiteracy, exacerbated by poor training and some 

prejudicial superiors, too often the lack of positive outcome from black service was beyond the 

control of the groups of men.  According to Du Bois, “progress…is more often…a surging 

forward of the exceptional man,” the talented and ambitious few who sought and conquered the 

challenges of extended training who began to diversify African American culture, in many ways 

resembling that of contemporary white society.
73

  By studying the experiences of several 

prominent African American men in the army, the record again shows many exemplary 

successes along with a few failures.  From these events, a more fully developed image of the 

positive and negative aspects of life for African Americans in the military can be determined. 

 The man who most accurately describes the dramatic leap in sociological circumstances 

of African Americans in the late nineteenth century was probably Henry O. Flipper.  Born a 

slave in antebellum Georgia, Flipper became the first black graduate of the army‟s military 
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academy at West Point.
74

  Remarkably capable in almost every respect, Flipper‟s 

accomplishments in the army were distinguished but limited as a result of his court-martial for 

conduct unbecoming an officer following the loss of company funds, complicated by a friendly 

relationship with a relative of a white superior officer.
75

  Adamant about his innocence until 

death, Flipper was more famous for his activities after leaving the service, becoming among 

other things a mapmaker, a surveyor, the first prominent black mining engineer and an authority 

on Spanish and Mexican mining law, as well as an aid and advisor to Senator A.B. Fall of New 

Mexico, who eventually became Secretary of the Interior.
76

  Still, Flipper‟s early life, 

experiences at West Point and while on active duty provide an example of African American 

men in the military and the struggles they faced in gaining acceptance by white culture, 

regardless of their contributions. 

 The importance of education in the life of Henry Flipper came from an unlikely source.  

As the property of Reverend Reuben H. Lucky, Mrs. Flipper and her five sons were isolated 

from their husband and father since he was the possession of Ephraim G. Ponder.
77

  Subject to 

the vagaries of life as a slave, the Flippers were fortunate that their patriarch was capable of 

purchasing the family from Lucky when Ponder decided to move to Atlanta, Georgia.
78

  Under 

the auspices of an iconoclastic mistress, the bright and energetic Flipper and one brother were 

taught to read and subsequently attended the American Missionary Association School in Atlanta 
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in 1866, responsible for teaching the newly freed slaves.
79

  Nominated to West Point candidacy 

by Congressman J.C. Freeman, Flipper had attended Storrs School and Atlanta University, yet 

when a local paper sought an interview with Flipper for the purposes of a biography prior to his 

admission to West Point, Flipper declined due to concerns about racist reactions.
80

  Astutely 

aware, Flipper preempted troubles in his civilian life that he could not avoid as a member of the 

military. 

 The unique quality of an African American at West Point was not lost on Flipper.  

Arriving on campus, Flipper immediately noticed that walking across the parade grounds caused 

“cadets (to) watch…with…as much astonishment as they would…have watched Hannibal 

crossing the Alps.”
81

  However, Flipper was not the first black man at West Point; that privilege 

belonged to James W. Smith of South Carolina.
82

  Having spent three years as the only 

representative of African Americans, Smith sent a letter to Flipper, chastening him “not to fear 

either blows or insults,” something Flipper‟s peers would interpret as weaknesses.
83

  Like Smith, 

Flipper would experience racism at the academy, primarily by being ostracized, but the severity 

lessened with the addition of each additional African American cadet.  Flipper would later 

defend the hazing process as “indispensable as practiced at the academy,” due to its effect on 

establishing espirit de corps and a reliance on the chain of command.
84

  According to Flipper, the 

deleterious activities at the academy or anywhere else in American society could not and should 

not deter any black man in any field of endeavor who “must…study and work in their own 
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behalf,” just as did Flipper and the select few “colored cadets at West Point.”
85

  Distinguishing 

between classmates and faculty, Flipper concluded the former behaved poorly but forgivably, 

while for the professors and instructors, “I have not a word to say against (them)… (and) I have 

everything to say in their praise.”
86

  Life at the academy for Henry Flipper was among the elites 

of society, but his duty along the western frontier would be among less sophisticated people. 

 The post Civil War reduction of the army created a need for soldiers on the western 

frontier, where the army had no intention of installing a black officer over white soldiers, West 

Point graduate or not.  Accordingly, Flipper was assigned duty with the all-black Tenth Cavalry, 

Troop A, stationed at that time at Fort Sill, Indian Territory.
87

  In the conduct of his assignments, 

Flipper was exposed to detrimental comments during an inspection of cattle for military purchase 

when “cowboys…raved and swore when they knew a „nigger officer‟ was there to inspect and 

receive the cattle.”
88

  Undeterred, Flipper steadfastly completed his duties, eventually rising to 

the position of “Post Signal officer” where he “instructed the troops in military signaling.”
89

  In 

an investigation leading to a warrant for an Indian‟s arrest, Flipper succeeded where another 

officer had been attacked and failed to apprehend the suspect.  A facility with languages was one 

of Flipper‟s attributes, and he “had by that time learned a little of the Indian sign language,” 

which allowed him to interrogate locals and thereby capture his quarry then return to the post 

unscathed, leaving the original “officer dumbfounded.”
90

  Accustomed to success in his 

endeavors, Flipper‟s legacy at Fort Sill came from an unlikely source. 
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In a demonstration of his engineering skills, Flipper solved a medical crisis and created a 

still existing landmark that bears his name.  The seasonal rains at Fort Sill created stagnant ponds 

which led to the spread of malaria from mosquitoes.  Assigned to eliminate the problem, Flipper 

used his abilities as an engineer to create a drainage ditch to allow the runoff to dissipate, and 

according to Flipper, “when the rains came, the water flowed away perfectly and there never 

were anymore ponds.”
91

  Capable and confident, Flipper worked easily with his brother officers, 

white or black.  When on patrol for more than forty-eight hours without water, Flipper‟s 

commanding officer, Captain Nicholas Nolan, lost his vision becoming “moonblind,” and needed 

help leading the troop.  Out of necessity, Flipper rode “at the head of the column and,” with the 

captain riding “by my side with his leg just behind and touching mine,” allowed Captain Nolan 

to maintain the illusion of command.
92

  Like many soldiers stationed far from home, the men 

with which they served became family, and the relationships Flipper built at Fort Sill were 

apparently the most powerful of his life.  Upon leaving for duty at Fort Concho, Texas, Flipper 

“wept like a child, the last time in my life I have ever found it possible to weep.”
93

  Perhaps the 

way in which Flipper‟s army career ended may have been the cause of his loss of emotive 

capabilities. 

The lack of available female companionship was a constant on the frontier, more so for 

black officers.  Flipper had begun a friendship with Mollie Dwyer, a white woman and the sister-

in-law of Captain Nolan, his immediate superior at Fort Sill.
94

  Flipper‟s social faux pas seemed 

to be at least partially responsible for animosity between him and the previously unchallenged 
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pursuer of Ms. Dwyer, Lieutenant Charles Nordstrom, as well as conflict between Flipper and 

his commanding officer, Colonel William Shafter.   Flipper later described Nordstrom as a man 

without education and a brute who “hated me and gradually won Miss Dwyer.”
95

  As 

quartermaster and commissary officer at Fort Davis, Texas, Flipper was in charge of the troop 

funds which were discovered to be in arrears.  Although Flipper never disavowed his 

accountability for the missing funds, his attempt to cover-up the discrepancy led to his dismissal.  

In testimony, Flipper stated that Nordstrom and Lieutenant Louis Wilhelmi “began to persecute 

me and lay traps for me” after the arrival of Colonel Shafter, even though “never did a man walk 

the path of uprightness straighter than I.”
96

  Court-martialed in 1882, Flipper was found innocent 

of embezzlement of funds but guilty of conduct unbecoming an officer.
97

  Evidence to Flipper‟s 

guilt was questionable and in 1999, Flipper was granted a posthumous pardon by President Bill 

Clinton.
98

  More importantly, his expulsion from the army led him to greater civilian 

accomplishments,  

As a symbol of African Americans in the military, Henry O. Flipper‟s legacy is both 

venerated and reviled.  Brilliant and talented, Flipper gained the admiration of most of his peers 

and subordinates, black or white, through the diligent and often brilliant completion of his duties.  

However, the manner by which his service was terminated cast an unflattering light on black 

men as leaders in a field dominated by whites, reinforcing dogmatic limitations on the ascension 

of African Americans through military service.  For the remainder of the century, only two more 

black men graduated from the military academy at West Point, the last being John H. Alexander 
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in 1887.
99

  There were, fortunately, other paths to the ranks of commissioned officers, primarily 

internal advancement for enlisted men, and the most significant of these was Benjamin O. Davis, 

Sr. 

 The threads of African American successes and failures in the military are woven 

together, creating a fabric that often tells a similar story.  The tale of Benjamin O. Davis, Sr. 

spans from his time as an enlisted man in the Ninth Cavalry to his ascendency as the first black 

general officer in the military, becoming a national symbol of African American pride.
100

  All 

black men in the army served either in the Ninth or Tenth Cavalry or the Twenty-fourth or 

Twenty-fifth Infantry following the Civil War, and since few black men in the late eighteenth 

and early nineteenth century were part of the officer corps, the saga of African Americans in 

leadership roles cannot be told without understanding Davis‟ contribution.
101

   

The grandson of a slave who purchased his own freedom, Benjamin O. Davis, Sr. 

continued the link between African Americans in the military and the „peculiar institution‟ that 

had led the country to Civil War.  Illustrative of the exceptional few who transcended reigning 

cultural limitations, Benjamin‟s father, Louis Patrick Henry Davis, was a servant to Civil War 

hero General John Logan and his wife in Washington, D.C., and later through the same 

connection, received a job as a messenger at the Treasury Department.
102

  Escaping from the 

rural South where even after Reconstruction, according to Du Bois, African Americans were 

“bound by law and custom to economic slavery,” the Davis family found employment based on 
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abilities rather than skin color.
103

  These fortuitous circumstances allowed Benjamin the luxury 

of being raised in a stable, middle-class home, and while both parents worked, they also stressed 

the importance of education to their children.   

Surrounded by daily remembrances of the conflict that emancipated his people, Davis felt 

compelled to earn the privileges granted to him that had been denied to so many others.  In high 

school, Davis opted for the study of Latin over the more common choices of German and French 

because he was “more interested in trying to solve the problems considered hardest.”
104

  

Indicative of Davis‟ makeup, the high school student exhibited academic and athletic skills 

beyond his age.  As captain of the football team, he led the school to a tie against Howard 

University, the only time the junior academic establishment did not lose.  Davis also took 

courses at the university during his senior year of high school.
105

  The beneficiary of the high 

degree of academic accomplishment by African Americans in the late nineteenth century who 

remained in the education field, Davis‟ ability to accept and accomplish the hardest challenges 

served him well in his military career, where he often became the mediator between intractable, 

entrenched powers and the pressure exerted by the African American avant-garde seeking 

economic and social progress.   

Concurrent with Davis‟ early academic achievements, he befriended the son of a Civil 

War veteran, Robert H. Harrison, who organized the neighborhood boys into a paramilitary 

                                                
103 W.E.B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folks, (Bantam, New York: 1903), p. 29 
104 Benjamin O. Davis, “The Family Tree and Early Life,” Benjamin O. Davis papers, (a series of unnumbered 

typewritten pages in the possession of Elnora Davis McLendon, the general‟s daughter), as cited by Marvin E. 

Fletcher in America’s First Black General, (University Press of Kansas,  Lawrence: 1989), p. 10 
105 Marvin E. Fletcher, America’s First Black General, (University Press of Kansas,  Lawrence: 1989), p. 11 



~ 28 ~ 
 

organization called Harrison‟s Protective Zuoaves.
106

  Taught the manual of arms and how to 

drill, this introduction later led Davis to become a member of the Cadet Corps, where young men 

practiced with actual weapons instead of the wooden replicas carved for them by Harrison.  

Fondly recalling his days playing warrior, Davis declared, “As far back as I can remember I 

wanted to be a soldier.”
107

  When members of the Ninth Cavalry participated in the 1893 

inaugural parade of President Grover Cleveland, Davis took every opportunity to travel across 

the Potomac to Fort Meyers, Virginia, where the troops were stationed.
108

  Intellectually curious, 

Davis had read Black Beauty, augmenting the allure of life on horseback.  The combination of 

the reverence exhibited towards the all black Ninth for their success in dealing with American 

Indians on the frontier and the independent lifestyle of men mounted on the premium mode of 

transportation of the era inspired Davis to recount, “I always longed for the day when I too 

would be a cavalry soldier.”
109

  The convergence of the broadening horizons of Davis and the 

nation became the first opportunity for the grandson of slaves to serve his country. 

The Spanish attempts to quash the Cuban independence movement in 1895 received 

world-wide newspaper coverage.  Perhaps as guilty remembrances of American oppression of 

blacks, activities against the Cuban population brought an enraged America to the brink of war 

with Spain.  Catalyzed by the explosion of the battleship Maine in Havana harbor, President 

McKinley called for volunteers to supplement the modest army of the era.
110

  Sponsored by 
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Captain Jesse M. Lee, who had commanded Davis as part of the Washington National Guard, 

Davis sought and received a commission as first lieutenant of Company G of the Eighth United 

States Volunteer Infantry in July of 1898.
111

  However, few of the men under Davis‟ command 

had any formal training, and were described by Colonel Eli Huggins as “crude, undisciplined 

material.”
112

  Yet as with many nascent endeavors, the nucleus of experienced individuals 

provided a stabilizing influence and a model for others to emulate. 

Segregated by race, the men of Company G luckily had veterans of the all-black 

regiments of frontier fame on which to rely.  The essential leadership of any military unit 

depends on the non-commissioned officers and two veterans of the Ninth Cavalry had effects not 

only on the men with whom they served but on Lt. Davis too.  First Sgt. Calvin Tibbs as well as 

many other members of the troop could not read and this inadequacy consequently impressed on 

Davis the need for education for poor blacks.
113

  Another veteran of the Ninth, Sgt. John Proctor, 

taught Davis to ride, establishing a reciprocal environment within the troop where men with 

abilities taught their comrades the necessary skills to function as an effective fighting unit as well 

as creating lifelong friendships.  Unfortunately, not all the experiences of the men under Davis‟ 

command were as positive. 

Stationed in Chickamauga Park, Georgia, and tasked with guarding supplies, the officers 

and men under Colonel Huggins command, many of them strangers to the South, learned the 

vagaries of southern attitudes towards blacks.  According to Huggins, the regional prejudice was 
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“a source of constant danger,” and white citizens were “ready to distort and magnify every 

instance of misconduct,” restricting the men to base facilities and eliminating the normal social 

interactions between the civilian and military populations.
114

  Excluded from participating in the 

combat ongoing in Cuba, Davis nonetheless began his rise within the military hierarchy through 

the exemplary completion of his duties.  Designated as Division Adjutant, Davis dealt with 

prisoners and their infractions, recognizing it as “a great responsibility.”
115

  Attempts to reconcile 

animosity between locals and the volunteers resulted in multiple trips to deal with the local 

constabulary, which Davis admitted had “a most depressive effect” on him.
116

  The precursor to 

circumstances that befell many African American units, the placement of black troops in 

southern regions exacerbated ill will towards the black soldiers.  Furthermore, the exclusion from 

combat denied the opportunity sought by most African American enlistees; the ability to display 

the courage and dedication that many hoped would lead to social progress both inside and 

outside the army.   

For Davis, the initial foray into life as a soldier only wetted his appetite, yet a formal 

acceptance into the ranks of army officers was not a given.  When Congress in 1899 authorized 

four volunteer regiments to deal with insurgents in the Philippines, Davis hoped to acquire a 

commission and was “strongly recommended” by Colonel Huggins.
117

  Utilizing networks of 

acquaintances of his Washington, D.C. family as well as past associations of his own, Davis 
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benefitted from lobbying and was praised by the wife of Senator Logan as a man “of unusual 

intelligence and fitness” for duty.
118

  Unfortunately, the pressure and references proved 

insufficient and Davis‟ application for a commission was denied.  Faced with an inability to 

acquire an appointment to West Point, the only remaining option left open to Davis was to enlist 

and take his chances with the service exams that promoted non-commissioned officers.  So in 

June of 1899, Davis along with Sgt. Proctor joined Troop I of the Ninth Cavalry and headed for 

duty at Fort Duchesne, Utah.
119

 

It was during these formative years with the Ninth Cavalry that Davis learned the role of 

officer, ironically from his tenure as an enlisted man.  As a veteran of twenty-eight years with the 

Twenty-fourth Infantry division and the Ninth Cavalry, Sgt. John Johnson acted as mentor to the 

ambitious Davis.  Evidence of the loyalty to each other among the men of the Ninth, long 

enlistments were the norm.
120

  The longevity created a familial atmosphere, were punishments 

were meted out more from a “usual parental attitude” than those under white superiors.
121

  The 

ubiquitous lack of education within the command meant that many members of the Ninth could 

neither read nor write, and they relied on repetition and memory for training.  In a demonstration 

of the adaptability of those with a will to succeed, one NCO memorized drill instructions so well 

that when asked about the soldier‟s recall abilities Davis stated, “I never knew him to miss.”
122

  

The lack of formal education prevalent in African Americans of the era in general and enlisted 

men in the army specifically would probably explain some of the prejudicial assessments 
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towards minority intellectual capacities, and was best assessed by Du Bois when he declared that 

there is “almost no community of intellectual life…where the thoughts and feelings of one 

race…come into direct contact …of the other.”
123

  Posted in sparsely populated areas framed by 

long periods of isolation from society, the erosion of this boundary had begun for many members 

of the army. 

It was under these circumstances that Davis‟ leadership and instructive capabilities 

blossomed.  Promoted to Corporal and post school teacher, Davis was known to have the ability 

to “rattle a typewriter.”
124

  The mutual mentor relationship Davis had with Sgt. Johnson resulted 

in the sergeant learning to sign his name to receive his pay.  On the occasion of his first signature 

on a pay voucher, Johnson joyously exclaimed, “I have done signed the payroll.  That recruit has 

taught me to write.”
125

  Although Davis was proud of the accomplishments of his students and 

his contribution to the betterment of his fellow soldiers, his sights were still on an officer‟s 

commission. 

Stalwart advocates continued to press the army for Davis‟ inclusion in promotion from 

the enlisted ranks.  A letter from Mrs. Logan to the commanding officer of the Ninth, Colonel 

Thomas McGregor, extolled that Davis was “anxious” to earn a commission by “faithful, 

efficient and gallant service” to his country.
126

  Passed over, Davis did not relent, and found 

fortune under the tutelage of the only black officer then serving in the army, Lieutenant Charles 

Young.  The son of former slaves, Young had struggled both socially and academically at West 
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Point.
127

  Aware of the difficulties and importance of African Americans advancing their military 

careers, Young offered the same educational opportunities to Davis that the latter had provided 

for other enlisted members of the Ninth.  In his letter of recommendation, Young described 

Davis as “temperate, polite, intelligent, trustworthy and faithful to the duties of his office,” and 

Major Martin Hughes commented that Davis completed his clerical jobs with “scarcely and error 

or omission.”
128

  Reluctant to rely solely on proper channels, Davis sent copies of his application 

and recommendations to his family in Washington, D.C., and asked them to use whatever 

influence they could to assure his acceptance.  Writing to his parents in defense of his actions, 

Davis said, “Use all the pressure that you can.  If I win, this means a fortune for life, and if I lose 

it will be no disgrace.”
129

  Illustrative of Davis‟ desire, adaptability and perseverance, every 

avenue was explored and exploited in his attempt to accomplish his goal. 

      The hurdles of rising within the hierarchical structure of the military are similar to 

requirements elsewhere.  Acceptance and passing the examinations for officer‟s candidacy could 

be considered analogous to participation in Olympic trials; an established level of competency 

must be met, then the competition reduces the field until only the best reach the finals.  Officer 

candidates were tested physically to assure each could meet the requirements of duty, and then 

written tests were administered on topics ranging from the Constitution of the United States, 

international law, mathematics, geography, history and army regulations, followed by an oral 

interview before a board of officers, conducted over a period of two weeks.
130

  Each level of 
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testing was assessed, and a deficiency in any area was cause for elimination and return to their 

station and previous rank.  In a remarkable occurrence reinforcing his indomitability, Davis 

found a path to success even though he failed a subject. 

In the history portion of testing, Davis struggled.  Since the all black regiments were 

primarily sequestered on the frontier, they had little access to current periodicals and lacked for 

information about world affairs.  The history test had included references to the French 

Revolution, the German Empire and ongoing events in Europe, and Davis was certain his 

ignorance of these matters had adversely affected his score.  Receiving a grade of sixty-seven, 

below the accepted passing mark of seventy, Davis once again demonstrated his intellectual 

curiosity and retired to the library to research the correct answers to questions he had failed.
131

  

Appearing later before the final board review, the officers reiterated the questions on the exam 

that Davis had missed, whereupon Davis was able to correctly answer.  Positively impressed, the 

reviewing officers concluded that the candidate may not have had immediate access to the 

information, but his diligence demonstrated one of the best qualities an officer can possess; the 

ability to learn from mistakes.  Among the twelve candidates who passed, Davis ranked third 

overall and received accolades from the black press, particularly the Washington Bee that 

claimed that Davis “represents some of Washington‟s best stock,” because “his infatuation for 

duty, his love for obedience, will make him that brilliant military strategist of which the race is 

bound to be proud
132

  In what today might be interpreted as a back-handed complement, Davis‟s 

success was attributed to a personal desire for conformity and a lack of individuality, perhaps a 

greater comment on cultural expectations than Davis‟ qualities.  Receiving his commission at his 
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next duty station in the Philippines, Davis began a career that was often outside the mainstream 

of military service, yet offered him opportunities unavailable to other officers. 

Taking his oath as a second lieutenant in the Tenth Cavalry in Manila, Philippines, Davis 

embarked on the path that saw him take every advantage for self-improvement.  Stationed in 

Lambunao, Davis decided that interactions with local civilian leaders required a skill set for 

which he had not prepared.  Consequently, Davis took it upon himself to learn Spanish and the 

Philippine dialect Visayan, exhibiting a facility that would serve him well throughout his career 

and earning an “excellent” rating on the annual efficiency report by his commanding officer.
133

  

The language skills acquired by Davis in the Philippines would soon find utilization in the 

American West, as the Tenth Cavalry finished its eastern tour and returned to Fort Wyshakie, 

Wyoming.
134

   

Consistent with his career path, Davis pursued success in his civilian life with an equal 

vigor.  While on leave in October of 1902, Davis revived a relationship with Elnora Dickerson, a 

childhood friend whom he had described as a “pleasant person.”
135

  Never one to doddle with 

respect to professional or personal relationships, Davis‟s proposal of marriage was accepted and 

the couple wed the same month.  Returning to Wyoming, Davis and his new bride returned to the 

hinterlands where Davis continued broadening his abilities, acting at various times as post 

adjutant, post quartermaster and post commissary, acquiring a reputation as “efficient and 

zealous,” leading one officer to describe Davis “as competent to command as any Second 
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Lieutenant I have ever met.”
136

  Aggressively pursuing whatever educational opportunities 

available, Davis and his fellow junior officers lectured within their ranks about their respective 

duties.  Davis excelled to the point that during the following year, his rating improved from 

proficient to a level that excused him from taking the final examination for the General Service 

and Staff College at Leavenworth, Kansas.
137

  Although Davis did not receive the appointment 

and it took three tries to reach first lieutenant as a result of unqualified time as an enlisted man, 

the promotion opened more doors for Davis. 

Davis‟ abilities as an instructor led to his appointment to Wilberforce University, the all-

black university originally affiliated with the African Methodist Episcopal Church.  Founded in 

1856, the university added a military program in the 1890‟s and wanted teachers “of our own 

race variety.”
138

  Preceded by Charles Young and John Alexander, both West Point graduates, 

Davis began a long and often contentious relationship with the school.  The lifelong emphasis on 

education that aided Davis‟s rise in the army fit in well, but the importance of discipline was 

often out of step with the civilian faculty and staff.  Accused by university President Joshua 

Jones of having “excessive demands,” and being “somewhat unreasonable…inclined to find 

fault…about little things that cannot be prevented,” Davis struggled with his assignment and 

what he foresaw as his duty in the creation of a reserve force for future military conflicts.
139

  

However, the unique circumstances of having one of the only two black officers in the army 

instructing at an all-black university was too powerful a force for Davis to overcome, even when 
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he objected that “under the present conditions the military professor deems it impossible to 

properly perform his duty.”
140

  Not to be derailed, Davis found outlets for his opinions and 

creativity, writing and presenting a paper on “Military Training in Civilian Schools” and 

persuading Brigadier General Ernest Harris as to the impracticality of a bicycle corps in the 

army.
141

  Eventually relieved by Lieutenant John E. Green, another black officer, Davis‟ next 

duty station was again outside the normal career path but full of prospects. 

The conflict between emerging African nations and European powers invited Davis‟ 

participation.  When a government commission agreed to a loan to Liberia, it included a 

provision that military officers help train a Liberian frontier police force.  Ernest Lyon, the 

minister to Liberia, requested that Davis be assigned as military attaché, because as a “bright 

young lieutenant…he would not only be of great assistance to me but would also be a good agent 

for the government to have in that Republic.”
142

  After Wilberforce, Davis had hoped to return to 

his regiment in the Tenth Cavalry, but accepted the post in Liberia if he could “be of service to 

the United States in this capacity,” and was instructed by the General Staff to keep “a strict 

regard for economy.”
143

  Disappointed with the enforced frugality and lack of effective Liberian 

military assistance, Davis compiled suggestions for increased proficiency that were not enacted.  

Eventually offered a position in the Liberian Army, Davis declined and was grateful to return to 

the U.S., going as far as stating that his Liberian efforts were “a waste of time and energy”.
144

  A 
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short stint on the U.S.-Mexican border with the Ninth Cavalry followed, and poor personal 

efficiency reports for Davis created the nadir of his career.  Labeled as “ordinary” and “too fat” 

for cavalry duty, Davis had lost his cavalryman‟s physique and “lack(s) initiative and 

enthusiasm.”
145

  However, despite the poor performance reviews, Davis was subsequently 

promoted to captain and reassigned to Wilberforce University in 1915, where Davis‟ bad luck 

continued and he lost his wife in childbirth the next year. 

The educational opportunities opened to Davis by virtue of his travels left one spectacular 

void in the career of an army officer; the lack of a combat command.  Conventional military 

wisdom of the era held that blacks were “deficient in moral fiber” and “unfit as officers and 

leaders.”
146

  Acceptable as leaders of black troops, liaison officers or even as attaches to foreign 

governments, African American upward mobility in the army required at least a vestige of 

command under enemy fire, just as it did for white officers.  Yet even during WWI and the rapid 

advancement therein, Davis was castigated by reports from superiors who, when reacting to the 

potential of Davis becoming a squadron commander did “not think it advisable that he be 

continued for duty in a command.”
147

  As the limitations of his service became clear, Davis 

lamented that he was approaching a time when he might desire to be “where I can be without 

contact” with whites.
148

  The cessation of hostilities in Europe offered Davis that chance, and 
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along with promotion to Lieutenant Colonel after another sojourn in the Philippines, Davis was 

assigned as professor of military science and tactics at the Tuskegee Institute in Alabama.
149

 

  Tuskegee was founded in 1881with the idea that education was the foundation upon 

which African American advancement would be based.
150

  To this end, the addition of Benjamin 

Davis at Tuskegee as well as John Green‟s billet at Wilberforce meant that the only two black 

officers in the army at the time either was a concerted effort to increase black opportunities in the 

military through education or was more evidence to support Davis‟ contention that he was 

“beginning to believe that I‟ve been kept as far in the background as possible.”
151

  Whatever the 

motivation, Davis approached his duties with his standard zeal and designed a course “with the 

least practicable interference” with the other academic requirements of the Institute.
152

  Davis 

remained adamant about discipline, and with support from school officials, rigorously enforced 

regulations on uniforms and behavior, knowing that the bond between soldiers began with an 

expectation of standardization in dress and decorum that eventually lead to a cohesive force 

capable of operating as a unit.   

Davis‟ labors with respect to Reserve Officers‟ Training Corp (ROTC) were admittedly a 

mixed bag.  He again had difficulty in convincing the school as to the importance of rifle 

practice, and was seen by school President Robert R. Moton as “over conscientious in the 

performance of his duties,” especially when Davis requisitioned forty-eight thousand rounds of 
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ammunition.
153

  The circumstances of an all-black institution in the South in the 1920‟s cannot 

be easily dismissed.  For example, the local movie theater did not accept black patrons and only 

yielded to economic pressure by adding a segregated one later.  When the Veteran‟s 

Administration built a hospital on Tuskegee grounds and staffed it entirely with African 

American doctors and nurses, local whites objected, even though all the patients would be 

black.
154

  The situation inspired the Ku Klux Klan to march through the Tuskegee campus in 

protest and President Moton, in an effort to avoid trouble, warned the faculty and staff to remain 

indoors.  Davis, clad in his dress white uniform and flanked by his entire family, sat on their 

porch as the Klan shuffled by to demonstrate to his children and the marchers that as far as Davis 

was concerned, obsequious behavior would not be tolerated.   

Perhaps as a reaction to southern attitudes and actions, Davis regularly sought transfer 

from Tuskegee but was repeatedly denied.  According to Davis, life in the South did “not permit 

my family to enjoy advantages and comforts permitted in other sections of the country.”
155

  

Emmett Scott of Howard University recruited Davis, claiming “It has always seemed fitting to us 

that you should have this berth.”
156

  Even when Davis wrote to the office of the chief of cavalry 

requesting transfer, Major Edward Burr agreed in principle but deigned Davis “not be assigned 

to regular troops,” a sentiment that was echoed by Colonel William R. Smedberg, Jr. of the 

General Staff, who claimed “it is considered highly undesirable that these officers (Davis & 
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Green) be assigned to units of the Regular Army.”
157

  Davis‟ plight reached all the way to 

Secretary of War John Meeks who declared that Davis would “be of most value to the country 

and…have a standing commensurate with his rank,” wherever he was eventually posted.
158

  

Finally, a mutually acceptable post with an all-black Ohio National Guard unit became Davis‟ 

new mission. 

The progeny of a black unit that had served in WWI, the Three hundred seventy-second 

Regiment of the Ohio National Guard ultimately blossomed into four companies that made up 

the 2
nd

 Battalion for whom Davis was an instructor.  Although the units were stationed in 

different cities, Davis chose to live in Cleveland and once again found his duties outside of the 

normal chain of command.  Technically still an active duty army officer, Davis was on loan to 

the State of Ohio, and for the next five years enjoyed the relaxed responsibilities of his role, 

diluted to part-time by virtue of Guard activities.
159

  At the end of his tour with the Ohio Guard, 

Davis sought “an assignment…commensurate with my rank and length of service,” and although 

Major Howard Gilbert sought to retain Davis due to his “inestimable value to this organization,” 

Davis replaced the retiring John Green at Wilberforce in September of 1929.
160

 

  As the only remaining black officer in the Army, Davis‟ career became more susceptible 

to outside influences and politically motivated maneuvers.  Upon his promotion to Colonel, the 
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Defender, a black newspaper in Chicago called it “a much deserved honor.”
161

  The creation of 

the Gold Star Mothers program to send wives and mothers of servicemen interred in Europe 

during WWI and Davis was appointed steward for African American mothers.  The segregated 

nature of the program drew criticism from the NAACP who claimed that “far from making the 

world safe for democracy, the late war has not made the world safe for anything.”
162

  However, 

Davis saw the role as an opportunity and although not originally recommended for the position, 

lobbied for the title of escort stating “let a colored officer…look after colored Gold Star 

Mothers.”
163

  The nation of Liberia also sought Davis‟s return.  Not wanting to be “an 

ornament,” Davis declined stating, “Liberia is not a very inviting place for one who has been 

there.”
164

  Perhaps more importantly, Benjamin O. Davis, Jr. was attending the military academy 

at West Point with an eye towards a career in flying and his father undoubtedly saw himself 

involved in that endeavor.  With the military reluctant to place Davis in charge of white troops, 

another series of assignments in academia followed. 

Returning to Tuskegee, the senior Davis found little change in the demeanor of local 

citizens.  Lamenting that insults were “hurled at him by any white hoodlum,” Davis again 

pressed for transfer, initially to no avail.
165

  Davis was approaching an age (sixty) that usually 

spelled the end of a career in the army, but benefitted from external pressure as the NAACP 

encouraged a promotion.  In a letter to Franklin Roosevelt, Moton utilized political expedience in 
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his argument stating “I feel it will make the Negroes generally very happy,” alluding to the effect 

Davis‟s advancement would have on voters.
166

  Following a short, fourth term at Wilberforce, 

Davis became commanding officer of the all-black 369
th
 New York National Guard where 

Governor Herbert Lehman lauded the choice: “I believe (we)…are indeed fortunate to obtain the 

services of such a well qualified commander.”
167

  Other regional papers defined the differences 

between duty in the North and South, as the Pittsburgh Courier editorialized about the creation 

of an all-black division, “and when it is…formed, Colonel Davis will command it.”
168

  Just 

weeks prior to the election of 1940, a new promotion list was made public and it included Davis.  

The promotion to general made headlines throughout most of the North and was hailed as a 

“symbolic statement” by Secretary of War Henry Stimson.
169

  The New York Age, another black 

newspaper that supported Wendell Wilkie for president over Roosevelt, called Davis‟ promotion 

“an empty honor.”
170

  The end of Davis‟ career outside the army mainstream appeared to be 

over.  With his new rank, certainly a more suitable position lay ahead. 

 In keeping with the unique qualities of Davis‟ military experience, his next duty 

assignment reflected the slow, sequential progress made by African Americans with respect to 

integration.  As commander of the Fourth Cavalry Brigade, Davis was in essence going home.  

Made up of units that included the Ninth and Tenth Cavalry Regiments, Davis was charged with 

improving the combat readiness status of the brigade, no easy task since the majority of the 
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duties of the Ninth and Tenth by that time had devolved to handlers and groomers of horses.
171

  

Nevertheless, Davis‟ usual enthusiasm led the commander of the Second Cavalry Division, 

Major General Terry Allen to remark that the Fourth Brigade “should finish fast in spite of a 

slow start.”
172

  Although the Fourth Brigade consisted of one half white soldiers and the other 

half black, the facilities of the base such as the officer‟s club and movie theater were segregated 

according to army regulations, to which Davis objected claiming that the policy introduced 

separation of the races in an area where none had previously existed.  This issue continued when 

Davis was transferred to the Inspector General‟s office at the Pentagon. 

Davis‟ career in the upper echelons of the army included many of the same troubles he 

had found elsewhere.  For example, the War Department still maintained a segregated lunch 

room, compelling Davis to skip lunch rather than create an incident.
173

  These circumstances 

were mirrored throughout new army bases where African American soldiers were confined to 

base facilities, leading to low morale.  Upon inspecting the facilities for quartermaster training at 

Camp Lee, Virginia, Davis was sarcastically quoted in the press as being enthusiastic “about the 

new Jim Crow service club and recreation program.”
174

  In his report to the War Department, 

Davis stated that black soldiers were subjected to “radical propaganda designed to make them 

dissatisfied under any conditions,” but that under black officers morale “improved (the) feeling 

on the part of the colored population toward the national defense effort.”
175

  Always a 

pragmatist, Davis usually took the “quiet approach,” and when speaking at the Office of Public 
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Information that occurred the day after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, Davis declared that 

morale was good wherever the “army is allowed to work out the situation in its own way.”
176

  

With a war soon raging around the globe, Davis was probably the perfect man to assess and 

address the issue of segregation in the army. 

Prone to working within the system rather than against it, Davis rarely missed the 

opportunity to call attention to the exploits of African American‟s in service to the nation.  At the 

All-Southern Negro Youth Conference at Tuskegee in April 1942, Davis reiterated that “from 

Boston Commons to…Europe, Negroes have distinguished themselves by gallantry…beyond the 

call of duty,” with the “desire… (for) equal opportunity to share in the obligations of citizenship 

and hardships of combat.”
177

  In a report to the War Department subsequent to his investigation 

into racial issues at Fort Huachuca, Arizona, Davis agreed with commander Colonel Edwin 

Hardy that overall, morale was typical of most army bases and only the segregated officer‟s club 

was distinctive at the base.  However, Davis concluded that due to the large population of black 

soldiers at Fort Huachuca, segregated facilities were “deeply resented” by African American 

soldiers and that by example, the “best agency for bringing about the necessitated change in 

attitude” in American society was the army.
178

  As public pressure mounted on the army to 

discontinue segregationist policies, Davis was appointed to the Advisory Committee on Negro 

Troop Policies, as much, it seemed, to diffuse attacks from the black community as for his 

experience with finding solutions to social issues, but affairs in England as the Allies prepared to 

invade the European continent produced a need for Davis‟ presence. 
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Specifically requested by General Dwight D. Eisenhower, Davis was transferred to the 

European Theater of Operations to investigate and offer solutions to racial issues in England.  

Davis again rebelled against the introduction of segregated facilities since none had existed 

previous to the appearance of the American Army.  In an interview with the London Times, 

Davis stated that African American soldiers were generally “profuse in their praise” of British 

conduct, and that the trip had provided Davis with “much valuable experience” in assessing 

matters concerning race relations.
179

  Alluding to violence between black and white American 

soldiers, Davis included the comments from a black soldier who had asked him, “Who are we 

over here to fight, the Germans or our own white soldiers,” leading Davis to propose “that there 

be no discrimination against any persons wearing the uniform of our Army” in his final report.
180

  

Edited for general release, even Davis‟ gentle hand sometimes upset the delicate political balance 

of American politics. 

Always an advocate for education as a solution to racial tensions, Davis recognized the 

need to facilitate in both directions: learning local mores could eliminate potential problems prior 

to occurrence, while bigotry was often simply a case of ignorance and readily remedied.  In a 

report following an inspection at Fort Huachuca in 1943, Davis criticized General Edmond M. 

Almond because he had “overlooked the human element” in training and disciplining troops, and 

that an absence of racial violence belied the reality since blacks had developed “as a defense 

mechanism, the ability to present a calm outward appearance” while seething just below the 

surface.
181

  Confronting a junior officer who addressed his black troops as “niggers,” Davis 
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skewed the criticism away from direct racial confrontation and informed the lieutenant that “in 

the Regular Army, the use of any references whatsoever to race by officers on duty with colored 

troops is „taboo‟.”
182

  The diplomatic Davis once again found himself at odds with the black 

press who called Fort Huachuca, “Hell on Earth.”
183

  In a letter to Chief of Staff George 

Marshall, Davis attributed the morale problem for black soldiers to “the failure on the part of 

commanders…to appreciate the seriousness of the problems and their inherent 

responsibilities.”
184

  The product of Davis‟ stressing education directed him back to the European 

Theater of Operations and an endeavor to ease racial tensions through an instructional film. 

Actually a sequel to an earlier film titled The Negro Soldier, Davis returned to Europe on 

what was categorized as a “routine inspection of Negro units in the theater.”
185

  While the 

original film had addressed African American contributions outside of combat, the continuation 

sought to display the exploits of black soldiers against the enemy.  This was severely limited 

since as late as the Spring of 1943, only three infantry regiments and two artillery battalions were 

deemed ready for overseas duty, and Davis believed that “colored combat troops and the colored 

population are becoming quite restless.”
186

  Undoubtedly due to the practice of placing African 

American troops into service units, racial animosity in the European Theater of Operations was 

rising. Interviewed by the black newspaper Journal and Guide, Davis stated that “there appears 

to be more harmony and lack of racial friction in the combat zone than is found behind the 
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lines.”
187

  The sensationalizing by American newspapers of crimes by black soldiers in England 

had created a furor, which Davis addressed in comments to the Red Cross when he declared “our 

enemies back home emphasize these crimes to show justification for their denial of the things we 

want most-equality of American citizenship and all that goes with it.”
188

  Recommended by 

General Virgil I. Peterson for the Distinguished Service Medal for promoting “better 

understanding of the problems…of the Negro soldier,” Davis asserted “I would much rather have 

another star.”
189

   

The fortunes of war are such that sometimes an enemy can be of the greatest assistance 

and in this respect the German winter offensive of 1944 encouraged the United States army to 

utilize black replacements into previously segregated units.  Casualties reached proportions such 

that units were ordered by General Eisenhower to base their “replacement requisitions on 

anticipated losses forty eight hours in advance.”
190

  The integration of combat units caused Davis 

to assert that the “decision from high command…is the greatest since…the…amendments 

following the emancipation,” and wrote to his wife that the “colored soldier has…justified my 

faith in him and…the veteran officers.”
191

  Similar to previous American military conflicts, the 

inclusion of African American men had been catalyzed by situations beyond the control of 

proponents or detractors.  How a desegregated army would function was open to conjecture. 
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The first tentative steps after the cessation of hostilities in Europe were not good for 

black soldiers.  African American combat veterans resented the regression of once again 

separating black and white soldiers.  Davis reflected their indignation by stating that while they 

were “considered good enough to fight…they were not good enough to accompany (their combat 

units) back home.”
192

  Davis was not excluded from the ignominy.  Offered the area command of 

Cherbourg, France, Davis would have had to serve under an officer with less seniority and 

consequently declined.
193

  When testifying to an army committee on the uses of black manpower 

and possible solutions for the future, Davis recounted that segregation seemed to travel with the 

army since “American Negroes were not accepted in clubs in Europe, while African Negroes 

with fezzes were.”  Reassigned to the Inspector General‟s office and with duties the “same as 

before my departure from Washington,” Davis opted for retirement in 1948.
194

  Six days later 

President Harry Truman issued Executive Order 9981 ending segregation in the military.
195

   

 The end of Davis‟ active duty did not indicate the termination of his struggles to improve 

the conditions of African American men in the military or the influence Davis held in 

Washington, D.C.  Davis‟ links to Liberia were a recurrent theme, and his nomination as 

Ambassador by Secretary of State Marshall was due to his “wide experience along military 

lines… (that) would contribute much in assisting the Liberian government in strengthening their 

defense.”
196

  Rejected by Davis because his mother was “too old to travel,” Davis finally moved 

beyond the stage that demanded his presence since his continued service “inspired some of our 
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younger colored men.”
197

  Having served fifty years in the army, Davis unquestionably earned 

his retirement ceremony in President Truman‟s Oval Office.  A congratulatory note from Chief 

of Staff Omar Bradley acknowledged “your record will remain an inspiration to those who must 

take up tasks which you, in your time, have borne so well.”
198

   

Summarized perhaps as only an old soldier can, Bradley‟s farewell evokes a certain 

sentimentality that is publicly expressed by martial men generally late in life.  The decisions 

made by a military leader spend lives to save lives, a conundrum that must come with a 

tremendous psychological burden.  Never having a combat command may have limited Davis‟ 

career and possibly his self-image as a military man, but it allowed him a certain perspective 

about the world around him.  On a trip to Europe to dedicate memorials for American war dead 

buried there, Davis ruminated on the spectacle of the graves of young men who never got to see 

their later years.  “I wonder,” posed Davis, “if those who shape policy and legislate us into wars 

would hesitate…if they saw these many crosses marking the last resting places of the „Flower of 

our young manhood?‟”
199

  For Davis, kept at a distance from field leadership throughout his 

career, such comments might not have been made had he participated more thoroughly in the 

battlefield decisions of life and death; depending on the perspective, either a detriment or an 

ancillary benefit to being America‟s first black General.  Just as Davis had succeeded beyond the 

career of Flipper, the successor to Davis‟ role as benchmark for African American ascendency in 

the army would become the highest ranked military officer in the United States and eventually 

the Secretary of State.   
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The heir to the symbolic role of African American leadership in the military, Colin 

Powell‟s path to commissioned officer in the army was, like Flipper and Davis, through a 

middle-class upbringing.  The son of Jamaican immigrants, Powell‟s childhood and adolescence 

mirrored those of Flipper and Davis as a result of a parental emphasis on education.
200

  In his 

autobiography, My American Journey, Powell relates that the efforts of his parents on academic 

progress found little fertile ground, and that his was the “story of a black kid of no early 

promise,” who struggled to be scholastically promoted, occasionally falling into what was 

labeled as “four up,” or the bottom quarter of his class.
201

  Instead, Powell attributes his rapid rise 

through the army ranks to a sense of belonging akin to that of a family, which, along with being 

witness to the incremental ascendence accomplished by his father, had fostered a deep “faith in 

myself and… in America.”
202

  As a foundation of that faith, Powell had served as an acolyte at 

St. Margaret‟s Church, and in an early example of his integrity, singly admitted to the underage 

consumption of beer at summer camp.  Expecting a severe admonishment from both the priest 

and his father, Powell was surprised at the exhibition of pride from his parents when they were 

told by the priest that “your Colin stood up and took responsibility,” recognizing that there are 

rewards for honesty and integrity.
203

  In conjunction with the influence of Powell‟s parents and 

priest, the ethnically diverse environment in which Powell was reared was distinct from previous 

generations of prominent African American military men. 

The multi-ethnic society of New York was much different from the backgrounds of both 

Flipper and Davis.  Growing up in Harlem and Hunt‟s Point in the Bronx, Powell‟s exposure to 
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the heterogeneous nature of urban life included a “certain rough-edged racial tolerance.”
204

  The 

eclectic mix of Jews, Italians and West Indians belied the mostly uniform, white world outside 

America‟s largest and most cosmopolitan city and only the occasional story told by 

neighborhood boys returning from military service provided illumination of the depredations 

forced on blacks “down South.”
205

   Surrounded by diversity, the Powell family was not above 

personal prejudice.  When Powell‟s older sister Marilyn went away to college in Buffalo, she 

met Norman Berns, a Lutheran white boy, shocking the elder Powell‟s by both his religion and 

ethnicity.
206

  Interestingly, at the initial meeting of the two families, the Powells counseled 

patience and hoped for a diminishment of the couple‟s ardor while the Berns took the opposite 

tack and wished the young lovers well.
207

  Marilyn‟s early success in college and her personal 

life was entirely different from Colin‟s experience, who, despite graduating high school at 

seventeen, struggled with direction. 

Less adventurous and academically accomplished than his older sister, Powell‟s college 

options came down to a choice between City College of New York and New York University.  

The deciding factor being tuition cost, Powell chose CCNY and at the behest of his mother 

pursued an engineering degree.
208

  Despite the variety of neighborhood nationalities, Powell at 

first was “awed by the great complexity of the school as well as all the people.”
209

  On a campus 

populated with “radical, liberals and communists,” Powell again struggled academically, 

changed his major to geology and discovered that instead of the ethereal world of ideas, he was 

“attracted by forms and symbols” of the campus contingent of ROTC and enrolled in the 
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program in the fall of his sophomore year.
210

  Powell felt that his uniform was not only a badge 

but gave him a “sense of belonging,” and that he had “found a selflessness within our ranks… 

(that) reminded me of… my family.”
211

  The ROTC equivalent of a fraternity, Powell pledged to 

the Pershing Rifles, the elite military society on campus.
212

  With the promise of an army 

commission at the end of his college career, the formerly directionless Powell began his 

transformation into a leader of men. 

Before becoming a leader, Powell first needed to learn to follow.  In this respect, his life 

outside of college added considerably to his experience.  Powell acquired a summer job at a 

bottling plant where he immediately ascertained that his assignment to mopping and cleaning 

was directly proportional to his ethnicity, since all the custodial positions were black men and all 

the workers on the bottling line were white.
213

  Although young Powell lamented the distinction, 

he vowed to do his best and received an acknowledgement of his commitment at the end of the 

summer when the foreman told him, “Kid, you mop pretty good.  Come back next summer, I‟ll 

have a job for you.”
214

  Not content to labor under the segregated restrictions of the plant, Powell 

stated that he would gladly return but only for a job on the bottling line, which he received and 

by the end of the following summer had been promoted to shift leader, leading to an early 

epiphany that “All work is honorable.  Always do your best because someone is watching.”
215

  

Emblematic of the slowly changing cultural mores of the 1950‟s, Powell had crossed the 

invisible line that only those with confidence in themselves and their abilities dared even 

approach.   
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The progress Powell made in his civilian endeavors was exceeded by his ascendency in 

ROTC.  Following his mentor Ronnie Brooks as pledge officer, Powell opted to change the 

traditional enticements used to gain new members.  Instead of the ubiquitous „stag‟ movies 

utilized by all the campus fraternities, Powell used films of the Pershing Rifles in drill 

competitions, leading to the “largest pledge class in years,” from which Powell deduced that by 

his own ideas, “I might be able to influence the outcome of events.”
216

  Military protocol allowed 

Powell these kinds of opportunities, but the civilian world around army bases was another 

matter. 

The culmination of Powell‟s ROTC career was between his junior and senior years of 

college.  Assigned to six weeks of training at Fort Bragg, North Carolina and warned by 

everyone from his father to his priest at St. Margaret‟s about the Jim Crow South, Powell need 

not have worried.
217

  The cadets had minimal free time, and most men concentrated on the basic 

infantry instructions they were there to learn.  Powell‟s dedication and attention to detail earned 

him the post of acting Company Commander and Best Cadet, Co. D. and awarded a desk set of 

pens that accompanied him throughout his military career, ultimately to his desk at the Pentagon 

as Chief of Staff.
218

  Yet even this award was tinged with racism.  According to a white sergeant, 

Powell should have won the award as top cadet in the regiment, an honor that went to a white 

soldier instead: “you think these Southern ROTC instructors are going back to their colleges and 

say the best kid here was a Negro?”
219

  For Powell, the incident “stunned more than angered” 

him since his experiences at Fort Bragg and elsewhere had affirmed that “I could lead,” and “I 
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did not want to believe that my worth could be diminished by the color of my skin.”
220

  The 

conclusion of the sergeant was reiterated on the trip home.  Only in driving back to New York 

with two white NCO‟s from CCNY did Powell become an eye witness to the segregation of the 

South.  Powell was not allowed to eat alongside his traveling companions and in an ironic 

observation, noticed that as far as restroom facilities labeled, men, women and colored, blacks 

were the cultural avant-garde since they were “already unisex.”
221

  The result of a trip where he 

“didn‟t feel safe until… north of Baltimore,” Powell astutely assessed the argument that business 

owners have the right to refuse service to customers on any basis as antithetical to American 

principles since you “cannot… make the majority pay to spare the… individual.”
222

  Powell‟s 

brief brush with the Jim Crow South neither dampened his enthusiasm for military life nor 

affected his academic progress. 

After completing his studies and as a college graduate, Powell acknowledged the 

importance of the American system of education.  Recognized by his ROTC commanding officer 

at CCNY, Colonel Harold C. Brookhart as a Distinguished Military Graduate, Powell declared 

that for him, “public education opened the door to attainment.”
223

  As a result of the award, 

Powell was eligible for a three-year commission on active duty in the Regular Army along with 

his choice of service, as opposed to a two-year stint in the inactive Reserves.
224

  Opting for 

Ranger and Airborne training, both of which were conducted in the South, Powell was told by 

Brookhart to “be prepared to compromise,” later interpreted by Powell as tantamount to being a 

“good Negro.”
225

  Whatever the admonishments, Powell excelled in his training, ranking in the 
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top ten in his class, becoming what Lieutenant Vernon Coffey described as “so good that respect 

for him transcended race.”
226

  Powell‟s accomplishments on the base did nothing to ease his 

displeasure with Southern social conventions, where businesses would “take my money as long 

as I did not try to use the men‟s room.”
227

  Returning to the heterogeneous culture of New York 

on leave, Powell‟s homecoming felt “like… returning from another planet.”
228

  Exposure to the 

duality of American life for men of African descent broadened Powell‟s horizons at least as 

much as the advanced infantry and airborne training he had completed, with the army sending 

him next to Europe with its reputation for egalitarian ways. 

If Powell‟s experiences were indicative, that assessment was accurate.  “For black GI‟s,” 

Powell said, “Germany was a breath of freedom.”
229

  The ability to go, see and do whatever they 

pleased represented a dramatic change from the Jim Crow South.  More important for Powell, 

promotion to the upper reaches of the army generally required a combat command, which for 

Powell meant an infantry company in the Third Armored Division, tasked with guarding the 

army‟s version of a nuclear weapon deployment system, the 280mm cannon.
230

  In 1959 the Cold 

War was in full swing, with American armored units, of which Powell was a part, poised to meet 

the threat of Soviet tanks from Eastern Europe, all part of the containment policy against 

communist expansion.
231

  Powell‟s efficiency report for that year described him as “tenacious, 

firm, yet polished in manner,” and that his “potential for a career in the military is unlimited.”
232

  

As part of Powell‟s duties, he acted as prosecutor for the Army against three soldiers who had 

caused the deaths of three German civilians.  Untrained in the law, Powell‟s zeal “marked an 
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awareness of an ability I apparently had,” and even though opposed by professional, legal 

counsel for the defendants, won convictions against two of the accused, including the sergeant in 

charge of the army vehicles involved.
233

  Germany was also where Powell learned that 

reactionary assumptions can often be wrong.  The army had desegregated only a little more than 

a decade earlier, and white soldiers still often balked at orders from black officers.
234

  

Additionally, Powell‟s first platoon sergeant, Robert D. Edwards, was from Alabama, and was 

“initially a cause of concern for me.”
235

  Luckily for Powell, his color made no difference to 

Edwards, who, according to Powell, believed that “his job was to break in new lieutenants and 

take care of them.”
236

  From men like Edwards, Powell learned that his primary responsibility 

was to “do the job right, but don‟t take yourself too seriously,” and that he had but “one concern, 

(the) welfare of the platoon and the men in it.”
237

  If service in Europe had eased the burdens of 

young African Americans in the army, returning to the United States and the burgeoning civil 

strife over segregation must have made it seem as though the respite was illusory. 

  As a result of world-wide travel, the career of a young army officer included exposure to 

significantly different cultures and mores, expanding their experiences and broadening their 

expectations of American society.  Whatever limitations civilian communities placed on black 

men like Powell were attenuated in the military, at least officially.  Powell expected that the 

army “would allow me to go as far as my talents would take me,” and that for an African 

American, “no other avenue in American society offered so much.”
238

  Predecessors like the 

Tuskegee Airmen had “proved that no mission was beyond the skills or courage of black men,” 
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and that service to the country was a way for Powell and others to “exercise their rights as 

citizens in the one area it was permitted” since the “army was living the democratic ideal ahead 

of the rest of America” and that “made it easier for me to love my country… and serve her with 

all my heart.”
239

  These attributes were manifested in Powell‟s actions, and his 1960 efficiency 

report at his next duty station at Fort Devens, Massachusetts, reflected his steadfast dedication.  

According to his commanding officer, Powell was “the most outstanding officer of his 

comparable grade and experience that I have encountered in this organization,” was mature “far 

beyond his age and experience,” and possessed “keen insight and professional knowledge” who 

“time and time again has gone beyond what was normally expected of him.”
240

  Obviously being 

groomed for the army‟s next mission, it seems little wonder that Powell was soon promoted to 

Captain and assigned to Military Assistance and Training Advisor School at Fort Bragg, North 

Carolina.
241

 

Now a newlywed, Powell‟s attitude towards duty in the South was forcibly revised.  

“More unnerving for me than… a few years before,” Powell and his pregnant wife Alma were 

forced to “relieve ourselves in the woods” on the trip to Fort Bragg because they could not find 

“a gas station bathroom we were allowed to use.”
242

  A native of Birmingham, Alabama, called 

the “worst big city in America” with respect to race relations by the Pittsburgh Courier, Alma 

had been educated and transplanted in New York and was perhaps better prepared for the 

indignities of southern hospitality than Powell.
243

  For the young, black couple, acceptable 

accommodations were impossible to find: “You talk to people on the phone,” lamented Powell, 

“then you walk in and they see you‟re black, and then immediately they‟ve got a section of town 
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they they‟re going to take you to.”
244

  As a consequence, the couple lived with an army buddy 

from Europe and his wife and three boys.  According to Powell, the generosity shown by Joe and 

Pat Schwar was “one of the greatest kindnesses,” but was “not cost-free for them,” since many 

neighbors ostracized them.
245

  Upon completion of Colin‟s training, the Powell‟s bid farewell to 

their cramped accommodations with the Schwars from which Alma would return to Birmingham 

to live with her parents while Captain Powell was serving in the Republic of South Vietnam. 

Eyewitness to two of the major problems of mid-twentieth century America, Powell had 

experienced the segregation of the South and now was headed for the expanding war in Vietnam.  

As part of President John F. Kennedy‟s increase of advisors as part of the Military Assistance 

Advisory Group, Powell received orders in late 1962 to support the Army of the Republic of 

South Vietnam (ARVN).
246

  Stationed in the A Shau Valley along the Laotian border, Powell 

saw first-hand the “incompetence and corruption” of the ARVN officers and met future chief of 

the South Vietnamese Air Force, Nguyen Cao Ky, who, according to Powell, “fought the war 

with equal panache in the air and in the Saigon night clubs.”
247

  One of Powell‟s most vivid 

memories of the delusional character of the war was the circular logic used by his Vietnamese 

counterpart to explain the vulnerability of the unit‟s post.  According to Captain Vo Cong Hieu, 

the base had the “very important” mission of guarding the airstrip, and the airstrip had no other 

function than to supply the base.
248

  In a demonstration that not all problems were on the ground, 

Defense Secretary Robert McNamara told the press after an inspection of the activities in South 

Vietnam that “every quantitative measurement… shows we are winning the war,” while in the 
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field, Powell‟s assessment was that, at least as far as the conflict in Vietnam was concerned, the 

“army‟s attitude seemed to be… if it ain‟t working, pretend it is, and maybe it will fix itself.”
249

  

In retrospect, Powell said that it would have been “dishonest to say I hated to leave combat” as a 

result of the punji stick injury that ended his tour of duty.
250

  American forces would remain to 

fight for another decade in South Vietnam while the United States to which Powell returned was 

far from immune to troubles, although completely different from the ones he saw in Southeast 

Asia. 

 Returning to Birmingham through Nashville, Tennessee, Powell‟s arrival from Vietnam 

seemed to encompass the upheaval of both American and Vietnamese societies.  Waiting for his 

connecting flight, Powell and others witnessed televised reports of the assassination of President 

Kennedy, while only three weeks before while still in Vietnam, Powell had heard of the coup 

that had ended the regime and life of South Vietnamese President Ngo Dinh Dien.
251

  As if the 

world-wide political machinations were not enough, the murder of four young black women had 

recently occurred at a Birmingham church, a product of the violent reaction to anti-segregation 

marches being led by Dr. Martin Luther King.
252

  Distinct from most of the region, Powell 

“regarded military installations in the South as healthy cells in an otherwise sick body.”
253

  The 

evidence to support Powell‟s hypothesis was related in the introduction of this essay and 

indicates the differences between civilian and military attitudes, especially in the South, towards 

African Americans in uniform. 
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As a student at the IOAC, Powell‟s peers were not monolithic in their assessment of the 

civil rights issues dominating the political arena.  In a discussion of the upcoming federal 

elections and campaign topics, one of Powell‟s classmates rejected the proposition that 

opposition to the Civil Rights Act of 1964 was tantamount to disliking “colored people” and was 

supported by another officer who defended segregation as “a question of property rights” since 

any business owner “ought to be able to do what he wants” with respect to customers.
254

  

Normally taciturn about discussing sensitive subjects involving race, Powell‟s local experiences 

and personal evolution inspired him to retort: “You can‟t put property in the same league with 

human beings.”
255

  Although Powell “never felt uncomfortable around whites,” his career 

successes and exposure to other black officers from the South who “refused to carry the baggage 

that racists tried to pile on their backs” revitalized his determination to “rise and fall on merit,” 

and hopefully be a demonstration to his fellow officers as to the capabilities of African 

Americans.
256

  Whatever Powell‟s classmates assessments were, it must have included the fact 

that Powell finished third overall in his class and first among infantry officers, an 

accomplishment that led to a position on the faculty where Powell became one of the “instructors 

(who) taught the officers who would be leading troops in battle.”
257

   

Promoted to Major, Powell fully expected another tour in Vietnam.  Surprised to be 

assigned to the prestigious Command and General Staff College in 1968, Powell envisioned 

adding to his accumulation of qualifications: “If the advanced (infantry) course was our 

bachelor‟s degree, Leavenworth (Kansas, the site of the Command and General Staff College) 
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was a masters,” and that cumulatively they were, “the equivalents… in my world, of degrees 

strung out after an academic‟s name.”
258

  At the school, Powell noticed that unlike most of his 

previous training experiences, this was his “first assignment with enough other blacks to form a 

critical mass,” making it possible to have informal gatherings that celebrated their ethnicity, 

fostered “integration in the best sense of the word,” along with a recognition of the ability “to 

make it in a white world.”
259

  The white world to which Powell eluded may have been making 

space for the next generation of African American officers, but was also disintegrating along 

political and cultural lines. 

Simultaneous to Powell‟s studies, the nation at large was in turmoil.  Following the 

assassinations of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. and the TET offensive in Vietnam, the social 

contract between the government and the governed was on the verge of negation.  Powell 

recognized that TET symbolized “a turning point… in the conflict,” refuting the ubiquitous 

claims of imminent victory, and from the death of Dr. King “understood the bitterness of black 

GI‟s… (who if) lucky enough to get home from Vietnam in one piece,” still had “poor job 

prospects and (would face) fresh indignities” based primarily on their race.
260

  Still, Powell and 

his classmates “were not eager to see the country burned down,” especially now, when at least as 

far as the officers corps was concerned, “we were doing well in it.”
261

  In retrospect, Powell 

acknowledged that the student protests against the war and racial injustice were “agitators… 

ringing a fire bell… waking up defenders of (the) status quo” to the demand “that change had 

better be on the way” if the nation was to survive.
262

  For Powell, any immediate attempts to 
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repair the disruption would be from within the military system and while stationed once again in 

Vietnam. 

  Powell‟s initial service in Vietnam had been as one of several thousand advisors to the 

ARVN; his return placed him among a half-million American servicemen.  The American 

military usurpation of control in a foreign country was evident everywhere.  For example, the A 

Shau Valley that Powell and his Vietnamese compatriots had defended on his first tour had been 

surrendered to the Viet Cong, and the once quaint city of Saigon appeared to have “been 

trampled by a giant,” surrounded by “barracks, headquarters, storage depots, airfields, hospitals, 

(and) even military jails.”
263

  More than ever, Powell saw the delusion of military victory in 

Vietnam as a function of Washington trying to “conduct the war with as little inconvenience to 

the (United States) as possible,” even though American soldiers were being drafted and “dying 

with the same finality as at Valley Forge or Normandy but with little of the nobility of 

purpose.”
264

  Poignantly, Powell recognized that African American soldiers “saw the war… as 

even less their fight than the whites did.”
265

  Although the futility Powell observed affected his 

perception of army efficiency, he set about his tasks with the usual zeal.  Tasked with preparing 

his brigade for the Annual General Inspection, Powell‟s success led to a photo in the Army Times 

and his subsequent reassignment to division headquarters. 

Like any ambitious officer, Powell utilized his previous experiences to accomplish new 

duties.  When assigned the formidable task of briefing General Creighton Abrams, the 

commander of all U.S. troops in Vietnam, Powell‟ instructor training permitted him to memorize 

the pertinent data rather than relying on notes, leading to an impressive performance in a 
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stressful situation.  The only question from the General was a post-script directed at Powell‟s 

superior: “who‟s that young major?”
266

  Powell‟s behavior after a helicopter crash resulted in his 

award of the Legion of Merit and enlightened him on the penchant of the Vietnam-era army to a 

distribute medals.  Indicative of “a corrosive careerism,” Powell believed the army had “lost 

touch with reality,” distributing honors for actions men in combat took regularly, utilizing the 

medals as a salve to sooth a guilty conscience about the conduct of the war.
267

  Summarizing his 

experiences later, Powell commented that “given the terrain… the kind of war… and… 

(resultant) casualties… no defensible level of U.S. involvement would have been enough” to 

bring about victory in Vietnam, and that as a military commander, “you do not squander courage 

and lives without (a) clear purpose.”
268

  As far as the makeup of the army was considered, it 

appeared to Powell that the “poorer, less educated, less privileged are expendable,” and those 

with money and connections avoided overseas service through deferments or stints in the 

National Guard.
269

    Powell‟s second tour of duty in Vietnam left him with an acknowledgement 

of the limitations of American military power, and at least a begrudging respect for the anti-war 

protestors.  As if Powell‟s life were insufficiently marked by pertinent events, his first day back 

in the U.S. found him with his wife, “sleeping off the emotional and physical fatigue of a year in 

Vietnam,” with her unable to wake him to witness Neil Armstrong‟s walk on the moon.
270

 

   The years following the U.S. exit from Vietnam were a troubling time for the army, but 

not necessarily for Powell.  Attending George Washington University in pursuit of an M.B.A. in 

1969, Powell was again the iconoclast, but not because of his ethnicity.  On a campus marked 

with anti-war slogans that admonished the U.S. military and praised communist forces, Powell 
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arrived for his first day of class in full dress uniform, complete with ribbons and medals, 

inspiring at least one classmate to acknowledge that “this guy has a lot of nerve.”
271

  Typical of 

many graduate students, Powell suffered from an early “crisis of confidence,” and was convinced 

“they made a mistake admitting me,” especially since his career military status made him feel 

“like a disguised plant in the enemy camp.”
272

  Powell‟s evolution at GWU culminated as a 

witness to Vietnam Veterans against the War and their demonstration that included the ignoble 

return of medals and ribbons.  “I understood their bitterness,” wrote Powell, “but my heart could 

never be with these demonstrators,” primarily because for many citizens like Powell, “the armed 

forces were an honorable part of the nation.”
273

  The problems that caused alienation between the 

military and civilians caused many career officers to abjure the army life while for others like 

Powell, “we stuck it out and we fixed it.”
274

  Contemporary civilian attitudes towards the army 

reverberated in Powell‟s return to the Pentagon after graduation. 

  The M.B.A. Powell acquired at GWU suited his next important assignment better than 

could have been expected.  As part of the Army‟s Planning and Programming Division, Powell 

became responsible for “help(ing)… design tomorrows Army.”
275

  In a time of civilian distrust 

of the military and massive cutbacks in expenditures, Powell had been told by General William 

DePuy to “take a couple of bright guys… and… figure out how we would structure a 500,000 

man army.”
276

  Remarkably, the internal feelings of career military officers echoed those of 

civilians.  An internal survey of four hundred-fifty Lt. Colonels, many of whom saw action in 

Vietnam, was summarized in a report that attributed a “widespread feeling that the Army has 
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generated an environment that rewards… insignificant, short-term… success and disregards or 

discourages the growth of long-term qualities of moral strength,” and that “change, therefore, 

must be instituted from the top of the Army.”
277

  Preparation for a worst-case scenario, Powell 

was nonetheless gratified that his report “never saw the light of day,” but equipped him well for 

later duties as Chairman of the Joint Chief of Staff.
278

  Not all of Powell‟s Pentagon experiences 

were so rigidly attuned to his military career.   

 Part of the legacy of African American army officers is their mentorship of younger black 

soldiers.  At the Pentagon, Powell was introduced to „The Rocks,‟ a collection of black officers 

named after deceased Brigadier General Roscoe C. “Rock” Cartwright, a veteran of the 

segregated army of the Second World War.
279

  For Powell, these were men who “had bloodied 

their heads against the walls of prejudice, and now wanted the next generation to… reach the 

top” of “the career ladder.”
280

  For officers like Powell, the Rocks offered assistance in career 

guidance along with their activities at historically black colleges where interested individuals 

could be informed as to “what was expected of them” in the Army by members like General 

Julius Becton.
281

  Moreover, the old guard saw in Powell the best fruits of their efforts, a 

representative that the next generation could emulate.  According to Becton, African American 

officers were still constrained by certain social stigmas, and men like Powell functioned well 

because they were “not threatening” to the established hierarchies.
282

  Among the educated 

military elite, black officers recognized the need to diligently tend the lower ranks, assisting their 

ethnic peers in overcoming the obstacles to African American advancement in the army.   
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 As a symbol of what African Americans could accomplish in the army, Powell has no 

equal.  Beginning with a White House Fellowship in 1971, Powell continued to ascend the ladder 

of important postings, becoming a member of the National Security Council for President Jimmy 

Carter and the National Security Advisor to President Ronald Reagan.
283

  Having learned the 

subtle intricacies of relations between the Pentagon and the Executive branch of government, 

Powell was considered as a potential running mate for President George H. W. Bush in 1988.
284

   

The ultimate signal to his abilities, Powell was promoted to four-star general, the army‟s highest 

non-wartime rank, named Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and eventually became Secretary 

of State under President George W. Bush.
285

  Powell‟s career seemingly encompassed the 

changes that had occurred in America in the last half of the twentieth century, both inside and 

outside of the military.  From the struggle for civil rights and the dilution of the Jim Crow South 

to the war in Vietnam, Powell was eyewitness to and often participant in the fragmentation and 

reunification of American culture.     

 The map of African American assimilation into mainstream culture followed multiple 

routes, most of which were thwarted by an inability or unwillingness of many Americans to 

accept black people as equals.  For nineteenth century blacks, the church provided both a 

temporal social foundation and an ethereal promise of better things to come.  Dogmatic and 

inflexible, the Christian teachings that held together communities were paralleled by the 

intractable nature of military life.  Combined with romantic visions of untamed wilderness and 

the subjugation of self for the greater good, the lure of the American frontier led men like Henry 

O. Flipper to the pursuit of life in the army.  Education is ubiquitous throughout the stories of 
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successful African Americans in the military, denoting the premise that broadened horizons lead 

to an ease in assimilation.  The initially segregated and always restricted number of African 

American soldiers in the army meant that their stories regularly intertwined, building bridges for 

subsequent generations.  Beginning his service in the Ninth Cavalry, Benjamin O. Davis, Sr. 

enlisted then demonstrated the capacity to become an officer, and his career accomplishments 

established that an African American could serve at the army‟s highest levels, not just 

contributing to the military readiness of the nation but also helping solve the conflicts between 

the black community‟s expectations and white culture‟s limitations in and around the service.  

Significantly, Davis‟ contribution included training future officers through his work at 

Wilberforce and Tuskegee Universities, combining Du Bois‟ emphasis on education with 

personal indoctrination about the advantages and disadvantages of life in the military while 

simultaneously providing a powerful role model.  The career of Colin Powell was built on the 

shoulders of his African American predecessors in the army, and unlike the unprecedented career 

path of Flipper or the segregated nature of Davis‟ tenure, Powell‟s success in the army was based 

not only on his personal abilities and deeds but also on a reinvestment in the process by black 

men who had led the way in advancement.  Powell‟s status can then be seen as a culmination of 

the contributions that began with Flipper and were augmented by Davis.   

 The incremental, often glacial pace of desegregation within the army instigated successes 

and failures of varying importance, but rarely did African American men shrink from the duties 

of citizenship, even when the rewards offered as enticements were diminished or rescinded ex 

post facto.  What is strangely ironic is the prescience with which the army led American culture 

in the acceptance of African Americans into positions of responsibility.  Much like the church, 

the army is often viewed as the bastion of conservative cultural values, yet the fluctuating 
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manpower requirements invited adventurous, young black men to expand their horizons far 

beyond the restricted views of the primarily chauvinistic white society and to strive for a fuller 

realization of their potential.  For the talented and persistent few, the life of a professional soldier 

offered a purchase in the walls of discrimination where few could be found in civilian life.  Then 

men like Davis, Powell and others reached back to assist other African Americans in the best 

representation of what it means to be an American army officer; leading by example. 
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