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The All-American Soldier

by Sgt. Luis Asencio Camacho

Although a rigid pattern of racial segregation prevailed in the United States Army of yesteryear, a great number of individuals took and championed the challenge of serving with pride, displaying their skills and determination while suppressing internal rage from humiliation and indignation.  These men and women usually fought two wars – one against a military enemy abroad and another of discrimination on both the home front and abroad.  This series aims to honor those individuals and groups of all-Americans.

The Tuskegee Airmen

“I have observed that those who have accomplished the greatest results are those . . .

 who never grow excited or lose self-control, but are always calm, self-possessed, patient, and polite.”

BOOKER TALIAFERRO WASHINGTON (founder of Tuskegee Institute), Up From Slavery (1900, 1901)

The Tuskegee Airmen were dedicated, determined young men who enlisted to become America’s first black military airmen at a time when many questioned their intelligence, skill, courage and patriotism.  They came from every section of the country, and each one possessed a strong personal desire to serve at the best of his ability.

Their story begins in January 1941, when, pressed by the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), the black press, and the public, the War Department conceived an “experiment” aimed to form an all-black fighter squadron, the first in the U.S. Army Air Corps (later the U.S. Army Air Forces).  Those who possessed the physical and mental qualifications (most college graduates or undergraduates) were accepted as aviation cadets to be trained initially as single-engine pilots, and later as twin-engine pilots, navigators or bombardiers.  Enlisted members were trained to be aircraft and engine mechanics, armament specialists, radio repairmen, parachute riggers, control tower operators, policemen, administrative clerks and all of the other skills necessary to fully function as an Army Air Corps flying squadron or ground support unit.

The airmen who became pilots were trained at the Tuskegee Army Air Field (TAAF), an isolated complex near the town of Tuskegee, Alabama.  The first aviation cadet class of what was known as the “Tuskegee Experiment” began in July 1941, completing its training nine months later.  Of the thirteen who started this class, five completed the training.  One of them was Captain Benjamin O. Davis, Jr., a 1936 West Pointer who soon rose to lieutenant colonel and took command of the squadron.

Four hundred and fifty of the 992 pilots who trained at TAAF served overseas in the 12th Air Force’s 99th Pursuit Squadron (later the 99th Fighter Squadron) or the 332nd Fighter Group.

The 99th Pursuit Squadron received further training and saw aerial combat in French Morocco (North Africa) before its first mission, on June 2, 1943, a strafing attack on the Italian island of Pantelleria, in the Mediterranean Sea.  Its conspicuous service (April 1943 – July 1944) earned it two Presidential Unit Citations.

The 332nd Fighter Group (100th, 301st and 302nd Fighter squadrons) prepared for combat at Selfridges Air Base, Michigan, to begin overseas combat operations in February 1944 with the 12th Air Force, flying air patrols over the Naples Harbor and the Mediterranean Sea.  Its bomber escort mission to Berlin, Germany (March 24, 1945), earned it one Presidential Unit Citation.  The Germans, who both feared and respected these men, called them the Schwartze Vogelmenshen (Black Birdmen), while white bomber crews referred to them as the “Red Tail Angels,” after the red paint on the Tuskegee’s tail assemblies – not to mention their reputation of losing not a single bomber to enemy fighters in any of their fighter escort missions over strategic targets in Europe.

After the war in Europe ended in 1945, the airmen returned to the United States with over 150 decorations, including the Distinguished Flying Cross, the Legion of Merit, and the Red Star of Yugoslavia.  Their return, however, met with continued racism and bigotry despite their outstanding war record.  The Tuskegee Army Air Field continued to train new airmen until 1946, with women entering the program in several support fields.  Many remained in the military during the post-World War II era and spearheaded the integration process of the armed services.*

In the end, the “Tuskegee Experiment” achieved success rather than the expected failure.  Altogether, 992 pilots graduated from its TAAF courses; it flew 15,533 sorties and 1,578 missions without a single friendly bomber lost to enemy aircraft attack during 200 escort missions; destroyed 261 enemy aircraft at a relatively low cost of 66 pilots to aerial combat and 32 as prisoners of war; and won over 850 medals.  This success was unique because no other fighter unit with nearly as many missions could make the same claim.  In addition to all this, three of its pioneers rose to flag rank: Daniel James, the first black four-star general; Benjamin Davis, Jr., who rose to three stars; and Lucius Theus, who reached two stars.

The Tuskegee Airmen’s compelling chapter in history is magnificently portrayed in the award winning 1995 HBO production The Tuskegee Airmen, starring Laurence Fishburne and Cuba Gooding, Jr.

___________________

*In 1948, President Harry Truman enacted Executive Order Number 9981, which directed equality of treatment and opportunity in all of the United States Armed Forces.   This order, in time, led to the end of racial segregation in the military forces, a first step toward racial integration in the United States of America.

Further Readings:

Tuskegee Airmen Inc. Who Were the Tuskegee Airmen of World War II? (Available Online at www.tuskegeeairmen.org)

www.coax.net/people/lwf/tus_air.htm (search engine)







