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· Caption for photographic portrait of Bessie Coleman
(black_wings-coleman.jpg)
In 1921 Bessie Coleman became the first licensed black pilot in the United States. She received her training in France because no American flight school would admit her. She died in 1926 at the age of 33 during a test flight for an air show. She was the passenger in the aircraft. (NASM)

· Biography of Bessie Coleman

Bessie Coleman

If I can create the minimum of my plans and desires there shall be no regrets.

—Bessie Coleman

Bessie Coleman’s sister, Elois Patterson, wrote “Brave Bessie,” an article about her adventurous sister. It has been excerpted here.

Bessie Coleman was called ‘Brave Bessie’ because she had fearlessly taken to the air when aviation was a greater risk than it is today and when few men had been able to muster such courage. An avid reader, Bessie was well informed on what the Negro was doing and what he had done. Given the opportunity, she knew he could become as efficient in aviation as anyone. She toyed with the idea of learning to fly, even displayed an airplane made by a Negro boy in the window of the barber shop in which she was a manicurist. She was refused by each aviation school to which she applied, sometimes because of her race and sometimes because she was both a Negro and a woman. She took her quest to Robert S. Abbott, a founder, editor, and publisher of the Chicago Weekly Defender. He advised her to study French and Bessie promptly enrolled in a language school in Chicago’s Loop. That accomplished, he assisted her in contacting an accredited aviation school in France. She planned to obtain certification and return to the United States to open an aviation training school for young blacks.

     “Bessie made two trips to Europe, returning to Chicago from the second one in 1922 . . . holder of a certificate from the FAI [Federation Aeronautique Internationale *, the flying school that issued Bessie’s license]. . . . She put on an air exhibition in 1922 at Checkerboard Field, today known as Midway Airport, Chicago, after which she received many calls from young Negro men, anxious to learn to fly. Bessie had obtained her certificate at great personal expense and sacrifice. She told prospective students that they had to wait until either some forward-thinking blacks opened a Federation training school or until Bessie herself could give enough demonstrations and accrue sufficient money to undertake opening a school herself.

     “Bessie barnstormed across the country and undertook a rigorous program of speaking engagements. . . . When Bessie appeared over the town in which she was reared, Waxahachie, Texas, she was permitted to use the university grounds of the whites for her exhibition flying. She refused to exhibit unless her people were allowed into the grounds through the front entrance, although they were separated once inside the grounds. . . . She decided to make an all-out effort to establish a school where she could train young Negro men to fly.

     “I remember one letter she wrote me saying she had taken an escort, and even went to a poolroom, so determined was she to have Negro men become air-minded. The very last letter that I received from her said, ‘I am right on the threshold of opening a school.’”
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· Caption for photographic portrait of Bessie Coleman

(Same as above)
(black_wings-coleman.jpg)
· Biography of Bessie Coleman

(Same as above)

· Caption for cartoon and news article from the Chicago Defender, Saturday, October 8, 1921
(black_wings-article_aviatrix_FPO-ONLY.jpg)
(black_wings-cartoon_keep_us_down_FPO-ONLY.jpg)

Please note: This newspaper article has been re-typeset to improve readability. No wording or punctuation has been altered in the process. The original article appeared on page 3 of the Defender. It was centered just under the masthead.
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· Captions for photographic portraits of:

William J. Powell

Heavyweight boxing champion Joe Louis (second from left) visits William J. Powell (right) at the workshop of the Bessie Coleman Aero Club in Los Angeles. (NASM)
(black_wings-powell.jpg)
C. Alfred “Chief” Anderson

As First Lady, Eleanor Roosevelt took a special interest in the Tuskegee flight program. On a visit to the flying school, she joined C. Alfred “Chief” Anderson on an airplane ride over the facility. Her willingness to fly with a black pilot had symbolic value for the entire Tuskegee program. (NASM)
(black_wings-anderson.jpg)

Benjamin O. Davis, Jr.

The first group of black cadets to earn their wings at the Tuskegee Army Air Field.

Left to right: Lemuel R. Custis, Mac Ross, Benjamin O. Davis, Jr., George S. Roberts, Charles H. DeBow. (NASM)
(black_wings-davis_cadets.jpg)
(Inset)

General Benjamin O. Davis, Jr. ….
(black_wings-davis.jpg)

· Biographies

William J. Powell

There is a better job and a better future in aviation for Negroes than in any other industry, and the reason is this: aviation is just beginning its period of growth, and if we get into it now, while it is still uncrowded, we can grow as aviation grows.

—William J. Powell, Black Wings

Born in 1897, William J. Powell earned an engineering degree from the University of Illinois. In 1917 he enlisted in officer training school and served in a segregated unit during World War I. During the war, Powell was gassed by the enemy, and he suffered health problems throughout his life.

After the war, Powell opened service stations in Chicago. He became interested in aviation, but the only school that would train him was located in Los Angeles. He sold his businesses in Chicago and moved to the West Coast. After learning to fly, Powell dreamed of opening an all-black flight school.

By the 1930s Los Angeles had become an important center for black aviation. Powell organized the Bessie Coleman Aero Club to promote aviation awareness in the black community. On Labor Day 1931, the flying club sponsored the first all-black air show held in the United States, an event that attracted an estimated fifteen thousand spectators. Through the efforts of the Bessie Coleman School, the number of black aviators increased dramatically despite the economic hardships of the Great Depression.

William Powell used many methods to attract African Americans to the field of aviation. He made a film about a young man who wanted to be a flyer, and for two years he published the Craftsmen Aero-News, a monthly journal about black aviation. He offered scholarships with free technical training in aeronautics for black youth. He invited celebrities, such as jazz musician Duke Ellington and boxer Joe Louis, to lend their names—and their funds—to his cause.

Powell published Black Wings in 1934. Dedicated to Bessie Coleman, the book entreated black men and women “to fill the air with black wings.” A visionary supporter of aviation, Powell urged black youth to carve out their own destiny—to become pilots, aircraft designers, and business leaders in the field of aviation.
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C. Alfred “Chief ” Anderson

She told me, “I always heard Negroes couldn’t fly and I wondered if you’d mind taking me up.”  All her escorts got tremendously upset and told her she shouldn’t do it. . . . When we came back, she said, “Well, you can fly all right.” I’m positive that when she went home, she said, “Franklin, I flew with those boys down there, and you’re going to have to do something about it.”

—C. Alfred Anderson, A-Train: Memoirs of a Tuskegee Airman
C. Alfred “Chief ” Anderson is often called the “Father of Black Aviation,” because he spent at least six decades training and mentoring countless African American aviators. Interested in flying from a young age, he saved enough money by the time he was twenty to take flying lessons, but could not find a school that would accept a black student. With his savings and some borrowed money, he bought his own plane and begged for lessons from any pilot who would listen. He finally found an instructor in Ernest Buehl, a German World War I pilot who had immigrated to the United States. Anderson earned his Private Pilot Certificate in 1929, and in 1932 he became the first black to receive his Transport License. He became friends with Dr. Albert E. Forsythe and taught Forsythe to fly. Together, in 1934, they were the first black pilots to make a round-trip continental flight.

In 1939 Anderson initiated the Civilian Pilot Training (CPT) program at Howard University. Soon he was hired to be the first African American pilot instructor at Tuskegee Institute in Alabama, which had the largest CPT program for blacks.

He was an inspiring instructor. Although many thought it couldn’t be done, “Chief ” created expert pilots at Tuskegee. As the chief civilian flight instructor at Tuskegee, Anderson trained Benjamin O. Davis, Jr., and Daniel “Chappie” James. He was known and loved by the thousands of pilots he trained during his fifty-three years as an instructor.

The most famous photograph of “Chief ” Anderson shows him smiling from the cockpit of his plane, as a beaming Eleanor Roosevelt sits behind him. The photograph was taken in 1941 during Mrs. Roosevelt’s fact-finding trip to Tuskegee. As First Lady, Mrs. Roosevelt did much to promote the cause of equal opportunity for black Americans. Over the Secret Service’s objections, she flew with Anderson to show her support for the Tuskegee program. According to Anderson, the Army Air Corps began training blacks several days after Mrs. Roosevelt’s flight.
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Benjamin O. Davis, Jr.

The privileges of being an American belong to those brave enough to fight for them.

—Benjamin O. Davis, Jr.

In 1936 Benjamin O. Davis, Jr., became the first black student to graduate from West Point in the twentieth century. He graduated 35th in a class of 276 students. While at West Point, he was officially “silenced” by his classmates: No one spoke to him for four years except in the line of duty. Davis remembers, “When we traveled to football games on buses or trains, I had a seat to myself.… I lived alone in whatever quarters were provided.… Except for tutoring some underclassmen . . .I had no conversations with other cadets.”

Cadets use silencing to punish a classmate who is guilty of wrongdoing. Benjamin Davis was guilty of nothing but being black. “It was designed to make me buckle, but I refused to buckle. They didn’t understand that I was going to stay there, and I was going to graduate. I was not missing anything by not associating with them. They were missing a great deal by not knowing me.”

When Davis graduated he applied for pilot training but was turned down because there were no black units in the Army Air Corps to which he could be assigned. While he was serving in the infantry in 1940, this policy was reconsidered, and Davis was sent to Tuskegee for pilot training. Because of the war and his ability, he was quickly promoted to lieutenant colonel and commanded the 99th Fighter Squadron in combat. After one year with this all-black unit in Italy, Davis was promoted to colonel and asked to lead the 322d Fighter Group. Under Davis’s superb leadership, the Tuskegee Airmen earned the highest reputation, among both Allied and enemy pilots, for their achievements as fighter escort pilots. While under the protection of Davis’s fighter escort unit, not one bomber was ever lost to the enemy.

In 1948 President Truman’s Executive Order 9981 ended segregation in the services, and Benjamin O. Davis, Jr., continued his life of accomplishments. Davis became the first black general in the U.S. Air Force in 1954. He was the first black man to command an Army air base and the first to become a lieutenant general. Following duty in Korea, General Davis was assigned as chief of staff for the United Nations Command and the U.S. Forces in Korea. In 1967, he assumed command of the Thirteenth Air Force. General Davis retired in 1970. In 1975, President Ford appointed him Assistant Secretary of Transportation. In 1999 President Clinton advanced him to the rank of four-star general. The Tuskegee Airmen who served under Davis remember him as stern but inspiring. One said that Davis was “the most positive commander I ever had. He stressed the awful price of failure.” Another said, “Davis was respected by most and hated by some, but it was because of the discipline he exacted that we were able to make the record we did.”

9-12

· Photographic portraits of:

William J. Powell (saa)
(black_wings-powell.jpg)

C. Alfred “Chief” Anderson (saa)
(black_wings-anderson.jpg)

Benjamin O. Davis, Jr. (saa)
(black_wings-davis.jpg)

Willa B. Brown


(black_wings-brown.jpg)

· Caption for photographic portrait of Willa B. Brown:

Willa B. Brown, pilot and president of the National Airmen’s Association of America. In 1939, Brown successfully lobbied for federal funds to support the National Airmen’s Association pilot training program. Located in Chicago, this was the first privately run training school for black pilots in the country.

(Photographs and Prints Division, Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, The New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations.)
· Biography of Willa B. Brown

“During the past three years I have devoted full time to aviation, and for the most part marked progress has been made. I have, however, encountered several difficulties—several of them I have handled very well,
and some have been far too great for me to master.”

     — Willa Brown, in a letter to Eleanor Roosevelt, December 6, 1941

Seeking advance publicity for a black air show, Willa Brown talked with Enoch Waters, the city editor of the Chicago Defender, an influential black owned and operated newspaper. Mr. Waters’s account of her visit and the subsequent air show were reported to Defender readers as follows.

“WILLA BROWN VISITS THE CHICAGO DEFENDER”

“When Willa Brown, a young woman wearing white jodhpurs, jacket and boots, strode into our newsroom in 1936, she made such a stunning appearance that all the typewriters, which had been clacking noisily, suddenly went silent. Unlike most first-time visitors, she wasn’t at all bewildered. She had a confident bearing and there was an undercurrent of determination in her voice.

“‘I want to speak to Mr. Enoch Waters,’ she said. I wasn’t unhappy at the prospect of discovering who she was and what she wanted. I had an idea she was a model representing a new commercial product that she had been hired to promote. ‘I’m Willa Brown,’ she informed me, seating herself without being asked.

“In a businesslike manner she explained that she was an aviatrix and wanted some publicity for a Negro air show at Harlem Airport on the city’s southwest side. Except for the colorful ‘Colonel’ Hubert Fauntleroy Julian, who called himself the ‘Black Eagle’ and who had gained lots of publicity for his exploits, and ‘Colonel’ John Robinson, a Chicago flyer who was in Ethiopia heading up Haile Selassie’s air force, I was unaware of any other Negro aviators, particularly in Chicago.

“‘There are about thirty of us,’ she informed me, ‘both men and women.’ Most were students, she added, but several had obtained their licenses and one, Cornelius Coffey, was an expert aviation and engine mechanic who also held a commercial pilot’s license and was a certified flight instructor. He was the leader of the group. She informed me that she held a limited commercial pilot’s license.

“Fascinated by both her and the idea of Negro aviators, I decided to follow up the story myself. Accompanied by a photographer, I covered the air show. About 200 or 300 other spectators attended, attracted by the story in the Defender. So happy was Willa over our appearance that she offered to take me up for a free ride. She was piloting a Piper Cub, which seemed to me, accustomed as I was to commercial planes, to be a rather frail craft. It was a thrilling experience, and the maneuvers—figure eights, flip-overs and stalls—were exhilarating, though momentarily frightening. I wasn’t convinced of her competence until we landed smoothly.”

· “Overcoming Obstacles” worksheet (example attached)
(black_wings-graphic_organizer-aviators.pdf)

· Article entitled, “Aviatrix Must Sign Life Away To Learn Trade”;
(black_wings-article_aviatrix_FPO-ONLY.jpg)


· Photo of billboard reading “Colored Air Circus”;
(black_wings-colored_air_circus.jpg)


· Publicity flyer for Black Wings, “One Million Jobs for Negroes”
(black_wings-one_million_jobs.jpg)


· Letter of December 21, 1942, to Dr. William H. Hastie, civilian aide to the Secretary of War, from Gilbert A. Cargill
(black_wings-letter_to_hastie.jpg)

· Letter of December 6, 1941, to Mrs. Franklin D. Roosevelt, from Willa B. Brown
(black_wings-letter_to_roosevelt.jpg )

· Secondary Source: African American Pioneer Aviators
(found in “BlackWingsDnldableLnks and Photo Caps.doc”)

Reproducible

Secondary Source: African American Pioneer Aviators

The term black aviation describes a historical fact: For the first half century of powered flight, blacks flew in segregated circumstances. The story of black aviation is one of breakthroughs against restrictions. First, such isolated pioneers as Bessie Coleman overcame the entrenched discrimination of the time. Coleman’s brief career as a stunt pilot inspired a generation of black youth. Even so, at the time of Lindbergh’s historic flight to Paris in 1927, only a few blacks had become aviators. Racial prejudice excluded most. 

In the 1930s African Americans formed flying clubs to promote aviation in the black community. The clubs made it possible for African Americans to participate in aviation: Their members trained pilots and mechanics and promoted aviation through publications, lectures, and even air “circuses.” These air shows drew the curious with promises of “aerial acrobatics, rolls, turns, spins, ribbon cutting, crazy flying.” In 1933 and 1934 the long-distance flights of C. Alfred Anderson and Dr. Albert E. Forsythe displayed both flyers’ skills while appealing for equality in aviation. In Los Angeles William J. Powell set up the Bessie Coleman Aero Club and wrote his visionary book Black Wings, which urged black youth to choose careers in aviation. In Chicago Cornelius R. Coffey established the Coffey School of Aeronautics, served as the first president of the National Airmen’s Association, and built an airstrip in an African American community. Both Powell and Coffey recognized that blacks would need technical skills to advance in aviation. 

In 1939 the Chicago flyers, with the help of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), spurred the federal government to offer aviation training programs for blacks. Congress had established the Civilian Pilot Training (CPT) program to train pilots for a wartime emergency, and now for the first time African Americans received flight training at federally funded CPT schools. Despite the modest budget allocated for the segregated black training program, the number of licensed black pilots grew dramatically. 

When the U.S. Army Air Corps activated the 99th Fighter Squadron in 1942, blacks achieved their first foothold in military aviation. Civil rights leaders long had called for integrating African Americans into the Air Corps, but the War Department continued to resist. When black cadets trained at the newly established Tuskegee Army Airfield, they flew as part of a separate black air force. Between 1941 and 1945, the Tuskegee airmen proved that blacks could be trained and mobilized for the sophisticated task of combat flying. In World War II, the 99th Fighter Squadron and three other all-black fighter units composed the 332d Fighter Group. These units demonstrated that the decision to train African American flyers had been a good one. The 332d’s commander, Col. Benjamin O. Davis, Jr., stressed professionalism and combat efficiency. His leadership helped eliminate hostility toward blacks’ participation. Black airmen, returning from the war with a sense of accomplishment, were impatient with the segregation they had experienced both overseas and at home. 

The Tuskegee Airmen forever shattered the myth that blacks lacked the technical skills for combat flying. The war years had exposed the cost and inefficiency of maintaining separate black air units. In 1948 President Harry S Truman’s Executive Order 9981 called for equal opportunity in the armed forces. In 1949 the Air Force became the first armed service to integrate. Very slowly, civilian aviation followed suit. In the1960s African Americans were hired and promoted to positions of responsibility in commercial aviation. In 1965 Marlon D. Greene won a long court battle with Continental Airlines over his right to a job as a commercial pilot. As a result of this important case, blacks began to break down racial barriers in the airline industry. In the late 1960s blacks entered the ranks of the space program. 

The most recent generation of black aviators has garnered many firsts: Daniel “Chappie” James, Jr., the first black four-star general; Dr. Guion Bluford, Jr., first African American to go into space; Mae Jemison, the first black woman astronaut; and Patrice Clarke-Washington, the first black female captain to fly for a major airline. Nonetheless, progress has been slow, and blacks are still underrepresented in the aviation industry. But with legal obstacles removed, and their participation increasing, today’s flyers could make a reality of William Powell’s vision—“to fill the air with black wings.”

