The Tuskegee Airmen and World War II

Dr. Brown trained at Tuskegee Air Field and served as a special services officer with a bomb group in the ATO.  He studied at Hampton and Columbia Universities.  He was the first African-American to be hired as a Professor at Rutgers University, and is the grandson of a former slave and grew up on a farm in Pennsylvania. 
This excerpt is taken from the Rutgers University Oral History Archives  http://oralhistory.rutgers.edu/Interviews/brown_william_neal.html  Interview conducted by Shaun Illingworth, Allison Meuller, and Fernando Palma in Millburn, New Jersey, on February 25, 2005.
FP:  So when you learned of Pearl Harbor, what was your reaction?

WB:  Oh, I went right out and volunteered.  I went right out and volunteered.  I couldn't believe that war was that close, that I might be in the war.  On a Sunday afternoon, I was correcting some English papers and I happened to need a break and I turned the radio on and I heard that Pearl Harbor had occurred.  ... 

SI:  You mentioned earlier, before you got your job, that you thought you might go into the army because of the draft.

WB:  Yeah, I thought that [was] the only place to go.  Everybody was going to the army and families were being concerned if they had young men of draft age that they were going to the army.  So everybody in our group who was going to the army and ... They would not draft you if you were in school with a reasonable possibility of finishing in time to still have some time for the war 

AM:  Why did you choose the Army Air Force?  

WB:  I don't know.  It was not the same as a number of people who were going in at that time.  There were a number of black schools like Hampton and Tuskegee, who had started already.  They had flying clubs in a number of cities, Chicago, West Virginia State, Memphis State.  A lot of places had started flying programs and it was something that was in the air.  

SI:  When you were at Hampton did you have any kind of ROTC or civilian pilot training program to go through?

WB:  No, I didn't, but they had a program at Hampton.  In fact, when I got to Tuskegee, a number of instructors there were from Hampton, or one of the schools that had flying programs.  No, I didn't.  I was playing football and basketball.

WB:  Before I volunteered, the war was just out there.  ... I was happy when Truman gave the Executive Order that the troops would be integrated, but I didn't see any effects of the war on us. .

FP:  Did you feel prepared when you enlisted to be in battle?

WB:  No, I felt sure I was gonna be very disappointed that day because you would be looking for somebody who would kill somebody or who had almost got killed.  Neither of those things happened to me.  I was in the continental USA all of the years that I was in service.  Unfortunately, I had no part in taking down Hitler, in taking down Germany.  I had to do work with the men that were left here.  Because of what I had done as a civilian, very soon they told me that I was going to be a special services, an information education officer, and they sent me to OCS [Officer Candidate School], officer training school in Miami Beach.  They sent me to Washington and Lee, which was a school for special services and training officers, and I was to work with soldiers when they did not have to drill ...  I was to provide recreation and I looked in my chart when I was coming out it said, "He taught English, he was an assistant football coach" and whatnot.  Those were the things I was seen fit to do and they sent me to three schools for that.  

SI:  What did you think of your training in Miami?  Was it difficult?

WB:  It was difficult.  ... After that day, that I met Clark Gable, they sent us out to an abandoned golf course, that's where we would drill in the afternoon, and you can see how black I am.  If you can [see] me about four, five, six shades blacker, that's the way I would be when I'd stand out in that sun in Miami Beach for four hours and they gave us those (Frank Buck?) hats, which you had to wear, and where the hat went around your forehead, you could see the difference between this color and this color...  About four days after we had been taken to the golf course, four days with drills, they said to us, "You can take the day off and you can go swimming.  You could go down the beach, if you want to, or you can go in the pool."  I lived at 18th and Carlin's, which is right next door to the hotel where the movie Moon Over Miami was shot, and the swimming pool that they were talking about was the swimming pool behind this hotel.  So I went out there and some guys had gone to the beach, some had gone around to the pool, so I went up on the board and I swung the diving board up and up and then I took what we called an old river dive.  I just jumped in the water and swam the length of the pool.  By the time I got from one end to the other end, the pool was empty.  I was the only black there and the pool was empty.  Then I got up on the diving board again and a guy from Georgia came up to me.  I didn't know until later that he was from Georgia.  He said to me, "You're going back?"  I said, "Yeah."  He said, "I'm going with you."  He swam back down with me.  Finally the one, two at a time, the other fellows, who had gone out of the pool, came back in the pool, but that was quite an experience.  I was out there in that water all by myself swimming and I knew that most of the guys there didn't want me in the water where they were going to swim.  I was used to that though, because in Aliquippa, there were two swimming pools, one here for blacks, one here for whites; housing patterns were the same. 

WB:  On the way to Washington and Lee, I got off the train, which the station was about three blocks from the hotel.  When I got near the hotel, two white soldiers were walking and I could hear them, one asked the other, "You going to salute?"  And the one that was asked said, "Yeah, I'm not going to salute," and when they started to pass me, I stopped them.  I saluted them and they returned the salute.  I said, "You don't salute me, whenever you see this, this means this is an officer, that's what you salute," and I was a second lieutenant then.  I said, "You salute these gold bars.  You don't salute a man of any color.  You salute ... his rank."  Well, I was sent next to McDill Field in Tampa, Florida.  I went in and saluted that major and said, "Lieutenant William Neal Brown reporting as ordered," and he said to me, he didn't salute, I saluted him.  He didn't salute.  He made no form of recognition.  He said, "There must be some mistake."  He said, "We don't have any nigger officers down here."  Those were his exact words and he picked up the telephone, while I was standing there, and dialed a number, I assumed it was in Washington.  "In three days" ... he said, "that one we got yesterday."  They'd gotten a chaplain, who was black, and he was in the bachelor officers' quarters.  That's where the major sent me.  There were two of us there then and the next day the chaplain said to me, "Let's go out and see what the town looks like."  So we went out and we found the bus system.  There was a man standing at the front door that takes your money if you go in the front. There was another one riding so that he could man the backdoor and if you were black you went in the backdoor and that was very aggravating.  We didn't ride the bus long.  We got off the bus and went into a drugstore and we asked for a Coca Cola and Coca Cola used to give these old glasses that's small at the bottom and then they get bigger.  We asked for Coca Cola he gave us a Coca Cola, the chaplain one and me one.  We drank the Coca Cola and set the glass back up there.  He pointed, he came around, took the glasses and smashed them in the sink.  The chaplain said to me, "I think I'll have another one."  I said, "I think I will, too."  We had another Coca Cola.  The guy came back and took his two glasses and smashed them in the sink.  We just about filled that sink up with glasses before we left.  

SI:  Did you have difficulty going on in the face of all this bias from a morale standpoint?

WB:  Not really, because the telephone call the major had made, with me standing there, paid off.  There must be some mistake; somebody else thought there was some mistake.  I was sent back to the base that I came from, just outside Detroit, and I assumed the chaplain was sent back where he'd come from.  Oh, that getting to McDill Field was something.  ... The people outside seemed to have noticed more than the people inside the army.  When I went in to the Atlanta Station to get a train ticket to Tampa, he said, "Oh, you're a first lieutenant."  He said, "You're eligible for first class service."  The army had paid for first class service.  I knew what it was, I was eligible for first class service.  So he gave me a car that had, the way cars did then, sleeping, went into the car that I'd been assigned to [a] seat in a car where there was a very attractive young white girl.  ... She was very friendly and I was looking pretty neat myself in my uniform, wings up there, and so we started talking.  When it came time to go to bed, the Pullman porter pulled the bunks down and made the beds and the girl said, "I'll take the bottom one, if you don't mind."  So I climbed into the top one.  Meanwhile, while we had been talking, there were three Tampa white men, who had been going back and forth from their seats to the men's room, and we assumed that they were going go the men's room and taking a little swig of something because they were acting more and more loud, boisterous, and talking this, that, and the other thing, going up and down the aisle.  When I got in my bed ... I noticed something hard under my pillow.  So I put my hand under my pillow and it was a pistol.  Later on, when those men had gone back to their seats, the Pullman porter came over to me, "If you found something under your pillow, you don't know how it got there, and I don't how it got there, and I don't know what it is."  It was a pistol.  He put a pistol under my pillow, and I'm sure the Pullman porter did and these guys kept going up and down the hall making wisecracks and stopping right by where we were going to sleep, instead of going on by.  When they got here, they had stopped and made some conversation, then they went on.  Yup, I ran into a lot of that.

SI:  Then you were in the special services for a while.

WB:  I was, for all the time I was there, I was a special services officer.  They sent me to two other schools, to Washington and Lee, and to a school for special services.

SI:  When did you get to Tuskegee?

WB:  I got to Tuskegee, I volunteered on March 31, 1942 and, I guess, it took them three days to get me to Langley Field.  You had to go to the nearest air base if you're volunteering for this program.  You have to go to an airfield, so I went to Langley Field in Virginia to volunteer.  There were twenty-six people there that morning to volunteer, to go in.  Three passed, two black and one white and there were a lot of blacks and whites in that line.  It was just about even, but there were twenty-six in line, and so I'm given them two days to get me to Tuskegee.

AM:  What did you know about Tuskegee before you arrived?

WB:  I didn't know anything, really, about Tuskegee, except that I went to Hampton and the graduate of Hampton started Tuskegee, so I imagined it was very much like Hampton, but I don't know anything about it.

SI:  What did your training at Tuskegee consist of?

WB:  The schools that they sent me to, they didn't train me.  ... There was a lot of confusion about the schools because some, I always said, they already had what they wanted to teach in the schools and also because, I think, they had trouble getting instructors to teach what they wanted to teach so that classes were being shuffled; people taken out of one class and put in another class and instructors were being shuffled.  ... It's like you try to put something together in a hurry; it takes time.  So there's some confusion ...

SI:  Can you tell us a little bit about some of the rumors that you said you had to deal with?

WB:  Well, I can tell you about one very much.  One thing that was always at issue was the officers club and there would be rumors that black officers were not welcome in the officers clubs.  ... There were one or two instances of arguments or disagreement that had come about because this was violated and one of the rumors that caused quite a big stink because a lot of, not far from Tuskegee there was a camp called Camp Atterbury.  While it was far enough, it was in Indiana I believe, but the rumor was that there was a camp there where all officers were welcome, black or white, and the black officers got together a group and they went to Camp Atterbury to test it.

SI:  You said that General Davis was in charge when you joined the unit. Was this after they had replaced all the white officers?

WB:  Oh, no, oh.  

WB:  As far as I can remember, about a month.

SI:  So you were there when there was the protest at the Freeman Field Officers Club?  Did you hear about that?

WB:  I knew about it.

AM:  You were not at Freeman Field; your squadron was never at Freeman Field.

WB:  No.

SI:  Even though it happened at another base, did you feel the effects of the protest?

WB:  Not really.  There was just a general feeling of unrest and not being settled in, because it was new and they were developing and there was so much competitiveness, among even the white officers that were at Tuskegee, because white officers were being replaced by black officers.  White officers were being promoted, some promoted and some not being promoted.  Black officers being promoted, which interfered with some blacks and with some whites.  It was a kind of, the situation was bubbling, yes.

SI:  You mentioned earlier you were able to meet President Roosevelt a few weeks before he passed away.

WB:  About three weeks before he did pass away, maybe a month, we got a message one day that on his [way] back to Washington from Warm Springs, Georgia, where Roosevelt went very often because of his polio and they said the water in the springs in Georgia helped him and he would go there, but on the way back to Washington he was coming by the fort, Leonard Wood, and review the troops.  ... He did come by and so they sought me out and said they were gonna put the 618th and 619th last in the line of march, that we should pass in review, and when we passed the president's car, we salute.  So we did.  We lined up and it was cold, it must have been October or near October, it might even have been September when we got this call, and we paraded all week that week, paraded and paraded.  ... Then the time came and he had a long car, it was like a convertible, a long touring car that he could sit in the back and the driver and someone else would sit in front.  ... There were, I don't know how many platoons lined up, he just come around and where we stopped and I was busy watching what they were doing and somebody said, "Brown, the colonel is calling you."  So I looked up and the colonel shouted, "He's calling you."  So I looked at the car and it was the President of the United States.  I ran to his car and saluted and he returned my salute.  He said to me, I was a fine young man.  He didn't know me from Adam, he said I was "a fine young man."  ... I saw the President of the United States and earlier I had met and talked with Eleanor.  So I saw him there and he moved on and about three days after that he died, but he did review the troops.  

FP:  What was your reaction when Roosevelt passed away and Truman had to take over?

WB:  I think, like most of the country, people always said that Truman was just a little old Kansas [Missouri] haberdasher and he wasn't ready to be president, but he wasn't in there very long before he wrote an executive order saying that there had to be a break up of the way army was set up, that there would not be, no more black and white.  ... As President of the United States, I think it's a part of the Constitution and the orders that the Congress gives me, that there would be no more separation in the army, Executive Order 9981.

WB:  [Eleanor Roosevelt] ... asked to go out with one of the pilots.  She probably knew there's going to be some foot-dragging about sending them overseas and that they were ready.  She came down to the lines and volunteered.  "I would like to go up with one of the pilots," and she did go up.  It wasn't long after that that the first group, the 99th  ... was supposed to be first going overseas to accompany our bombers, but the 332nd was the one that went.  They gave them, I don't know if you saw that HBO [Home Box Office] thing on the black air force, and in that the flyers, who had to fly with the bombers, said, "Since the blacks had been accompanying us, we haven't lost a plane."
SI:  To go back to your career, you mentioned over lunch that you were involved in a number of debates.  Could you tell us about some of them, particularly the one with Malcolm X?

WB:  Oh, Malcolm X took and was trying to spread around the view that the blacks ... I guess, because of the way they had been treated and were being treated, should ask the government to give them a parcel of land where they could make the laws, base the taxes, and whatnot, and they would have their own little place ... to live.  ... He was spreading this.  He went to the President's alma mater, Yale.  He went to Harvard, he went to Dartmouth, he went everywhere.  ... I knew this was gonna be the point of view he was going to take and I took the position that blacks would do much better if they, well, Bill Cosby maintained the same thing, now, if they invested more in their own preparation, their own education ...  Well, Malcolm always sets off the debates.  ... There was someone else who Malcolm had challenged, to debate, who came from the [Rutgers] Law School.  Nixon apparently had planned to appoint him to something and two weeks before the debate, he calls me and said, "I've been asked not to do this."  ... He said, "And I think the person who is asking me can have a bearing in my future."  He was appointed to a Superior Court, and he said, "The students say that you're the person that should be debating him."  ... I, at first, was reluctant.  But I liked to debate and ... not only that, I figured that with the times that I had had to prepare a debate, there are certain steps that you have to take, you have to know, "What could he say to try to make his point good and you have to tear those down?"  Well, so I said, "I'll take him on."  I took him on and, I think, I did take him on.

AM:  Where was the debate?  

FP:  How long did the debate last?

WB:  ... It was at the Rutgers School of Pharmacy.  How long it lasted?  We have it on tape.  You know, it lasted two-and-half hours, to listen to that tape; you get tired of listening to that tape.  ... 

SI:  Who sponsored the debate?

WB:  The students and the Newark unit of the NAACP [had] asked for debate and the debate was gonna be between Malcolm X and this professor from the law school.  Nixon asked the professor not to debate Malcolm X, "Not in his best interest."  So he asked me.  I collected some stuff and the stuff I've collected I'll give you.  I agreed to take his place.  After the debate, Malcolm said to me, "That was nice.  Let's do it again in the Polo Grounds."  [laughter]

SI:  Is that what Malcolm X said to you?

WB:  Yes, he didn't say the thirty thousand people, but I know the Polo Grounds does hold thirty thousand people.  ... 
1.  What examples of racism did Dr. Brown experience while in the Air Force?

2.What examples of racism did Dr. Brown experience in his civilian life?

3.Dr. Brown became a professor of Social Work.  Do you see any experiences in this excerpt that may have influenced that career choice?

4. Based on this excerpt, how would compare and contrast some of Dr. Brown’s experiences here to the feelings of Malcom X we have studied?  

