The Tuskegee Airmen

Overview:

In the 1940's, the United States Military, like so much of the nation, was segregated. The so-called Jim Crow Laws kept blacks
from entering public places such aslibraries, restaurants and movie theaters. Although African Americans served in the armed
forces, they wererestricted in the types of jobs and positionsthey could hold. On April 3, 1939, Public Law 18 was passed which
provided for an expansion of the Army Air Corps. One section of the law offered hope for those African Americans who wanted
to advancetheir military careersbeyond the kitchen or the motor pool. It called for the creation of training programsto belocated
at black colleges which would prepare blacks for servicein avariety of areasin the Air Corps support services.

On January 16th, 1941, the War Department announced the creation of the 99th Pursuit Squadron. This was to be an all black
flying unit trained at the Tuskegee Institute founded in Tuskegee, Alabama, by Booker T. Washington in 1881. Charles A.
Anderson, a self-taught African American pilot had established a civilian pilot training program at the Institute in 1939. First
Lady Eleanor Roosevelt had visited the Tuskegee Institute and had requested a plane ride from Mr. Anderson. Despite the
nervous misgivings of the Secret Service, Mrs. Roosevelt spent over an hour in the skies over Alabama. Precisely what Mrs.
Roosevelt said about the flight is uncertain, but reports are she remarked to Mr. Anderson, “| always heard that colored people
couldn’t fly airplanes,” but after her experience “saw no reason why blacks could not fly.”

Since there were no black officers, eleven white officers were assigned to train and prepare atotal of 429 enlisted men and 47
officers who would become the Tuskegee Airmen, thefirst black military personnel in the flying school. Mrs. Roosevelt was so
impressed with the program that she established and maintained along-term, long-distance friendship with some of the pilots.

From 1941 to 1946 over 2,000 African Americans completed training at the Tuskegee Ingtitute, nearly three quarters of the
qualified as pilots. The rest went on to become navigators or support personnel. Together they were known as the Tuskegee
airmen. During the war the 99th Pursuit Squadron which was later renamed the 99th Fighter Squadron flew in the skies over the
Mediterranean and Europe. The missions were primarily as bomber escorts. The 99th Fighter Squadron had the distinguished
record of never losing a bomber to enemy fighters. In addition to shooting down enemy attack aircraft, they also shot down the
belief that African Americans were not suited to responsible military service.

In 1948 President Truman ordered the desegregation of the United States Military.

Note: This overview was prepared from information contained in Franklin D. Roosevelt - His Life and Times, part of the G.K. Hall Presidential Encyclopedia
Series, and the New York Times.

Documents:

This packet of documentsincludes correspondence between Eleanor Roosevelt and Cecil Peterson, astudent at the Tuskegee Air
Corps Advanced Flying School. Mrs. Roosevelt initiated the correspondence because she wasinterested in hearing the firsthand
experiences of life at Tuskegee and she and Mr. Peterson continued their letters throughout the war.

Eleanor Roosevelt was also in contact with the president of the Tuskegee Institute, F.D. Patterson. Thelettersfrom Mr. Patterson
illustrate that Mrs. Roosevelt’s support of Tuskegee was instrumental in the success of its programs during that period.



Questions.

Thefollowing are suggested essential questions surrounding the Tuskegee Airmen:

. What justification did the United States Military have for maintaining
segregated Units?

. How would you characterize Eleanor Roosevelt’s role in the creation of the
99th Pursuit Squadron?

. Why was desegregation more easily accomplished in the Miltary than it
was in the population as a whole?

. What impact did desegregation of the Military have on the advancement of
Civil Rightsin America as a whole?

. What specific challenges did the Tuskegee Airmen face that other Air
Corps units did not?
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=jiss Ilma has given me your nams becausas
1 am & namber of the bosrd of the Young Men's
Vooational Poundation and she suppested that you
might like to have an cooaslonal lstter and pack=

ages sant youe

I am so much interested that you are at
the Flylng school ln Tunkspes, becmuse I have
sosn it. I mlso understand that you were at

and because I have seen that, too, I can
toll = little bit what your bmokground of train-
ing has bean.

I hope you pet on wall in the Army =md
that you will write me.

Hith all pood wishes, I am
Yary sinoerely yours,

_} Mr. Oeoil Pﬂdl{‘!_ﬂﬂ_g
——Heerult Dotachment
AMr Corps Advanced Flyling School
Tuskeges, Alabama MCT :HY
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Mras. Eleanor Hoosevelt

The White House
Weshington, D. C.

JUL 28 5ei

My deer Mrs. Roocsevelt:

I em deeply prateful

for the conference you ware

kind enough to grant me st the White House on

Wednesdey, July ESrd,

I wae pleesed to hive the oppertunity to report to
you the progress mode to dete in eviatlon, snd phascs
of the defense program in which you heve such = =erm
interest. Likewisze I wes happy to talk over the pos-
sibility of Incresasing the uszefulnéss of Tuskegee
Institute in connection with Hetlonal Delfense, s well
a8 bring to your attentlon the need in Florice which,

I feal, should be met

for the best interest of Hegro

soldiers. I heve followea up contects in comnection
with both of these matters, and feel that satisfactory
progress 1s being mede.

Those concernod in the programs under consideration
will, I am sure, be grestly hesrtened to kmow of your

sympathetic Ilnterest.

Respectlfully yours,

\ A¥aoe-

President
FATTERSaN
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With all good wishes, I sn

Sincerely yours,

B3d l'.nt.aEaptbr Cont rolSquadron
Tuskeges Army Flying School
Tuskeges, Alabsms

Frivate Cecil Paterson



Dear lra. Roopevaelt,

Thank you for the advige which I shall be glad to
fallows

Lagt week it locked as though we would have gone by
this time but an epldemic of mumps apparently caused ue to
remain. It 48 also evident that the 928th will be here
for ancther two to three weeksa since wnpacking ie going on.
But, in the Army, anything can happen, anywhere and anytime.

Three days ago I hiked with the organizaticn for 25
mile from 1030 PU to 0400 in the morning and wé bivouaced
(pitched tents) until 0600 in the morning when we broke
canp and returned to the field.

I lock forward for ancther long cne this week beginning
Monday when the outfit will camp off the ground for a whole
wWeelk.

I am happy about the news of the final defeat in Horth
Africa. Belleve my, there will be more good news soon when
we establish out initial bridge heads on the Euwropean
continent. Onoce algain please convey my most sincersa . nd
beat wished to the TFresident in whatever gtepa he might
make to bring closer the end of this war. Thank you.

I hope you are well and that you stay well, God Willing.

Sincerely

e Ronse—

W
way AN









