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Praise for

SOARING TO GLORY

“All Americans owe Harry Stewart Jr. and his fellow airmen a huge debt for defending our country during World War II. In addition, they have inspired generations of African American youth to follow their dreams.”

—HENRY LOUIS GATES JR., Alphonse Fletcher University Professor, Harvard University

“In Soaring to Glory, my friend Harry Stewart’s extraordinary life is beautifully told by another friend, Philip Handleman. The struggles of the Tuskegee Airmen and our success against enormous odds makes for inspiring reading. I strongly recommend this book for anyone who wants to know more about the pioneering flyers who broke barriers and changed the world!”

—LIEUTENANT COLONEL ALEXANDER JEFFERSON, USAF (ret.), cofounder, Tuskegee Airmen Inc.

“It is marvelous when a fascinating, well-written book turns out to be socially important as well. Soaring to Glory is exactly that, and arrives at a time when its message is badly needed by the nation. This is a book that can be recommended for a wide variety of reasons, the most important of which is the standard it sets for aviation literature.”

—WALTER J. BOYNE, former director, Smithsonian Institution’s National Air and Space Museum and best-selling author

“Starting in the early 1940s, Tuskegee Institute was at the forefront of helping prepare young African-American pilots to fight for freedom in the skies. Harry Stewart is one of those aspiring aviators who came to our campus as a first step in earning their wings, and then went on to become proudly identified as a Tuskegee Airman. His story of serving our country and overcoming obstacles—not to mention the legacy the Tuskegee Airmen leave us with—is an inspiration for us all.”

—LILY D. MCNAIR, president, Tuskegee University

“This book is a masterpiece. It captures the essence of the Tuskegee Airmen’s experience from the perspective of one who lived it. The action sequences make me feel I’m back in the cockpit of my P-51C ‘Kitten’! If you want to know what it was like fighting German interceptors in European skies while winning equal opportunity at home, be sure to read this book!”

—COLONEL CHARLES E. MCGEE, USAF (ret.), former president, Tuskegee Airmen Inc.
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To Delphine and Mary—the loves of our lives—and to dreamers everywhere who, refusing to be deterred by the inevitable naysayers, look to the boundless sky and reach for the impossible



Prologue


DOGFIGHT

There can be no courage unless you are scared.

—Eddie Rickenbacker

Harry Stewart was five thousand feet over the Luftwaffe base at Wels, Germany.

His flight’s element had been reduced to seven planes when the eighth was disabled by mechanical problems. Still, they would be more than a match for the four German fighters they called out below. “Our seven Mustangs cranked over in a mass dive on the enemy aircraft,” Harry recalls.

But suddenly the hunters turned into the hunted—as “the sky filled with at least another dozen fighters bearing Luftwaffe insignia.”

The German fighters that the American airmen had spotted first were decoys. The Mustangs had been lured into an ambush. The confrontation was certain to end with some of the planes zooming down from the sky in spectacular crashes. Harry began breathing heavily. Everything was happening so fast now.

Barely out of his teens and never before engaged in a dogfight, Harry was almost overwhelmed by the powerful emotions flashing through his mind. There was the anger at having been suckered into a trap. There was the terror of the high-stakes dueling about to transpire. Then the most primordial urge—the instinct for survival—kicked in. The young pilot’s feelings of fear and doubt, a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach, gave way to an unbounded determination, bolstered by his training.

Just days before, Harry had been promoted to first lieutenant, a sign of his superiors’ confidence in him. But matters of rank were the farthest thing from his mind as he locked eyes on the two enemy planes beneath him. He advanced toward his prospective quarry as individual skirmishes broke out among the other combatants. As Harry bore down on the tails of the planes in front of him, he saw that they were the long-nosed Focke-Wulf Fw 190D-9s, the finest piston-powered fighters in the Luftwaffe’s arsenal!

Indeed, an earlier version of the Fw 190, nicknamed the “butcher-bird,” was described in intelligence reports to Allied pilots as “one of Germany’s best fighters. . . .” U.S. military authorities had given the pilots only an incomplete description of this new, technologically superior version—though their intelligence manual did include a surprisingly accurate artist’s rendering. The brass were clearly concerned about this stunner of German engineering.

The baseline design had been conceived in 1937 by Focke-Wulf’s brilliant Kurt Tank as a follow-on to the then world-beating Messerschmitt Bf 109. Tank’s original concept incorporated the 1,550-horsepower BMW 139 twin-row radial air-cooled engine, in a departure from the conventional wisdom that favored the newly developed 1,050-horsepower liquid-cooled DB 601A. While the Fw 190 A through C series and the F series had the same general configuration, the D series was a response to the perceived need for a high-altitude fighter.

The D series design returned to the idea of a liquid-cooled engine. Focke-Wulf selected the 1,776-horsepower Junkers Jumo 213A-1 12-cylinder inverted-V inline engine. The engine was combined with a MW 50 methanol-water injection boost system capable of upping the horsepower rating to 2,250 at sea level for short durations. The Jumo’s size necessitated the elongated nose as well as a lengthened aft fuselage with increased tail surface area to enhance stability. The resulting airframe became an instant classic, one of the most attractively proportioned and aesthetically agreeable to ever roll out of a factory and grace the sky.

And Harry’s element was now facing the ultimate iteration, the D-9 model, known as the “Dora-Nine.” By all accounts, it was a match for the Americans’ Mustangs.

The armament of the German plane was impressive not only for its firepower but for its ingenious placement. Two MG 131 13-mm machine guns were housed in the upper nose, directly in line with the pilot. Additionally, a pair of MG 151 20-mm cannon were installed in the wing roots, one per side. In the hands of a capable pilot, the Dora-Nine could be incredibly lethal against even the most advanced Allied fighters.

The Mustang’s speed brought Harry within firing range. He concentrated on the closer of the two German aircraft, then squeezed off a few short bursts from his fighter’s six wing-mounted .50-caliber machine guns.

Smoke and flames suddenly sprouted from the Dora-Nine’s fuselage, a ghastly picture that was permanently imprinted in Harry’s memory.

As events evolved in a sequence defined in fractions of a second, Harry knew only to stay on the fighter’s tail. He contemplated another burst. But the plane in his gunsight had already started to break apart. An eagle’s wings had been clipped; the staff officers at Allied intelligence could scratch off one more Luftwaffe fighter, and a damn good one at that!

But there was no time to relax and savor the air-to-air victory. There was another enemy fighter dead ahead. When the second Luftwaffe pilot realized what had happened to his trailing wingman, he yanked his plane hard right in an attempt to shake Harry off his tail. But Harry turned just as tightly, pulling high Gs which stretched the Mustang to the limits of its design envelope and pressed Harry down in his seat.

The high-G maneuvering wrung beads of sweat out of Harry’s upper forehead. The sweat came gushing down Harry’s face like currents cascading down a waterfall, leaving him drenched. He and his opponent were entwined in a primal struggle, gladiators exerting every ounce of brawn to undo the other contestant; only here the weapons were planes heavily laden with finely engineered barrels pumping out deadly projectiles.

In the minuscule space of another fleeting second, Harry trained his sight on the tail of the bolting fighter. The opportunity to fire looked real, but how could Harry tell for sure in the madness of the fracas, the roughhousing of the planes in the roiled air? He couldn’t be sure, but with nothing to lose, he squeezed off another burst. An instant later—in a sight that would also be seared in Harry’s memory—the plane started to disassemble “in a cloud of black smoke and orange flame just like the first one.”

Harry had scored his second victory of the day. But before he could even breathe a sigh of relief, he heard a squadron mate’s urgent call: “Bandit on your tail!” It was Carl Carey, who had scored against two of the Fw 190s himself.

Just then, tracer rounds started to whiz past Harry’s cockpit. They were frightfully close. The sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach came back, but as before it was quickly suppressed by the imperative of survival.

This time Harry used his fighter’s speed, hoping to outrun his opponent. But the pilot of the Focke-Wulf was tenacious, just like Harry had been moments earlier when he was the pursuer. With the enemy glued to his tail in a sprint at treetop height, Harry reefed his mount over into an extreme right turn, like the one that had served him well moments before—only now it was a desperation maneuver. The German plane followed him, turning and turning in a test of strength and will, the G-forces almost unbearable, but secondary to the lust to come out of this brawl alive.

Men and machines were ratcheted to the limits of their capacity. Something had to give.



Chapter One


“THE GUTS TO FLY THIS THING”

Thou shinest on though clouds hide thee from sight, And through each break thou sendest down thy light.

—James Weldon Johnson, “Prayer at Sunrise”

On the morning of May 8, 1939, a rickety red-and-cream Lincoln-Page biplane, propitiously yet incongruously nicknamed Old Faithful, rose from Chicago’s Harlem Airport on a mission to change the world. The send-off was hopeful, even joyous. The biplane’s two African American pilots, Chauncey Edward Spencer and Dale Lawrence White, brimmed with high expectations, too rapt by the audacity of their project to entertain its probable limits.

Both Chauncey and Dale belonged to a fledgling group of flying enthusiasts who, despite stinging setbacks, held to the notion that aviation was the means to an emancipatory realm. The members of the mostly black National Airmen’s Association of America (NAAA) and its precursor, the Challenger Air Pilots Association, saw the sky as a medium inherently devoid of the artificial barriers erected by one class of men to block another. The law of the air, their thinking held, is fair and equitable; it applies uniformly without exception to all people regardless of race, color, creed, gender, ethnicity, ancestry, and national origin—for it is not man’s law but nature’s law.

The sky as a metaphor for freedom was not a new idea. Mythology, poetry, and liturgy had long celebrated the kingdom where the birds sing as an idyllic oasis, a place of unfettered freedom, where the enslaved could escape oppression and the soul could find fulfillment. Up high enough and you were in heaven, utopia, the Elysium.

For dreamers, the airplane was the symbol of ascension come true, the real-life “sweet chariot” in the melodic Negro spiritual that sustained African American congregations at Sunday services with the promise of “coming for to carry me Home.” Chauncey and Dale, riding high on the enthusiasm of their supporters, believed that flight portended great things, not just entry into the previously denied domain of the open air but fruition, wholeness, equality. If only the gateway, the staircase to this near but distant nirvana, could be pried open, all the way open—for everybody.

As described by Chauncey in his 1975 autobiography and as reported by Michael Laris in a 2003 feature in the Washington Post, the Spencer-White flight, formally known as the Goodwill Flight, set out to demonstrate that blacks could fly as well as whites, if given a chance. With the government about to roll out the Civilian Pilot Training Program to prevent a pilot shortage in case of war, blacks did not want to be left out. If barriers were going to be shattered, why not the one prohibiting blacks from flying the hottest planes of all—those of the Army Air Corps? Aviation, already well out of its infancy and maturing now into a big and enduring enterprise, ought not to be tainted by the prejudice enforced with unwavering certitude in every other part of daily life for African Americans.

The flight plan, such as it was, called for the biplane to wend its way from Chicago to Washington, D.C. Several stops along the way would serve as warm-ups for a triumphal arrival in the nation’s capital. The flight was a unifying event in the black community, a cause to trumpet. Backing came from the black press, starting with a powerful endorsement from the pilots’ hometown newspaper, the Chicago Defender, whose city editor, Enoch P. Waters Jr., knew the key members of the NAAA and had championed the idea of a flight to Washington at one of their meetings.

Chauncey and Dale were breaking new ground, going where black pilots hadn’t gone before. Yes, as chronicled by historian Von Hardesty, there had been other famous long-distance flights by African Americans, like the 1932 transcontinental flight of James Herman Banning and Thomas Cox Allen and the 1934 Caribbean island-hopping flight of Charles Alfred Anderson and Albert Forsythe. But this time the pilots’ destination was the seat of government, the center of political power. Moreover, this would not be symbolism alone; if the flight unfolded as contemplated, the pilots would roam the halls of Congress pleading the cause of black aviation to any lawmaker willing to lend an ear.

Because the white press reported nary a word on the Goodwill Flight, the flyers’ progress was known only to African Americans who read black newspapers or who heard about it by word of mouth from those who did. News of each waypoint reached and each leg completed infused blacks who were paying attention with feelings of pride, hope, and inspiration. As the biplane plodded ahead ever so determinedly, its followers were moved to prayer for the two Chicago pilots, frontiersmen on the cusp of a new destiny.

The fact that the flight was underway constituted a near miracle. It almost never happened, for the costs of aircraft rental, fuel, lodging, meals, custom khaki flight suits, and assorted other expenses were considerable by Depression-era standards. To help finance the flight, Chauncey’s father Edward reportedly took out a small loan and forwarded the monies to his son, but the amount represented less than half the projected budget.

Chauncey, discussing the lack of funds with a friend, became so worked up that he broke down and cried—just as he had as a youth back home in Lynchburg, Virginia, when denied flying lessons on account of his race. The sight of the usually self-assured flyer with tears streaming down his cheeks was too much for his friend to bear. She directed him to the Jones brothers, black businessmen in Chicago whose varied ventures were said to include the city’s numbers racket.

The hardened entrepreneurs of the city’s South Side were unable to resist Chauncey’s pitch. The Joneses chipped in $1,000. According to Janet Harmon Bragg, a licensed pilot and enthusiastic supporter of the planned flight, members of the NAAA “drained their pockets” to make up the rest of the budget.

While money was tight, Chauncey had an inexhaustible supply of the other ingredient indispensable to the flight: gumption, the moxie to believe that the status quo could be overturned. Chauncey’s belief that conventions could come tumbling down like the walls of Jericho had been planted by his brilliant, compassionate, and tenacious mother, Anne. A school librarian, Anne was also the founder of the Lynchburg NAACP chapter and spent many waking hours laboring for equal rights.

Significantly, she had developed close relationships with the leading lights of the Harlem Renaissance and, writing in a room of her Lynchburg home that overlooked her meticulous flower garden, had proven herself a respected poet. Her verse was first published in the NAACP’s magazine, The Crisis, in February 1920. Leading black poetry anthologies edited by Countee Cullen and other distinguished literary figures of the Harlem Renaissance would include her poems. Anne’s parlor became a magnet for black intellectuals, entertainers, and activists like James Weldon Johnson, Langston Hughes, W.E.B. Du Bois, Zora Neale Hurston, George Washington Carver, Marian Anderson, Paul Robeson, Thurgood Marshall, and, later on, Martin Luther King Jr.

The guest list at the Spencer home was a veritable who’s who of the African American cutting edge, the black leaders forging change in the larger society. Growing up in the company of these luminaries, Chauncey felt the power of the movement for expression, self-determination, and dignity. When a barnstormer passing overhead in his youth kindled a passion for flight, he was primed to make his own contribution to the cause of freedom—in the arena of the sky.
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Chicago was the natural launchpad for the Goodwill Flight because in the interwar years it had evolved into a hotbed of black aviation. The history of African American flight in Chicago started to build shortly after World War I, when a young hairstylist and manicurist on the South Side felt impelled to learn to fly. Twenty-three-year-old Bessie Coleman had arrived in Chicago’s so-called “Black Belt” in 1915 as part of the Great Migration of blacks from the South. Fixing people’s hair and painting their nails was more lucrative and less strenuous than sharecropping in the cotton fields of Texas, but Bessie felt there had to be more to life.

When her brother John returned from military service in a segregated infantry unit at the end of World War I, he had trouble readjusting to civilian life and regularly snapped at Bessie that women in France were far ahead of the women of the South Side. In one particularly humiliating tirade at Bessie’s workplace, exacerbated by his drinking, he added that French women could even fly. According to Bessie’s biographer Doris L. Rich, Bessie took it as a dare. Even when all the flight schools in Chicago refused to give her lessons, she would not be deterred. Her cause was championed by the Chicago Defender, and in late 1920—with donated funds helping to cover the tab—she traveled to France for flight training.

On June 15, 1921, Bessie was issued a pilot’s license by the Fédération Aéronautique Internationale, affording the ambitious beautician the distinction of being the first officially certified African American female pilot. After further flight training in France and Germany the next year, she embarked upon an exciting career as a barnstormer and air show performer in a war-surplus Jenny. For her flying exhibitions, she regularly appeared in a tailored military-style jacket with a Sam Browne belt, jodhpurs, knee-high boots, silk scarf, and an officer’s cap decorated with custom wings incorporating her initials.

In connection with her roving aerial displays, she made a point to appear at black schools and churches to encourage students and parishioners to consider flight as an avenue of advancement. Her ultimate aim was to establish a flight school for African Americans, so that black women in America wanting to learn to fly would not need to travel abroad to get their training.

Bessie settled into the groove of the air show performer’s life, perfecting her display routine and her public relations acumen. She thrilled crowds with her flying prowess and inspired children with her lectures. The newspaper that had promoted her aviation aspirations embraced her as a role model and bestowed on her the exalted title “Queen Bess.”

Three and a half years into her air show career, Bessie’s goal of opening a flight school seemed within reach. But during a practice flight at Jacksonville, Florida, on April 30, 1926, her airplane turned upside down when a loose wrench jammed the controls. Not buckled in or wearing a parachute, Bessie fell five hundred feet to the ground and died on impact.

It was a tragic end to a gifted life. Bessie’s flight school never opened. But like the mythical phoenix that rose renewed from the ashes, Bessie’s memory lived on, giving succor to those of her race seeking to enter the domain whose door she had cracked open against insuperable odds.

Bessie was buried in Chicago’s Lincoln Cemetery at Kedzie Avenue and 123rd Street. The black press eulogized her rhapsodically. Soon aviation clubs named after Bessie started to sprout up in black communities around the country. In death as in life, the trailblazing pilot caused African Americans to look to the skies.

A year after the fatal accident, a memorial stone was unveiled at her grave. The inscription aptly described Bessie as “one of the first American women to enter the field of aviation.” The absence of any reference to her race spoke volumes about the ideal dear to her heart—that the world of flying should be color-blind.

The grave became a shrine of the city’s black community, especially the flyers and would-be flyers within it. In 1931, African American pilots in Chicago began an annual tradition of flying their aircraft over the cemetery for the express purpose of dropping flowers on Bessie’s grave to commemorate her life. Three years later, William J. Powell, a former Chicagoan, published a landmark book to spark interest in aviation among blacks and, fittingly, dedicated it to the memory of Bessie.

Powell, like Bessie’s brother, was a veteran of one of the segregated infantry regiments that had seen action in World War I. During an August 1927 reunion of veterans in Paris, he visited Le Bourget Airport, where Charles Lindbergh had been swarmed by tens of thousands of fans at the end of his solo transatlantic flight only a few months before. Caught up in the lingering excitement while at the airport, Powell purchased a plane ride over the city and instantly became hooked on flight.

Upon his return to Chicago he sold his chain of successful gas stations and packed up for California to launch a new career in aviation. He knew the Golden State’s weather would be more conducive to his new ambitions, and he could only hope the racial climate would also be an improvement. Soon after he reached the West Coast, he set up a Bessie Coleman Aero Club.

Powell saw aeronautics as ripe for participation by African Americans. He believed that compared to established industries like oil and steel, the aviation industry was new and its major growth lay in the years ahead. He argued that by getting in on the ground floor blacks would be able to play prominent roles.

A full-time proselytizer, he organized the first all-black air show in southern California for Labor Day 1931. Powell was encouraged by the results and sought to build on that success. As aviation writer Phil Scott related in AOPA Pilot, Powell scheduled another air show for December 6 and endeavored to boost attendance by fielding an air-demonstration team comprising five black pilots.

The team, called the Five Blackbirds, flew different light aircraft of varied paint schemes. One of the pilots was a woman, Marie Dickerson Coker. The Five Blackbirds performed to boisterous approval from the audience of forty thousand and to rave reviews in the black press, but funds simply dried up. Powell’s formidable plan for a hundred-city national tour was shelved, and the Five Blackbirds faded into a historical footnote.

In 1934, when Powell came out with his book, titled Black Wings, those who knew him could easily see that it was a thinly veiled autobiographical account of his own introduction to flight. More important, it served as a manifesto calling for blacks to enter careers in aviation or, as he phrased it, “to fill the air with black wings.” By carrying forward and refining Bessie’s message and putting it into printed form, Powell’s book represented a milepost in the espousal of aviation for African Americans.

The book made clear that Powell saw flight as possessing the intrinsic power to liberate those who engage in it. He asserted that for blacks to get into the sky they had to be bold in both thought and deed. He predicted that black involvement in aviation could produce “one million jobs for Negroes.” His outlook was encapsulated in this statement: “Negroes will never ride as free men and women below the Mason and Dixon Line . . . until they ride in airplanes owned and operated by Negroes.”

Despite Powell’s unstinting optimism, the Depression was in full swing, and nothing he did, including publishing a newsletter and offering classes, attracted the financial support he needed to actualize his objectives. In the late 1930s, heavyweight boxing champion Joe Louis visited Powell’s modest aviation workshop in Los Angeles, but even the endorsement of such a celebrity made little difference given the extent of economic hardship.

By 1942, Powell was in failing health from complications of a poison gas attack he had suffered in World War I. He died that year, only forty-three years old. Like Moses, he did not reach the Promised Land, but he got to glimpse some of his adherents crossing into a more hopeful sphere, as barely a year before his death the long-intransigent War Department finally opened the Army’s flight training to blacks.

Meanwhile, back in Chicago, the strongest advocate of Bessie’s vision in the 1930s was pilot and mechanic Cornelius R. Coffey. Bright and industrious, Coffey graduated from the first all-black class at the city’s Curtiss-Wright Aeronautical School, a trade school noted for its instruction in aircraft maintenance, which before 1931 had excluded blacks. As a measure of his raw smarts and mechanical aptitude, he ranked at the top of his class.

The early 1930s brought an existential threat to black aviation in Chicago, when the one airport in the area that had allowed flying privileges to blacks permanently shut its doors. In 1933 Coffey and his friend John C. Robinson, who had graduated second in Coffey’s class at the Curtiss-Wright school, led the fledgling Challenger Air Pilots Association in the purchase of land for an airport in Robbins Township, southwest of the city.

But their hopes were dashed when, within a year, a severe storm with fierce winds tore through the property, collapsing the hangar and wrecking the light planes based there. It was a devastating setback. Yet, according to information reported by Air & Space/Smithsonian contributor Giles Lambertson, in the wake of their despair, the group’s members were given a new home on the south end of Harlem Airport, a few miles to the north of Robbins at Eighty-Seventh Street and Harlem Avenue in Oak Lawn, thanks to the airport’s enlightened operator. Coffey, who had led the first flower drop over Bessie’s grave, opened his own flight school at the new location. He had never met Bessie, but his school represented the fruition of her dream.

It was only logical that Chauncey Spencer, seeking to realize his long-repressed dream of flight, should journey to Chicago to get his start. In 1934, at twenty-eight years of age, thinking that “time had perhaps passed me by,” it was a now-or-never moment for the Lynchburg native. He had been a truck driver, social worker, and manager of the Harrison Theater back in his Virginia hometown, jobs of no particular interest to him except insofar as they supported his marriage, which had now soured.

Oscar S. De Priest, Chicago’s black congressman and a Spencer family friend, was proud that the city’s blacks had begun to build a presence in aviation. Many of those involved lived within his South Side district. He personally counseled Chauncey to come to the city to learn to fly.

In Chicago Chauncey was stewarded by Earl W. Renfroe, a local dentist and budding flyer in the black community. Renfroe introduced Chauncey to the Coffey Flying School, where his flight training commenced. Also through Renfroe, Chauncey struck up a friendship with Dale White, a black mechanic and pilot who had been certificated four years earlier.

Like many aspiring aviators, Chauncey had a hard time making ends meet. To supplement a stipend from his father, he got a job washing dishes at a restaurant in downtown Chicago. Later he would write that he “was willing to eat the cheap meals” because the sacrifice enabled him “to get off the ground.”

While a student pilot, Chauncey became an exhibition parachutist. The sideline represented an extra source of income, but more than that, the free falls exhilarated him. Not since his childhood escapades sliding down hills headlong in a makeshift airplane had he experienced such visceral thrills.

He continued public skydiving after he obtained his pilot’s license; it was a way to spread the word to fellow African Americans about the personal gratification that could be theirs. Photos from 1938 and 1939 show Chauncey attired in full aeronautical regalia and beaming, surrounded by admirers at Harlem Airport and clearly in his element. One of the black air shows in which he performed as a jumper had an estimated twenty-five thousand spectators.

It occurred to members of the black flying group that a publicized flight to targeted cities would bring the talents of African American pilots to the attention of a much larger audience. Newspaperman Enoch Waters, in keeping with the ideals of the Chicago Defender’s founder Robert Sengstacke Abbott, suggested that the flight should culminate in the nation’s capital with an overt plea for a nondiscriminatory future in aviation. The obvious choices to make the proposed flight were Dale White and Chauncey Spencer.

Dale, with his accumulated flight experience and an ever-serious Rock of Gibraltar steadiness, was a natural for the project. Chauncey’s irrepressible charm and good looks—some in the NAAA compared him to film idol Clark Gable—would make him the perfect companion. One would be the solemn operator of the machine, the captain of the ship, while the other would be the affable schmoozer between hops.

Though opposites in style and demeanor, both men were indispensable to the flight. Each contributed his skill set. Dale was the more seasoned pilot, the one who could get through any contingency in the air, while Chauncey, serving as navigator and public relations coordinator, was the supreme communicator, able to disarm anyone with his broad smile and winning personality. In time Dale came to resent being the foil for his more gregarious partner. But much later, after both had had distinguished careers as civilian employees at Wright-Patterson Air Force Base in Ohio, they resolved their simmering post-flight rivalry.
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The Lincoln-Page joggled along at a respectable eighty-five miles per hour, its five-cylinder Kinner radial engine clanking out its trademark “ka-put-ta-ta.” From Chicago, the two flyers needed first to round the drooping coast of Lake Michigan, with the smokestacks at Gary billowing to one side and the greening expanse of spring’s recrudescent cropland to the other. Flying low in the open air, silk scarves flapping in the slipstream, the pilots could whiff a fortifying mix of fragrances rising into the air.

The pastures of the Midwest opened up beneath them, with their simple gridwork of north-south and east-west section lines. Conveniently for navigation, there were also the great railways connecting the nation’s centers of commerce, punctuated by little whistle-stops with names like Walkerton, Nappanee, Cromwell, Kimmell, Albion, and Avilla—each of them a dot to be noted or perhaps checked off the chart to confirm the integrity of the navigational plot, for the aircraft had only the most rudimentary instrumentation.

But the Chicago-to-Washington flight never really went according to plan. Dale had to set the plane down in Avilla, a tiny hamlet in northeast Indiana, to fix leaking fuel lines. The pilots had traveled a mere 150 miles in what was planned as a trip of more than ten times that distance. The unexpected stop lasted six hours. Because of the loss of fuel, once the intrepid travelers were airborne again they had to go “off course to get gas,” as Dale jotted in his logbook. The duo landed on a dirt road in Fort Wayne, Indiana, hand-pumped gas into the upper wing’s fuel tank, and resumed the adventure.

But no sooner had they crossed the state line into Ohio than trouble struck again. This time the engine’s crankshaft broke, causing the plane to buck violently. Dale had to draw on his every resource as a pilot to get the Lincoln-Page down in one piece.

The plane’s ordinarily gentle handling characteristics and control responsiveness, owing to its long moment arms and aileron connector struts, were welcome attributes. Dale picked out a farm pasture within gliding distance as the Lincoln-Page gradually sank closer to the ground. He held it steady in the descent, touched down, and rolled out until, according to Chauncey, the plane “finally rested within a hundred yards of the farmer’s barn.”

The plane was a relic, having been designed in 1929, a decade earlier. It had no brakes and instead of a tailwheel only a spring-leaf tailskid, which drastically limited ground steering. Both men eased themselves out of their respective cockpits with a huge sense of relief that they had dodged the worst possible consequences of their latest mechanical mishap. Except for the engine, their ship remained intact and viable as a flying machine.

Not sure how they would be received by the owner of the farm where they had just landed, the men were further relieved when Edward Miller, in plaid shirt and coveralls, overcame his initial shock upon surveying the scene and welcomed them, saying, “We’re glad you’re okay.” Miller, a descendant of German immigrants, drove the black airmen to a tavern for a meal and arranged for their lodging in a rented room on the second floor.

As word spread about the two goggled visitors who had literally dropped from the sky, Chauncey would write, “most of the townspeople came to the cornfield to see us and our plane.” The black pilots were such a novelty in the little village of Sherwood, Ohio, that they became instant celebrities. For the two days it took the NAAA to raise the fifty-four dollars for the parts to repair the engine and to dispatch Cornelius Coffey to make the repair, Chauncey and Dale feasted with the Millers and their neighbors.

By the time Coffey drove onto the property, a small army of villagers was there to help. Meanwhile, Miller’s wife made fried egg sandwiches for the men. A couple of the Miller children became so attached to Chauncey and Dale during their short stay in Sherwood that when it came time for them to leave, the kids wrapped string around the Lincoln-Page and tied it to the granary, hoping that it would secure the plane in place.

The pilots gave one of Miller’s daughters a plane ride in their rented biplane, but the weather precluded their taking up the other daughter, twelve-year-old Ann. Sixty-four years later, in a poignant interview by Michael Laris in the Washington Post, Ann described her interaction with the air travelers who unexpectedly came into her life. “The experience with Chauncey is the most wondrous thing that happened to me in my whole life. It gives you a good heart.”

Three days after falling into the friendly fields of Sherwood, Chauncey and Dale were back on their Goodwill Flight, the slender fuselage of the Lincoln-Page cruising eastward again over the next town which, by some quirk of fate, was called Defiance. About the residents of Sherwood and their generosity, Chauncey wrote, “They were a gracious group of people who paid all our expenses while we were there.”

One can only wonder if the men would have made their ultimate destination without the kindness of the strangers they had encountered by happenstance along their route when dire peril risked ending the whole flight—and how their absence from the halls of Congress might have delayed the entry of blacks into the Army Air Corps and aviation generally. The unforeseen pocket of understanding and tolerance at the flyers’ most pressing time of need bolstered their spirits. If such goodness could be found at the country’s core, there was hope that it might be reflected in the country’s capital.

Not all their stops were so accommodating. At Morgantown, West Virginia, they were denied overnight parking. Forced not down but up and away into the impending darkness at sunset, they barely managed to find their way over the foreboding Alleghenies to Pittsburgh in the pitch black of night by following the lights of a Pennsylvania Central Airlines 247D passenger transport that just happened to be passing through the same airspace heading into the city’s airport. On May 14, after several more stops, they finally arrived at Hoover Field on the banks of the Potomac.

In Washington the flyers were shepherded by the goateed Edgar G. “the Goat” Brown, the strong-willed founder of the United Government Employees Union and a noted advocate for civil rights. Up and down the halls of Congress, Brown opened doors for Chauncey and Dale. They met members of the Illinois congressional delegation, including the baritone-voiced Everett McKinley Dirksen, then a representative from Chicago and later the state’s senior senator, who as leader of the chamber’s Republican minority in the 1960s would throw his weight behind the era’s historic civil rights legislation.

Chauncey did not take to Dirksen or Illinois’s other politicos. He saw them as “interested in themselves,” more concerned with photo ops geared to chalk up points with black constituents back home than with listening to him and his partner after they had surmounted incredible difficulties getting to Washington to make their case. In the words of the Washington Post’s Michael Laris, it was “a letdown.” But in retrospect, Chauncey acknowledged that Dirksen deserved credit for introducing the nondiscrimination amendment to the House’s civil aeronautics bill, a key measure that opened the Civilian Pilot Training Program to blacks.

With Chauncey feeling downcast, Brown knew the answer was to keep moving, so he ushered the flyers in the direction of the basement. From that point, a couple different accounts have been told about how things unfolded. According to one version, the three men were making their way down the staircase when a senator who was coming up extended a greeting to Brown. In the other version, the three men rode one of the underground electric trains that connect congressional offices with the Capitol; as they were exiting their car the senator in question could be seen walking towards them, and Brown reached out to him.

In either version of the chance meeting, the story thereafter plays out the same way. Brown introduced his associates to the senator, a little-known Missourian by the name of Harry S. Truman. Brown is reported to have told Truman that the two black flyers he was escorting wanted to get into the Army Air Corps. Truman was engaged and inquisitive.

Truman—being from the “Show-Me” state—wanted to see the plane that the two had flown to Washington. So that afternoon he met with the Goodwill Flyers at the airport. Chauncey invited Truman to go up for a ride, but he declined. Instead, he climbed up on the wing, peered into the cockpits, and then peppered his guides with one question after another about Old Faithful: its fuel capacity, rental cost, insurance.

In Chauncey’s eyes, Truman was refreshingly genuine. He showed an interest without any photographer around to record the scene for publicity purposes and spent considerable time with a couple of guys who weren’t even voters in his state. The plainspoken fellow could be gruff, but this only proved his authenticity.


[image: Image]
Chauncey Spencer with his sister, Alroy Spencer Rivers, beside Old Faithful, the Lincoln-Page biplane, at Floyd Bennett Field in Brooklyn during a stop on the Goodwill Flight with Dale White from Chicago to Washington in May 1939. Note the names of the flight’s sponsoring organizations, the National Airmen Association of America and the Chicago Defender newspaper, emblazoned on the rented aircraft’s fuselage. Despite living in the adjoining borough of Queens, Harry would not know of the historic flight and its impact on opening up flying opportunities for blacks until years later. National Air and Space Museum



The visit ended when the senator who would become known as “Give ‘Em Hell Harry” brusquely declared, “If you have the guts to fly this thing to Washington, I have enough guts to back you up.” The story became legend within the black community. Chauncey relished telling it countless times until he died in 2002 at age ninety-six. There were other events and considerations that had more to do with ending the prohibitions on blacks in military flying units, but Chauncey summed up his feelings about the flight in his autobiography: “By working within the legal structure, we had effected a change that would, ultimately, make a difference for all Americans. A new era in American history had begun, and we were jubilant.”

[image: Image]

Like Queen Bess, the Goodwill Flyers spread the gospel of aviation at every stop on their flight. One of those stops, the day before they landed in Washington, was New York City. They had originally been scheduled to arrive at Flushing Airport in Queens to be near the World’s Fair, but flooding at the airport forced them to divert to Floyd Bennett Field in southeast Brooklyn.

Chauncey was no stranger to New York. He had lived there for a short while in the 1920s, even acting part-time at the Lafayette Theater in Harlem. Back then his older sister Alroy was a student at Hunter College. She had subsequently settled in the city, and when her brother arrived by air amid much hoopla she went to meet him.

As had been planned at the flight’s outset, Chauncey and Dale would be whisked through a series of appearances and interviews to maximize their limited time in New York. They were greeted in the morning by the wife of tap dancer and honorary Harlem mayor Bill “Bojangles” Robinson. Soon they were off to the Mimo Club in Harlem for a grand soiree celebrating Joe Louis’s twenty-fifth birthday to the harmonious strains of Duke Ellington and his band. Later came more jazz music and Lindy Hop dancing at the Savoy Ballroom on Harlem’s main drag, Lenox Avenue.

The black newspapers ran photographs of the Goodwill Flyers and the celebrities they met during their layover in New York, using news of their flight’s progress to dramatize the desire of African American men to be pilots in the Army Air Corps. In pointed language, one of the newspapers opined, “the military leaders of the United States ignore the intrepid black men who would serve their country in the air.” References were made to expatriate Eugene Jacques Bullard, who had joined the French Aeronautique Militaire during World War I; Jimmie Peck, who flew for the Loyalist side in the Spanish Civil War; and Chicago’s own John Robinson, who advised Ethiopian emperor Haile Selassie on the formation of an air force as the army of Italian dictator Benito Mussolini threatened the African nation’s independence. It was a powerful message, but at the time only a narrow sliver of the population was on the receiving end.

In a working-class neighborhood of Queens, one borough removed from where Old Faithful had landed, an African American teenager who was completely unaware of the Goodwill Flyers had independently developed a burning passion for flight and begun to fantasize about flying the U.S. Army’s frontline combat planes. Harry T. Stewart Jr. had heard nothing of the Spencer-White flight despite his proximity to it. Because the Stewart family lived in an integrated neighborhood and had neither a subscription to a black newspaper nor membership in an activist black church, young Harry might as well have been a world away when the Lincoln-Page came to New York and its two pilots spent the day doing up the town.

It would be a while before Harry became aware of the Chicago pilots’ journey and its significance for him and other blacks infused with the dream of flight. One day Harry would meet an aged Chauncey Spencer and thank him for helping to pry open the gateway to the skies. But that was many years in the future.

Meanwhile, Harry would face his own challenges rising up into this alluring and still barely accessible domain. He did not know it yet, but he and others would together take the proverbial baton from Chauncey and Dale to ride the wind in battles to come and, in a manner that would make his aerial antecedents proud, unblock the gateway several notches more.

With the glamorous parts of their extraordinary eleven-day adventure behind the Goodwill Flyers as they thrummed their way back towards their Chicago home, they purposely angled off the straight-line course of their flight between Lima and Fort Wayne. Dale recorded the reason for the course deviation in the “Remarks” column of his logbook: “Via Sherwood O. to salute the Millers.”
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