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Holmes whipped out his .45 pistol and thrust the muzzle against his driver’s temple. Sergeant Stevens wasn’t the only tough, nasty maverick in Able Company.

“I’ll blow your gawd damned brains out,” Holmes snarled. “When I tell you to kill somebody, you kill him. Turn this gawd damned tank around and keep the main gun on the haystack. God, damn you, go!”

That settled the issue. Simmons charged the haystack like a monstrous knight. Sergeant Holmes took over the bow machine gun and chattered deadly streams of tracers into the hay.

Two unnerved Jerries in gray-green battle dress flew out of the hay with their arms stretched above their heads, shouting frantically in German and broken English: “Kameraden! Kameraden! No shoot! No shoot!”

Simmons stopped the tank directly in front of them. The steel monster crouched there, rumbling in a deep growl, with its main gun pointed directly at the Krauts’ chests. Holmes cracked the turret hatch. These guys didn’t look so fucking bad; one of them was no more than a kid.

“Kameraden! Kameraden!”

“Yeah, great,” Holmes said. “Okay, you Kraut bastards, drop your gear. Understand? Drop everything.”
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THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED TO “PATTON’S PANTHERS,” THOSE STILL LIVING AND THOSE HONORABLY DEAD.



—GENERAL GEORGE S. PATTON, JR.

A colored soldier cannot think fast enough to fight in armor.







Author’s Note


The purpose of this book is not solely to record a history of the all-black 761st Tank Battalion of World War II, the “Black Panthers,” although I trust it will contribute in at least some minor way to a better understanding of the role black Americans played in the war. More important, what I hope to accomplish is to capture the essence of what it meant to these black men to be recognized and accepted as part of an American effort. It is not a book about race and racism—there are enough of those—although these topics must, of course, be addressed. It is, instead, a book about soldiers and uncommon valor in combat. Valor has no skin color.

The task proved to be a daunting one. To begin with, during particular periods of time in the United States, the achievements of black people were either officially ignored or downplayed. That means documentary trails tend to be faint or nonexistent. Also, with the passage of nearly sixty years, the memories of those who participated in such events have grown dim, recalled only episodically and incompletely. Time has a tendency to erode memory in some areas and selectively enhance it in others. I understand that. I served twenty-nine years in the military myself, combat time included. What I remember, and it was more recently than World War II, is merely highlights and snatches of events. I have long lost many of the details.

Therefore, in reconstructing the story of the 761st, I have had to rely on numerous sources to fill in gaps left by memory and official record. Also, using my own knowledge and experience with war and with men at war, I have had to improvise and to necessarily recreate scenes and dialogue in certain instances. Few of us can remember word for word conversations that occurred last year, much less sixty years ago. Where recreation occurs, I strive to match personalities with the situation and the action while maintaining factual content. The recounting of some events may not correspond precisely with the memories of all involved. In addition, all data have been filtered through the author. I must therefore apologize to anyone omitted, neglected, or somehow slighted in the preparation of this book. To those of the 761st not named, I extend a particular apology. I do not intend to diminish your accomplishments or war records. It is simply that there are too many of you—more than one thousand, counting replacements—to list in a book. It would require a book of its own merely to name you individually and recount your exploits. I must therefore take complete responsibility for errors and omissions and ask to be forgiven for them.

The core of this book is built around interviews with surviving Black Panthers, gracious and kind men like Johnnie Stevens, Johnny Holmes, Bill Latimer, E. G. McConnell, William McBurney, John McNeil, Floyd Dade, Kenneth Hamm, and George Blake. Taffy Bates, the lovely widow of the commander of the 761st, Lieutenant Colonel Paul Bates, was gracious enough to give freely of her time not only to help me understand Colonel Bates’s role in building the battalion but also to provide one of the warmest love stories to come out of the war. I would like to thank all these fine people who participated in reliving experiences, filling in the gaps of history, and sharing with me much of the drama that appears in these pages. Their help in the monumental task of researching and writing this book made a difficult project an enjoyable experience.

A variety of other sources also contributed in the building of this book: official U.S. military documents and After Action Reports; diaries; newspapers, books, and other published accounts; interviews with witnesses other than members of the battalion, and other authorities. I wish to thank all these sources for helping make this book possible.

I wish to particularly thank Joe Wilson, Jr., for his patience and time in directing me into this project, answering my questions along the way, and assisting in more ways than I can name. His friendship is something I have come to value.

Other particular thanks go to editor Kevin Smith at Pocket Books. It was he who clipped a newspaper article about a 761st reunion and encouraged me to begin this rewarding project. Also thanks to my longtime literary agent and friend, Ethan Ellenberg, who has guided and directed my writing career for some twenty years.

I would also like to express my gratitude to the following authors and published works, from which I drew in writing this book: The 761st “Black Panther” Battalion in World War II, by Joe Wilson, Jr. (McFarland & Co., Inc., North Carolina and London, 1999); The 761st Tank Battalion, by Kathryn Browne Pfeifer (Twenty-First Century Books, New York, 1994); The Invisible Soldier, compiled and edited by Mary Penick Motley (Wayne State University Press, Detroit, 1975); The Deadly Brotherhood: The American Combat Soldier in World War II, by John C. McManus (Ballantine Books, New York, 1998); Death Traps: The Survival of an American Armored Division in World War II, by Belton Y. Cooper (Ballantine Books, New York, 1998); The Holocaust, by Martin Gilbert (Henry Holt & Co., New York, 1985); Come Out Fighting, by Trezzvant W. Anderson (Advocate Press, Connecticut, 1979); Tank, by Patrick Wright (Penguin Books, New York, 2003); The Second World War, by Martin Gilbert (Henry Holt & Co., New York, 1989); The Bedford Boys, by Alex Kershaw (DaCapo Press, Massachusetts, 2003); Patton’s Third Army, by Charles W. Province (Hippocrene Books, New York, 1992); The World at War 1939-45, by Reader’s Digest (Reader’s Digest, New York, 1998); Across the Rhine, by Franklin M. Davis, Jr. (Time-Life Books, Chicago, 1980); Liberation, by Martin Blumenson (Time-Life Books, Chicago, 1978); Total War, by Peter Calvocoressi and Guy Wint (Pantheon Books, New York, 1972); The Battle of the Bulge, by Hugh Cole (Konecky & Konecky, Connecticut, 2003); The Battle of the Bulge 1944: Hitler’s Last Hope, by Robin Cross (Case-mate, Pennsylvania, 2002); My Three Years with Eisenhower, by Captain Harry G. Butcher (Simon & Schuster, New York, 1946); Steel Victory, by Harry Yeide (Ballantine, New York, 2003); “Down on Wall Street: Road Was Place to Go for Blacks in 1940s,” Killeen Daily Herald, April 7, 2003; “The Maginot Line,” Smithsonian, November 28, 2003; “I Saw the Walking Dead: A Black Sergeant Remembers Buchenwald,” by Leon Bass÷Pam Sporn, historymatters.gmu.edu, February 14, 2003; “Witness Who Won’t Stay Silent,” by Sue Fishkoff, The Jerusalem Post, February 3, 1998; numerous articles from The Associated Negro Press by Trezzvant Anderson; “Tanker Lets No One Down in Bloody Fight,” by S. H. Kelly, ArmyLINK News, December 24, 2002; “The Army Nurse Corps in World War II,” odedodea.edu÷k, December 6, 2003; “Last Hero—Ruben Rivers,” by Ann McDonald, Tecumseh Countywide News, October 5, 2002; “Allies Closing Rhine Ring,” Stars and Stripes, November 27, 1944; “Trezzvant W. Anderson Papers 1932-1963,” Robert W. Woodruff Library; “A Silver Star Comes Home,” by Dorothy Wilhelm, SeniorGlobe Media, Inc., February 14, 2003; “A Real American Hero,” by Michael T. Lyle, Jr., City News, June 18-24, 2003; “The Men That Served with Distinction: The 761st Tank Battalion” by Craig A. Trice (U.S. School of Advanced Military Studies, 1997).

Finally, I would like to thank dozens of other people—military contacts, librarians, historians, retired military men, and others too numerous to list but whose assistance is gratefully acknowledged. Special thanks go to Dr. William J. Gregor, Professor of Social Sciences; William D. Smith, 761st tanker; Professor William M. Fishetti, Western Historical Manuscript Collection, University of Missouri�St. Louis; U.S. Army Center of Military History, Washington, D.C.; Robert W. Woodruff Library, Atlanta, Georgia; U.S. School of Advanced Military Studies, Ft. Leavenworth, Kansas; Gary L. Johnson, U.S. Army Heritage and Education Center.

Finally, an extra special thanks to my wife, Donna Sue, who has suffered my writing of books through the years.

Actual names are used throughout except in those rare instances where names were lost due to either imperfect memory or lack of documentation, where privacy was requested, or where public identification would serve no useful purpose and might cause embarrassment. I have almost certainly assigned the wrong ranks to men here and there and may even have placed them in the wrong companies and platoons. Such errors are understandable considering the passage of time and the numbers of men involved. Nonetheless, I ask to be forgiven.

While I am certain to have also made interpretational mistakes and other errors in a work of this scope, I am just as certain that the content of this book is accurate to the spirit and reality of all the brave men who participated in the events described.

—CHARLES W. SASSER
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—PRESIDENT FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT

We are now in this war. We are in it all the way. Every single man, woman and child is a partner in the most tremendous undertaking of our American history. We must share together the bad news, the good news, the defeats, the victories, the changing fortunes of war.

A cold January rain drizzled onto the rolling red-dust hills of central Oklahoma the day Ruben Rivers walked to war. He had to walk to Tecumseh to catch the bus that would take him to join the army, because no vehicle could get down the road when it rained, not unless it was pulled by mules or horses. He seemed reluctant to take each step. He stopped and looked back down the muddy road that led past the ramshackle farmhouse behind the rusty barbed wire.

There were those in the little Negro community of Holtuka who insisted this was a white man’s war and that Negroes didn’t belong in it. The only reason Negroes were invited was so they could cook for the white man and clean up after him while he did the fighting. Ruben didn’t see it that way. This was his country, too. Hadn’t the Japs attacked Pearl Harbor? Ruben and the two other older boys in the large Rivers family, Robert and Dewey, had talked of little else but the war since the sneak attack five weeks ago. Ruben was the first of them to make up his mind to go.

He stood in the churned mud of the road looking back at the house. A gawky farm kid in faded overalls, brogans, and a raggedy old winter coat, seemingly stuck in a stage of growth that was neither boy nor fully man. Rainwater beaded on a smooth honey-brown face that showed traces, perhaps, of both slaves and slave owners. The jaw was strong and well defined, the eyes dark and so straight-staring they averted under no man’s gaze. A lean young man going to war like millions of others from Los Angeles to Washington, D.C.

Little sister Anese stood alone on the front porch waving through the drizzle. A brown little girl wearing a faded feed-sack dress Mama had sewn for her. Tears and rain in her eyes. Waving and waving. The others were out at the barn tending livestock or still inside because they couldn’t stand the further heartbreak of actually watching Ruben leave home.

Ruben waved a last time at his baby sister. He then turned abruptly, batted his eyes, lowered his head into the cold rain, and resolutely trudged in the direction of Tecumseh. He would have to walk the whole distance. He never looked back again. He remembered hearing somewhere that the road away from home led in only one direction. Once you left home you could never go back again.

E. G. McConnell was sixteen years old when Moms went with him to the recruiting station in New York and lied about his age so he could enlist in the army. Moms went talking back to the recruiting sergeant, wagging her finger in his face and scolding, “Take care of my boy now, ya hear?”

“Yes, ma’am, we sure will do that.”

The skinny kid with the wide boyish grin ducked his head in embarrassment. His brown face flushed even darker when Moms grabbed him and hugged him to her ample bosom, cried some more, and made sure he had his prayer book. Then she left him with the recruiter, her admonishment to “Take care of my boy” still hanging in the air.

E.G. was one green recruit, his first time away from home. Like most draftees or volunteers, he had little knowledge or understanding of the political and military machines that formed the war’s “Big Picture.” His only concern was with the narrow picture that affected him personally.

He traveled by rail from Camp Upton, New York, to Fort Knox, Kentucky, where he would attend basic training in the armored specialty. He understood that to mean tanks; Negroes had never been allowed to drive tanks before because they were not supposed to be smart enough.

The troop train swayed and rattled on its narrow steel tracks. It was stifling hot inside at times, what with all the black soldier recruits crammed into the cars talking and laughing and shouting and playing cards. Everyone seemed in high spirits, off to some great adventure. Soot and ashes from the steam engine blew in through the open windows. Sometimes a live ember sent men stomping and shouting and hooting with laughter as they frantically brushed it off their clothing and chased it down before it caused further chaos.

E.G. became acquainted with a tall, dark, sour man from Detroit. “Man, you see how they put all us niggers in cars right behind the engine?” he asked.

“What you saying?” E.G. wanted to know, puzzled.

“The white boys’ cars is back at the end of the train where they don’t get ashes and stuff from the engine.” He laughed bitterly. “The only time we ever go to the front of the line is when the white boys don’t want to be there. It’s gonna be the same thing when we go to the war. We only going to the front line when they don’t want to be there.”

E.G. had never realized before that there was so much country to the United States and that so much of it was mountains and forests. The heavily loaded train slowed as it climbed the northern Kentucky hills on its last leg to Fort Knox. Sergeants came through the cars.

“Pull down all the window shades,” they ordered.

“What fo’?” the dark dude from Detroit asked.

“Do as you’re told.”

It got dank and silent in the cars. Was the train being attacked or what? Curious but not about to defy orders and mess with the shades, E.G. stepped out onto the platform between cars to see what was going on. The train had reduced speed as it always did to pass through one of those little rural towns that dotted the countryside. E.G. saw a paved main street lined by mom-and-pop stores, a few parked Ford pickups, some mule teams and wagons in the back alley. Nothing unusual.

Then, with a start, he realized the purpose for pulling the shades. White men and grown boys lined the track, standing almost shoulder to shoulder, each one armed with a squirrel rifle or shotgun. They glared at the train as it clack-clacked through town, as though daring it to stop or to lift a shade to reveal a black face. Rumors went around that several previous troop trains carrying Negroes had been fired upon.

The dude from Detroit laughed. “Yeah, and here we goes to fight fo’ these crackers and the whole United States.”

Fresh out of tanker training at Fort Knox, Eddie Donald was not overly surprised to find “white” and “colored” drinking fountains and latrines when he arrived at Camp Claiborne southwest of Alexandria, Louisiana. This was the Deep South. Claiborne was totally segregated. After all, it hadn’t really been that long ago that slavery ended. Less than eighty years ago. There were still black folks living who had been born in slavery, others who had labored as kids in the massa’s cotton fields.

White soldiers were quartered in newly painted white barracks on good ground near Headquarters, the sports arena, and the large Service Club near the front of the camp. Black soldiers were in the lowlands next to the swamp at the back of the camp. They weren’t allowed in the white areas, except to walk on through. That was fair enough, Donald thought wryly. After all, white soldiers weren’t allowed in the black swamp either.

The tall, lanky black man shook his head, shouldered the barracks bag that contained his issued and personal items, and walked straightaway along the streets until black faces replaced white faces. The appearance of the camp changed drastically. Tents and one-story barracks lined the road, many of them old and sorely in need of repair and painting. They were miserable-looking quarters in comparison to those inhabited by white soldiers. Twelve bunks were lined up in each bay, enough for a squad. There was a coal-heating stove at each end. In the summer the windows were screened and mosquito nets installed.

Donald dropped his bag at his feet and looked up and down the road. Some Negroes were sitting on a barracks stoop talking trash and horsing around with guys on the stoops opposite them. Somewhere in the distance troops were being marched to the rhythm of a Jody call.

“You a new meat for the 758th Tank Battalion?” someone called out.

“I am that.”

“Welcome home, boy. Let me show you where you bunking.”

Donald sighed, slapped at a mosquito buzzing around his ears, and picked up his bag.

Corporal Leonard “Chico” Holland from Detroit drove freshly arrived Lieutenant David J. Williams from Camp Claiborne headquarters to the Negro section of the camp that quartered the all-black 758th. Lieutenant Williams, like all commanders from company level up, was a white man. About six feet tall, athletic-looking, early twenties, short, dark, wavy hair and even darker eyes. He sat on the passenger’s side of the open quarter-ton Jeep, eagerly looking forward to his first command assignment.

Chico drove past the nice neat white barracks and officers’ quarters on the hill, past the busy PX and the sports complex.

“Where are we going?” the lieutenant asked his driver, looking around and frowning.

“Lieutenant, you’ll see,” Chico said mysteriously, a half-grin on his face.

The Jeep slowed where the crest of the hill sloped off into lowlands that had once been a swamp. Williams stared, not immediately comprehending. Weather-beaten tents and raw one-story barracks presented a lithograph of a Civil War bivouac area. He had expected more.

“Officers are in the tents at the top of the row,” Chico said. He seemed amused at the stunned expression on the green young officer’s face.

The next morning, Lieutenant Williams went back up the hill to report in to the white commander of the 758th Tank Battalion. He saluted crisply. Captain Barnes looked him over with a disapproving eye and told him to sit down on the hard chair in front of his desk. From a folder he extracted a newspaper clipping from the front page of the Pittsburgh Courier. He shoved it across the desk. Williams recognized his own photo in uniform above the headline “Pittsburgh Industrialist’s Son and Politician Goes with Race Troops.”

“It looks like your daddy has money and influence,” Barnes said with a dismissive flip of the hand. “Is that why you’re here? Your old man put you in a safe place away from the war?”

“Sir, if you’ve looked at my file you’ll see I was drafted as a private in January 1941, then attended Officers Candidate School after Pearl Harbor. I volunteered to come here. It had nothing to do with my father or his money.”

“Humpf,” Captain Barnes said, as though he didn’t believe it. “Be that as it may, you’ve ended up in a safe place to ride out the war. These negras aren’t ever going to fight. We’re just marking time down here in these swamps until the war is over.”

Lieutenant Williams didn’t know what to say. He sat with his hands clasped between his knees.

“You’re down here with Eleanor Roosevelt’s niggers, Lieutenant,” Captain Barnes continued. “These people are different and you’ve got to handle them different. You’re from up east and you don’t understand that yet. Boy, I’m going to teach you about negras.”

Williams stared mutely at his commander, who seemed to expect some sort of reply. A light knock on the door saved him. A handsome black sergeant entered on Barnes’s permission. Williams stood up.

“Turley,” Barnes said to the sergeant, “I want you to meet our new second lieutenant from up east. From that uppity college, Yale University. Lieutenant Williams, Turley is one of our company first sergeants.”

Williams shook hands. Immediately, Barnes sprang to his feet, his face reddening as if he were about to have a stroke. A thick finger jabbed toward the door.

“Turley, get out of here.”

As soon as the first sergeant was gone, Barnes leaned heavily across the top of his desk, his voice low and menacing.

“Boy, don’t ever do that again.”

“Sir?”

“Shake hands with no negra. Don’t ever put yourself on the same level with a nigger.”

The venom in Barnes’s voice stunned Williams. “Sir, with all due respect, first sergeants run the army. They deserve respect.”

“You don’t know nothing, Lieutenant. You’ve been up in that uppity college and the only negras you see up there are sheltered. Dismissed, Lieutenant. Get out of here.”

Two weeks later, Captain Barnes summoned Williams to his office.

“We’re getting a new negra tank battalion, the 761st,” he said. “I’m getting rid of you. You have done ruined my best first sergeant.”

On April Fool’s Day 1942, the all-Negro 761st Tank Battalion was activated at Camp Claiborne, Louisiana. Captain Williams and First Sergeant Sam Turley were both kicked out of the 758th and reassigned to the 761st. Charlie Company’s commanding officer, Captain Charles Wingo, took the boot lieutenant aside. Wingo was a soft-looking officer with a pale face.

“You are going to learn, Lieutenant,” he said, “that you have got to have a mean coon to keep these boys in line.”
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—ELEANOR ROOSEVELT

A wind is rising throughout the world of free men everywhere, and they will not be kept in bondage.

Assumptions about the inferiority of black soldiers as combat troops dominated military thinking and supported a policy of segregating blacks into support and service units to provide cooks, stevedores, truck drivers, orderlies, and other noncombat personnel. Only five black commissioned officers served in the army in 1940; three of them were chaplains.

Such thinking had developed through a long history. General John J. Pershing penned a secret communiqué outlining how black troops should be treated in France during World War I: “We may be courteous and amicable … but we cannot deal with them on the same plane as white American officers without deeply wounding the latter. We must not eat with them, must not shake hands with them, seek to talk to them, or to meet with them outside the requirements of military service.”

Colonel James A. Moss, commander of the 367th Infantry Regiment, 92nd Division, held a poor opinion of black soldiers.

“As fighting troops, the Negro must be rated as second-class material, this primarily [due] to his inferior intelligence and lack of mental and moral qualities.”

“In a future war,” said Colonel Perry L. Miles before World War II, “the main use of the Negro should be in labor organizations.”

Even Colonel George S. Patton, Jr., had little confidence in black soldiers. In a letter to his wife, he wrote, “A colored soldier cannot think fast enough to fight in armor.”

On the other hand, General Leslie J. McNair, chief of U.S. Army ground forces, was a main advocate of allowing blacks to serve in combat. He believed the nation could not afford to neglect such a large potential source of manpower. He, along with the black press, the NAACP, the Congress on Racial Equality, and Eleanor Roosevelt pressured the War Department and the Roosevelt administration to permit black soldiers, “Eleanor’s Niggers,” to serve on an equal footing with whites.

With war looming on the horizon, Congress passed into law the Selective Training and Service Act of 1940. It stated, “In the selection and training of men under this act, there shall be no discrimination against any person on account of race or color.”

Three months later, however, in October 1940, the White House issued a statement saying that while “the service of Negroes would be utilized on a fair and equitable basis,” segregation in the armed forces would continue. All-Negro units were to be formed, including the 5th Tank Group with its three battalions of armor—the 758th, the 761st, and the 784th.

In March 1941, ninety-eight black enlisted men reported to Fort Knox, Kentucky, for training and assignment in the first of these three activated battalions, the 758th. They trained in light tank operations, mechanics, and related phases of mechanized warfare.

Ranks swelled until a cadre and a core of enlisted men were sifted from the 758th to form the second of the three battalions, the 761st. The 761st was activated at Camp Claiborne, Louisiana, on April 1, 1942, under the command of Major Edward R. Cruise.

“Probably the most important consideration that confronts the War Department in the employment of the colored officer,” the War Department General Staff submitted in a memorandum to General Dwight D. Eisenhower, “is that of leadership qualifications. Although in certain instances, colored officers have been excellent leaders, enlisted men generally function more effectively under white officers.”
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—SERGEANT LEON BASS

When I went down to the induction center, they separated us. They sent me one way and they sent all my white friends another way, because all the armed forces were segregated.

When Major Paul Bates assumed command of the 761st Tank Battalion (light) in May 1943, he ordered a battalion dress formation in front of HQ. Rumor had already gone around that the major was a mover and a shaker, a hard-ass whose first action upon arrival at Camp Claiborne was to hang his motto on a wall above his desk: Never leave to chance anything that hard work and intelligent application can reduce to a certainty.

Tall, rangy, athletic, with wavy light brown hair and features that appeared chiseled from Michelangelo marble, Paul Bates had grown up in a small town near Los Angeles. He left California to attend Rutgers University, where he was an All-American in football. He enlisted in the army after college, was commissioned as a first lieutenant, and subsequently received his armor training under “Old Blood ’N Guts himself,” General George S. Patton, Jr.

Patton insisted on excellence, a trait the young lieutenant from Rutgers soon adopted. Every man in Patton’s division, starting with cooks and clerks and extending to staff officers, had to know how to drive every vehicle under his command, fire every weapon, operate every radio.

“As platoon leaders,” he instructed his lieutenants, “you got to treat a platoon of tanks like a piece of spaghetti. If you want to go somewhere you can’t get there by pushing it. You got to get in front and pull it. I can tell you that is one of the most unhealthy places you can be in your life.”

After Major Bates called his first dress inspection on that sultry morning in May, he put the men at ease and climbed onto the hood of a Jeep so everyone would be able to see and hear him clearly. The black men listened cautiously to this new white officer, if for no other reason than that he controlled so much in their lives. In the ranks were Ruben Rivers, E. G. McConnell, Eddie Donald, Chico Holland, Johnnie Stevens, and nearly seven hundred others, all black except for a lean cadre of eight white officers in positions as company commanders and battalion staff.

“Gentlemen,” Bates said in a firm voice that resounded across the parade ground, “I’ve always lived with the point of view that the rest of my life is the most important thing in the world. I don’t give a damn about what happened before. Let’s go from here. And if you’re gonna go from here, if you’re gonna make it, we got to do it together.”

He paused to let the words sink in. The battalion waited in silence. The men had heard this kind of bullshit before. The Japs had attacked Pearl Harbor more than a year and a half ago. President Roosevelt had rallied the nation with “Every single man, woman and child is a partner in the most tremendous undertaking of our American history. We must share together the bad news, the good news, the defeats, the victories, the changing fortunes of war.”

Right. What “changing fortunes of war” were there at Camp Claiborne, Louisiana? There was no changing anything. Most of the guys—First Sergeant Sam Turley, Corporal Howard “Big Tit” Richardson, Sergeant Johnny Holmes, a bunch of the others—had been in the swamps since before the war even started. Waiting.

“We are gonna do it,” this whitey major continued. “They say black troops can’t fight, that you won’t fight. Well, we’re proving ’em wrong. Well, you guys are not supposed to be as clean as other people. There’s a simple answer to that: Make damn sure you’re cleaner than anybody else you ever saw in your life, particularly all those white bastards out there. I want your uniforms to look better, cleaner than theirs do. I want your shoes and boots to shine better. I want you to be better. Because, gentlemen, you must get ready. This battalion is going to war!”

After that, suddenly, things started getting intense. The whitey major trained his troops like they really might be going to war. The officers under him, both white and black, soon got with the program and began busting balls.

Lieutenant Charles “Pop” Gates, tall, balding, light-skinned, a former Buffalo Soldier and, at thirty-one years old, the “old man” of the outfit, blew up at the Assault Guns Platoon he commanded. Before Bates, the battalion was accustomed to being neglected. The men went to the field to “train,” jumped out of their tanks and vehicles first thing, built fires, and sat around them talking trash and having a good time. That wasn’t going to cut it anymore. Pop Gates called his platoon together.

“Now, gentlemen,” he said in his soft but firm voice, “the first thing you do is concentrate on learning how best to use these things.” His hand swept the area to encompass the battalion’s light tanks, artillery, and mortars. “My first order of the day is: put out those damned fires and get in those tanks. When you see me working, that means you work. Any questions?”

Patton said you had to pull the spaghetti—and pull it Major Bates did. He was always out there with his black troops. He and Lieutenant Dave Williams and Lieutenant Phil Latimer and Captain Charles Wingo and the other white officers. Out there with the black officers, black NCOs, and black enlisted. Pale faces in a sea of dark faces. Humping on forced marches with full packs, fatigues salt-encrusted, wet with sweat, dusty, muddy … weather made no difference.

One mile, two miles, can’t quit … three miles, four miles, won’t quit …

“You stay alive in battle,” Major Bates called out, “because you’re better trained and tougher than the other poor sonsofbitches.”

Shoulder to shoulder on the obstacle courses, white officers and black officers and black soldiers. Training in the light Stuart tanks and on the half-tracks. Every man had to learn every other man’s position—how to drive, how to load the main gun, how to be a bow gunner, how to shoot every weapon in the arms room.

“You win because you’re good,” the major said. “And, by God, you’re gonna be good or we’ll all die on the way to being good.”

They went to the range every week to shoot .45 Colts, .50-caliber and .30-caliber machine guns. Carbines, grease guns, Thompsons. Major Bates out there with them, drawing and firing his .45 with such accuracy that the men watched in awe. “That motherfucker be Wyatt Earp.”

“The object is to kill the other bastard before he can kill you,” Bates said.

Tanks had to be kept clean and shining. The major and Battalion Sergeant Major Bob Jenkins inspected them to make sure not a speck of mud remained on the tracks.

It was training, training, training. In the swamps and in the mud and in the steamy Louisiana drizzle that made a man feel like he was out there boiling in a pot of Cajun shrimp. Bivouacking and eating rations out of cans, live-firing like in actual combat. When they returned from the field, a brief respite, the tankmen cleaned and serviced their steel war wagons before they cleaned and serviced themselves.

“Treat these tanks like they’re your best friends,” Major Bates said, “because they are.”

The major was visible. Morale improved. A new esprit de corps infected the battalion. The men held their heads higher. They affected a cocky tanker’s walk, wore their barracks caps tilted saucily over one eye, spit-shined their boots, and creased their khakis. Yet they still didn’t know what to make of the major. Most still believed all their training was flash and polish toward no end.

One afternoon during a rest break in the field, tank commander Sergeant Johnny Holmes and some of the other men were practicing throwing knives into a tree. Private Leonard Smith’s sheath knife ricocheted off the oak and flew into the grass. When he bent to retrieve it, a coiled timber rattler regarded him with its cold slitted eyes, black tongue flickering. Smitty jumped back.

“Shi-it!”

Although the tankers had been walking around the snake for the past quarter-hour, it hadn’t offered to bite. Ruben Rivers killed it with a rock. Major Bates happened to be striding past. He paused and wiped sweat. A thin smile appeared at the corners of his mouth.

“That rattler had enough poison to drop all of you,” he said, “except it didn’t have the balls to use it. Learn that lesson. Bite when you get the chance, or you’ll end up dead like that snake.”

He walked on.

“Motherfucker,” one of the men growled. “If he be that snake, he done bit all our asses.”

“That man is hardcore,” Smitty decided. “But what for? We ain’t never going to fight nothing but snakes and mosquitoes and spiders anyhow. The major need to lighten up and learn to sit out the war right out here in the swamps with his niggers.”
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—TAFFY BATES

He put his men first, second, and third in his priorities.

Attachment to a Negro outfit in 1943 was considered to be the most devastating thing that could happen to a white officer’s career. Bates’s contemporaries commiserated with his bad luck. He didn’t look at it that way. He had had no contact with Negroes growing up, nor had he known any blacks all the way through college. As a result, he brought no baggage about race with him to the 761st—no prejudices, no ideas about Negroes one way or another. An athlete himself, the first thought that crossed his mind when he laid eyes on his healthy young tankers was God Almighty, what a football team I could make of them.

Other white officers assigned to white outfits at Camp Claiborne viewed the tall, reticent major with a mixture of curiosity and pity, which gradually mixed with envy and resentment as the 761st shaped up and beat the behinds off other units during war games. A loner by nature, Major Bates rarely patronized the all-white Officers Club. Whenever he did, he was invariably greeted with snickers and snide comments.

“Decide to come and join the white folk, Major?”

“How’re the darkies doing down on the plantation?”

“It’s awful white of you, Major, to come up and have a drink with us.”

One time when he walked in, an impromptu trio broke into song, harmonizing “I’m Dreaming of a White Battalion” to the tune of Bing Crosby’s “I’m Dreaming of a White Christmas.” He stopped in the doorway, then turned abruptly and walked out. He swore never to go back again.

Bates was that rare sort of man who needed the approval of no other man to do the right thing, nor did he require outside encouragement to make up his mind about what the right thing was. Associating with his black officers while off-duty was verboten. It wasn’t good form and good leadership to socialize with men you commanded, whether they were black or white, officer or enlisted. Most of the time when Major Bates went about business at Camp Claiborne, his tall frame and self-assured manner hard to overlook, he went about it alone.

Besides, his black tankmen had to endure a lot more than he. They were segregated on the worst section of the army post, down in “the swamp” where they were isolated from most facilities and had to walk a mile to the main gate and the bus station. They had to wait until last to get on the bus when they received a pass to go to town, and even then they always had to stand up at the back. Whites treated them with suspicion. Bus drivers wore pistols to enforce the rules and protect themselves from Negroes. If a Negro failed to obey or committed some minor infraction—such as not getting up to let a white soldier have his seat—the driver stopped at the nearest MP station or law enforcement office, and the offender was dragged off in chains.

One evening, alone as usual, Paul Bates attended a concert at the post theater. During intermission, he lit up a cigar and stood by himself at the end of the lobby to avoid offending anyone with his smoke. He became amused by the antics of a very young brunette nurse imitating ballet steps in front of a dance poster. She bounced up on her toes and awkwardly pirouetted with her arms arched above her head. She stumbled and, giggling, bounced off the wall. Major Bates caught her before she fell.

“Be careful, little girl, or you’ll break your neck.”

“No, I won’t,” the brunette replied, still laughing. “Taffy will show me how to do it. She’s Russian.”

“And who might I ask is Taffy?”

“I’m Melaney. That’s Taffy.”

She indicated her friend, a tiny slip of a nurse lieutenant with bobbed blond hair and a disconcerting way of looking straight into a man’s eyes. By the time intermission ended, the three were in animated conversation. Paul accompanied the nurses back to their seats to sit with them until the end of the concert. He and Taffy kept exchanging looks. At curtain call, he invited them to the O Club for a nightcap. Melaney moaned. She couldn’t go; she wasn’t wearing a proper Class A uniform.

“I’d better go back to our quarters with Melaney,” Taffy decided.

Melaney pulled her aside and hissed, “Don’t be silly, Taffy. You go. Did you look at him? He’s gorgeous!”

Paul and Taffy closed the club talking about music and books and finding out about each other. She was a nurse with the 14th Field Hospital. Paul told her that he had worked on a merchant ship and sailed to the Orient after college and before joining the army. She had never known anyone who had been to the Orient.

“Is it true,” she asked, forward and impish, “what they say about Oriental women?”

He looked at her and blushed. She laughed delightedly.

“That theirs are crossways instead of up and down?” she elaborated.

He had never known a woman that forward and unconventional. She laughed more devilishly than ever while he went temporarily speechless.

“You’re the first woman I’ve met in a long time who hasn’t asked me if I’m married,” he said.

“What a stupid question,” she shot back. “The answer is obvious. Of course you’re married. After all, nobody could be as handsome and exciting as you and not be hooked at your age.”

He was thirty-four years old, Taffy ten years younger. He was indeed married and had a young son, but his wife had separated from him. They hadn’t lived together for quite some time.

“We’re waiting until the war is over to get divorced,” he explained. He looked at her. “There was never a reason before—I mean …”

She was surprised to discover that he was the dashing white commander of an all-Negro tank battalion. Taffy detected a passion in this leadership role, in his association with his dark tankmen, that the tall major displayed for almost nothing else. He leaned across the table toward her, gripping his drink with both hands, as though to draw her into a complicity with him.

“I’m finding out they have a heritage of undeserved attributes that are all on the downside,” he said. “I never look at them like that. I never have reason to because I make up my own mind. There is something that exists between men and men and women and men, and that is empathy. You can feel toward a person when you first meet him or her. It has nothing to do with words. You get a feeling between the two of you when you know you are on the same playing field.”

They were on the same playing field, Taffy and this tall man. She knew it.

“We’ve learned not to depend on anyone else,” he went on. “The tank destroyers—white guys—are taking their Army Ground Forces Tests to see if they are ready for combat. My men have defeated them so many times in training—and have thoroughly enjoyed it. That’s because we’ve learned to respect ourselves and to respect our buddies. We’ve learned we can’t exist unless we support each other. On maneuvers against the tank destroyers, it’s ruled against you and you get a bad mark if a tank isn’t maintained properly and falls out. I don’t have to worry about my tankers. All I have to do is say, ‘Men, if it’s in combat, you’re dead. So do it right.’”

He chuckled as he related a story of how he went to the tank shed where his companies were conducting equipment maintenance after a maneuver. He heard laughter coming from around one of the tanks. He asked First Sergeant Sam Turley about what was going on.

Turley grinned. “Sir, the tank destroyers have this logo: Seek, Strike, and Destroy. It don’t work when we’re around. That’s when it becomes Sneak, Peek, and Retreat.”

There was a sober moment when the young nurse met Major Bates’s eyes.

“Paul, will they ever be given the chance to fight?” she asked him.

He returned her gaze.

“Yes,” he said forcefully, as though willing it. “Yes.”

Her small hand reached across the table for his.
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—WINSTON CHURCHILL

Machines will beat machines.

On September 5, 1943, the largest troop convoy yet assembled in World War II set sail from New York Harbor. It consisted of nine transports carrying the 3rd Armored Division, the 101st Airborne Division, and several separate artillery, medical, and service units; nine navy tankers and freighters loaded with fuel and supplies; and an escort of the battleship U.S.S. Nevada and nine destroyers.

The Allies were assembling and building up troops and equipment in preparation for an invasion of Europe by way of France.

On September 8, General Dwight Eisenhower broadcast the news of Italy’s surrender. While the Italians had surrendered, the Germans hadn’t. The German commander in Italy, Field Marshal Kesselring, rushed six full divisions to Salerno to repel an expected invasion landing.

On September 9, General Mark Clark’s army hovered off the Italian coast to the south of Salerno. Harsh metallic voices boomed out of the darkness from loudspeakers providing the Germans a last chance: “Give up now, or you are dead.”

German parachute flares responded, transforming night into day. Machine guns, mortars, and artillery opened up from all along the coast. The Salerno landing turned extremely bloody for the American invaders, and would become even more bloody during the next seven months as Germans dug in to conduct World War I�style trench warfare.

On September 15, the 761st Tank Battalion at Camp Claiborne packed up lock, stock, and tank and transferred from the Louisiana swamps to what Paul Bates, now promoted to lieutenant colonel, considered marvelous tank terrain in the hills, valleys, woods, and open grounds of Camp Hood, Texas.

Camp Hood had been officially opened on 218,000 acres of virtual wasteland in central Texas a year earlier, on September 18, 1942, as a tank destroyer tactical training and firing center. It quickly expanded to include armor training and a basic training site. As many as 100,000 soldiers were stationed there preparing to go to war.

The black tankers remained in the field on maneuvers most of the time, testing themselves and their skills against all comers. The War Department also upgraded the battalion from a light tank battalion to a medium tank battalion. Three of the battalion’s four companies, A, B, and C, traded in their old M5 Stuart tanks with their 37mm guns for larger, tougher M4 Shermans with main 76mm cannon. Company D retained its Stuarts to operate as a light, fast reconnaissance unit.

While many considered these changes a signal that the battalion was getting ready for overseas movement, life for the black tankers remained little different from that at Camp Claiborne.

“The Paddy boys get ice for they water,” Private Horace Evans protested. “We don’t have any. It’s them little petty things that really burns me up and makes you know what a vicious, scheming character Paddy is.”

“We better’n all them Paddies,” observed Private L. C. Byrd from Tuscaloosa, Alabama, “but we still ain’t gonna see nothing but rattlesnakes in Louisiana and more rattlesnakes in Texas until this war be over.”
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—SERGEANT JOHNNY HOLMES

One of the things I can say about the white man. They would watch ever damn thing you would do.

Nearly seven hundred men of the 761st Tank Battalion had shouldered their barracks bags and swarmed off the troop train at Camp Hood, Texas, a hot, dry, dusty piece of real estate only one step short of the gateways to hell. They stood blinking against sunshine so hot it seemed to reach right down into a man’s core to suck out his life’s juices.

The kid of the outfit, E. G. McConnell, had looked forward to migrating out of the Deep South and escaping Camp Claiborne. Camp Hood proved to be another disappointment. Even German Nazi prisoners of war detained at the camp received more respect. They had full run of the post and the PX and, by virtue of their whiteness, enjoyed the privilege of cutting line at the checkout ahead of any black American soldier.

“Here we is, first-class Americans, never been in prison or anything,” E.G. groaned. “We ain’t even prisoners of war or nothing like that. Them POWs smirking at us because they know they can go in the PX on post and purchase whatever they want. Because they white—while us niggers has to stand outside and watch.”

“It ain’t gonna change none, boy,” Harry Tyree said.

“That don’t make it right.”

“No. That don’t for a fact make it right.”

E.G., a northern boy who went south and confronted cultural shock, tried several times to get himself thrown out of the army. He missed muster, went AWOL, and in general made a nuisance of himself. “Take care of my boy now, ya hear?” Moms had admonished the recruiter. Colonel Bates was taking care of her boy, foiling his ploys to escape the army by denying him weekend passes and placing him on extra duty details. The boy was not going to get a Dishonorable Discharge if the colonel had anything to say about it. Moms’s boy was going to war if the war didn’t end.

“I am so disgusted with the U.S. Army and how they treating us,” he complained, wearing his perpetual frown of disgust to prove it.

As at Camp Claiborne, the Camp Hood bus situation to town proved near intolerable for black soldiers. There was a white waiting line to catch the bus and a black line. When the bus pulled up, the driver got off and tapped off the first ten or so Negroes and allowed them to get on the bus.

“Y’all go to the back of the bus now, ya hear?”

White troops filled up the rest of the bus. It pulled away from the station—and, like as not, there stood E.G. and maybe Smitty and Big Tit Richardson and George Shivers in its exhaust, watching it leave, not enough room left on the bus for them because they were black and not among the first ten or so allowed to board. Waiting for the next bus and hoping to make that one before their passes expired.

“I am so disgusted.”

“Private, what are you doing?”

“I ain’t doing nothing, Sergeant.”

“Then why you up here messing around in the white camp for?”

The white drivers seemed to take a vicious pleasure in overloading the last buses from town back to post at night. Black soldiers and their friends and wives either jammed themselves in the back or stood in the overcrowded aisles. Invariably, the bus would pull to the side of the road two or three miles short of camp and the driver would smirk. “Folks, this bus is overcrowded and I can’t take y’all on post without getting in trouble. Some of y’all are going to have to get off and walk.”

That meant black folks got off and walked. It got where they expected it. They grumbled, but there was little they could do. That was simply the way things were.

“I am so disgusted.”

Black soldiers receiving passes from Camp Hood had few options on where to go for recreation. While Wall Street in New York was known as a place where financiers either made it big in the Stock Exchange or jumped out windows, Wall Street for the black soldiers at Camp Hood meant a couple of blocks of “nigger town” in nearby Temple.

Wall Street was one of only two spots in the area where blacks were allowed to set up their own businesses, to congregate, and to enjoy themselves socially. It branched off from the intersection at Avenue B and Second Street downtown. Near the corner, Herdon’s Produce sold meats so fresh that chickens and turkeys were kept live in cages out back. Next door was a hole-in-the-wall café full of smoke, grease odors, and noise. Dr. Thomas Edison Dixon, an M.D., and Dr. Atkinson, a dentist, had offices across the street and down a block. There were also a colorful variety of other cafés, juke joints, cinemas, barber shops, and pool halls. There was a USO, a cab company, a funeral home, and even a church down past the last juke joint.

Wall Street vibrated with energy from early Friday evening through Sunday, greatly expanding its weekend population with the arrival of the 761st and other black armor and artillery units at Camp Hood. There on any given weekend could be found Sergeant Warren G. H. Crecy, his wife, Margaret, and their best friends Horatio “Scotty” Scott and Aaron Jordan.

Should Crecy pull weekend duty, Scotty and Aaron escorted Margaret and took care of her.

Crecy’s middle initials stood for Gamaliel Harding. Almost everyone called him Harding. Although he was a short little guy who looked almost meek in his thick eyeglasses, his core was steady and positive and wrought of pure steel. Anytime anyone said “Volunteer?” Crecy’s hand went up first. Margaret liked to tell the story of how she and Harding were married.

They had grown up together in Corpus Christi, Texas. One afternoon following Sunday mass, twelve-year-old Harding showed up at Margaret’s house carrying a bouquet of flowers and a carton of ice cream for Margaret’s mother. He was all dressed out in pressed slacks and a bow tie. His face was scrubbed almost raw.

“Oh, Harding,” Margaret’s mother effused.

Crecy squared his shoulders. He always knew what he wanted.

“I come to ask for your youngest daughter in marriage,” he announced grandly. “I’m going to marry her when she is eighteen.”

Margaret was nine at the time. Nine years later they were married.

Passes were easy to come by at Camp Hood, and Colonel Bates granted liberal furloughs the rest of that summer and the winter and summer that followed. There was only so much training an outfit could endure without losing its edge—and what use was an edge anyhow to soldiers who were only marking time?

Tank commander Sergeant Johnny Holmes received a furlough to go home to Chicago. A strapping six-footer, he went into a café near the train station in Temple to buy sandwiches to take with him on the trip. He traveled in uniform. Khakis, garrison cap, black regulation tie tucked neatly between the buttons of his shirt, wearing his sergeant’s stripes.

He paused at the front door, feeling uncomfortable. About twenty or thirty diners, all white, occupied tables or stools at the counter. At the back of the hall, stuffed between some overflowing garbage cans and a stack of Coca Cola crates, a few local blacks crowded around a pair of tables put there as an after-thought.

The sergeant squared himself and walked on in, the way he would have in Chicago. Whites glared at him. The man behind the counter eyed Holmes suspiciously. He was a beefy individual in a filthy T-shirt and apron, the tail of which he used to wipe both his utensils and the sweat from his florid face.

“What you want, boy?”

“I’m not a boy,” Holmes flared. “I’m a United States soldier.”

“So? What do you want?”

“I want a couple of sandwiches to go.”

“All right. But you got to go around to the back door to get them.”

“Back where the garbage cans is?”

A hush fell over the café. This was one uppity colored man, uniform or not.

“I don’t want them then,” Johnny snapped.

“Well, then, get the hell out of here, nigger.”

The soldier froze as he fought to control the fury that damned near choked him. He felt hostile eyes boring holes into his back. This was enemy territory. Discretion being the better part of valor under the circumstances, Sergeant Johnny Holmes, U.S. Army, backed out of the café and rode the train all the way to St. Louis—fourteen hours—before getting anything to eat. He sat in his seat in the colored section glaring out the windows at the country he had volunteered to fight for and, if necessary, die for.
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—CORPORAL FRANKLIN GARRIDO

I just went along with the program. It was a horrible environment.

When John Roosevelt “Jackie” Robinson attended the University of California at Los Angeles, he was the only man of his time to letter in four major sports, including football and baseball. After college, he attended Officers Candidate School and received a lieutenant’s appointment to Fort Riley, Kansas, where he was asked to play football. The Fort Leonard Wood football team refused to play against a team with a Negro on it. Jackie was excluded from the game. Fort Riley lost.

“I will not play anymore unless you assure me this incident will never happen again in future games,” Robinson told his coach.

“Jackie, you know I can’t do that.”

“Then I won’t play.”

The Special Services officer got with him. “Lieutenant Robinson, you either play or we’ll transfer you to another post where you’ll wish you had played.”

“I’m not playing.”

One of the most well-known athletes in the nation, black or white, was therefore shipped off to bake under a Texas sun with the 761st Tank Battalion at Camp Hood. It was an assignment Jackie could live with. The tankers were squared-away Joes, and the commander, Lieutenant Colonel Paul Bates, seemed a fair man well liked by the black soldiers under him.

Shortly after Lieutenant Robinson reported and assumed command of a tank platoon, Colonel Bates summoned him to headquarters. Robinson reported with a crisp salute and a disquieting voice murmuring in the pit of his stomach.

Uh oh. Something fucked up, blame the new nigger.

Colonel Bates stood up behind his desk. He was as tall as Robinson, but rather lean compared to the lieutenant’s athletic bulk. He smiled and reached to shake hands.

“Robinson, I want to commend you and your outfit on your work down here,” the colonel said. “You have the best record of all the outfits at the camp and I am singling you out for special mention.”

That took the wind out of Jackie.

“Sir, if you’ll pardon the expression,” he stammered, “I didn’t know shit about tanks when I got here. I owe it to my platoon sergeant. I put him in command and he’s done a wonderful job of explaining things to me. I’ve learned as I went along.”

Robinson felt as though he had managed to get to first base on an error and was now about to steal home.

“I don’t care how you accomplished what you did,” Colonel Bates continued, nonplussed. “The fact of the matter is, you found a way to make your outfit tops, and that’s all I ask.”

From that moment Robinson would have followed the tall white man to hell and back. Even stayed in hell with him if it were necessary. No wonder the 761st tankers spoke so highly of Bates, praise they lavished on few other white officers.

Somewhat later, on July 6, 1944, a day so hot Texans claimed you could bust an egg and it would cook before it struck the ground, Lieutenant Robinson emerged from the Negro Officers Club into bright sunlight. Cadence and Jody calls from distant marching troops hung lazily in the somnolent air. Since it was a training-free day for the 761st tankers and Robinson had the day off, he strode to the nearest bus stop to catch a ride to the nearby town of Belton.

The wife of an officer friend of his sat near the front when Robinson got on. She was so fair-skinned that she could easily pass for white unless scrutinized closely for Negroid features. Jackie smiled and took the seat next to her.

The bus began to fill up after a few more stops around post. Several white soldiers shot hard glances at the big black man wearing lieutenant’s bars who seemed to be sitting with a white woman. They got up and whispered to the driver. The driver pulled to the side of the street and made his way down the aisle, his eyes on Robinson.

“You know the rules,” he said. “You have to go to the back of the bus.”

“I’m comfortable where I am,” Robinson responded.

The driver blinked and took a step back. He was a beefy man in his forties. Every eye in the bus turned toward him and the black passenger who had the audacity to sit in a whites-only seat. And with a white woman at that.

“Maybe you didn’t hear what I said,” the driver snarled.

“I heard.”

“Then …?”

“I’m an officer and I’m sitting where I am.”

Jackie had reached the limits of his tolerance, this being only the latest in a series of racial insults. Only a few days before he had stopped at the white Officers Club to cash a check and was barred at the door because of his color. He had tried to avoid confrontation, but every man had his breaking point.
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