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			For my dad, who earned his wings in the footsteps of these pioneers; and for my brother Derek, the rocket kid with his eyes on the sky —S.L.S.

			For Tim, for the wonder of our first flights together in Africa, and all our flights ahead —E.W.

			And for everyone who has ever dreamed they were flying, and the brave ones who wake up and make those dreams come true.

		

	
		
			
				I shall never be satisfied until we have men of the Race who can fly. Do you know you have never lived until you have flown? Of course, it takes one with courage, nerve and ambition to fly. And, too, age and health are to be given great consideration. But I am thankful to know we have men who are physically fit; now what is needed is men who are not afraid to dare death…We must have aviators if we are to keep up with the times.

				—Bessie Coleman, in an interview with the Chicago Defender, October 8, 1921

			

		

	
		
			Prologue

			 

			A Dream Takes Flight

			Omaha, Nebraska, 1919

			It was going to cost three dollars to ride—about $50 in 2023, but the work of several days, or even weeks, in 1919. Cornelius Robinson Coffey had the money from his side job running special deliveries for the Omaha post office. But the rule was white people first. He stood aside with the other onlookers in the cold Nebraska field and waited his turn, his eyes on the January sky.

			Overhead, an airplane buzzed, boldly announcing man’s dominion over the air.

			Aviation was a fairly new craze, the Wright brothers having made their first flight barely fifteen years earlier, on December 17, 1903. But it hadn’t taken long for the world to turn the airplane into a weapon of war. Today’s barnstormer—one of those pilots who staged air shows in farmers’ fields, selling tickets for quick plane rides and setting up shop in local barns—was a World War I veteran, recently home from Europe since the end of the Great War in 1918. Even the barnstormer’s plane was a veteran of sorts. His Curtiss JN-4, a type nicknamed the Jenny, was one of the little two-seater biplanes that had been used to train American men to fly for the war effort.

			White American men, that is.

			Born on September 6, 1903, Coffey—as most people would call him in later years—was Black. And at only fifteen years old, he was the same age as the entire field of modern aviation. His home state of Nebraska had been a hub of aviation activity from the start, with the Wright brothers performing at the State Fair in Omaha in 1910.

			While the Midwest wasn’t the Deep South, segregation and racism still held sway. White customers went first. After waiting patiently for his turn to come, Coffey finally fished out the price for his first ride in a genuine airplane.

			The pilot must have been astonished. This Black boy had the gall and the money to take a ride in the sky. The barnstormer turned to the other onlookers—undoubtedly white people—and said, “When I get through with him, that kid ain’t going to even look at another airplane.”

			But Coffey’s money was green, so the man took it, and let the boy climb up into the plane. The Jenny was built of fabric stretched over a wooden frame, a single-engine biplane with stacked wings and two open cockpits, one behind the other. Coffey most likely rode in the front cockpit, where the pilot could keep an eye on him.

			The little wood-and-fabric Jenny rattled down the field and leapt up into the air.

			In those days, there was hardly anyplace you could get a really smooth ride. Outside the city, scarcely any roads were paved. Inside the city, they were often paved with cobblestones, with embedded trolley tracks an extra hazard. Coffey knew what speed was like—he rode a Henderson motorcycle. But the silken speed of flight was something he could never have imagined. From the moment the Jenny’s wheels left the ground, he loved it. It didn’t bother him in the least that the pilot was doing his darnedest to scare the living wits out of the uppity little Black kid with his pocket money and his belief that he should be allowed to fly.

			Everyone said Black people weren’t made for flying. People said they were cowards. They were lazy. It took brains and guts to be a pilot.

			But this kid seemed to have both.

			With every loop and dive, Coffey just had more fun. The pilot upped his game, tilting the plane into rolls and spins. He might have even scared himself a little, flying upside down, or nosing the plane into a dive, only pulling up in the nick of time to skim the treetops.

			“I think it was rougher on him than on me,” Coffey said calmly afterward.

			Three dollars bought fifteen minutes of thrills in the sky, and when they landed, the pilot had to admit he was impressed.

			“Well, you know, if I was going to be here for any length of time, I’d probably teach you to fly,” he told the boy.

			Coffey had the feel for it, no doubt. But everyone knew Black people couldn’t learn to fly. Cornelius Coffey had likely been told that, too.

			So he hopped back onto his Henderson motorcycle and headed home. He wouldn’t come near another plane for nearly a decade.

			But when the time came, he would prove just how wrong everyone had been.
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					The teenaged Cornelius Coffey on his Henderson motorcycle.

					Kenneth Spencer Research Library, University of Kansas

				
			
		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			 

			Pre-flight, Detroit, 1927

			
				I’m goin’ to Detroit, get myself a good job

				I’m goin’ to Detroit, get myself a good job

				Tried to stay around here with the starvation mob

				I’m goin’ to get a job, up there in Mr. Ford’s place

				I’m goin’ to get a job, up there in Mr. Ford’s place

				Stop these eatless days from starin’ me in the face

				—Blind Blake, “Detroit Bound Blues,” 1928

			

			Dr. Ossian Sweet had a sweet ride. It was a beautiful Marmon luxury motorcar that he wouldn’t let anybody touch except for a single mechanic in all of Detroit, Michigan—a town so full of car manufacturers that it would one day earn the nickname “Motor City.”

			So it was a bad day for Dr. Sweet when his Marmon broke down on Montcalm Street, in a neighborhood far from his preferred garage near where Ford Field Stadium stands today. Sweet had the car towed to a closer garage for safekeeping. But he told them not to touch it—his mechanic would come by and take care of it himself.

			The mechanic on duty when Dr. Sweet’s car arrived at that other garage was John Charles Robinson, a young Black man from Gulfport, Mississippi, known as Johnny to his friends. And he took immediate offense at not being allowed to touch that Marmon.

			Johnny was a good-looking youth with a dark complexion and thick black hair. He’d worked hard to elevate himself from a skinny little shoeshine boy to an automotive technician. He was a graduate of the famous Tuskegee Normal and Industrial Institute in Alabama, pretty much considered the best education available to young southern Black men. Johnny knew how to build an entire automobile from the ground up. So who was this fancy mechanic who was worth such a long wait, when he, John C. Robinson, was as skilled as anybody?
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			Cornelius Robinson Coffey, the brown-skinned boy with a big name, was about ten or eleven years old when, in 1914 or ’15, he looked up into the Arkansas sky and saw an exhilarating sight: a squadron of early flying machines passing overhead in the small river town of Newport. He realized then that people really could fly.

			Coffey was the youngest of three kids born to Henry and Ada Wright Coffey. His mother seems to have died early in Coffey’s young life, and by 1910, the young family had moved in with their grandma, Cyntha Wright, Ada’s mother. Henry was a railroad man, able to hook a train together and drive a steam locomotive between the station and the roundhouse where it was stored—and no more than that. In 1915, America was only fifty years out from the end of slavery. Even in the North, segregation was commonplace, and in the South, it was the law of the land. The racism of the time would not allow Henry to become a full-fledged engineer.

			With the dream of flight still years off, Coffey found a love of something closer to home—engines. He may have been inspired by the steam engines his father worked with on the railroad, but Coffey was most fascinated by the internal combustion engines that powered cars and motorcycles.

			When he was only twelve years old, Coffey taught himself to drive a Model T Ford automobile. The Model T, created by Henry Ford in 1908, was sturdy and easy to drive; the boxy black car rode high on spoked wheels and resembled a horse-drawn buggy without the horse. It took a complex process of eleven steps to start the 1914 Model T, including winding a crank to turn over the engine, and turning the crank took more muscle than young Cornelius Coffey could muster. As he described it, “I’d climb up on the crank, hold on to the radiator cap and jump up and down until the engine kicked over.” He used his new driving skills to get a job. “My spirit was kindled to go into a line of work where I wouldn’t be bound by the limitations my father had to put up with,” he avowed. “The car dealer in town hired me to show customers how to drive. Folks were so excited by their first car, they’d take lessons from a Black child.”

			Coffey’s older sister, Vida, married a young man named Leander Walker, and in 1916 the couple moved three states away, from Arkansas to Omaha, Nebraska. Leander worked there in a packing house, and later, on the railroads as a porter. Henry Coffey seems to have passed away about this time, so Coffey’s older brother, Vernon, took him to live with Vida and her husband in Omaha, where Coffey became the only Black student in his class. There, in 1917, fourteen-year-old Coffey somehow got his hands on a motorcycle, one of the popular Henderson four-cylinders. He’d already taught himself to drive a car; a motorcycle proved to be no challenge. He began earning a little money of his own doing special deliveries for the local postmaster for eight cents a letter.

			In that same year, the armed conflict that had been raging in Europe since 1914 became the first “world war,” reaching America in the form of a draft. Vernon joined the U.S. Army to fight in France.

			Black men had served the young United States in integrated units as far back as the Revolutionary War. They served in the U.S. Navy throughout the nineteenth century. But after 1820, African Americans were banned from serving in the U.S. Army. That policy changed with the Emancipation Proclamation in 1863. But during the Civil War, Black men were only able to serve in segregated units, and the same became true in the Navy as well. The Navy wouldn’t allow Black officers, and enlisted men were employed only in service as stewards, cooks, and deckhands. The Marines didn’t accept Black recruits at all.

			Segregation in the United States military had in fact grown steadily worse since the birth of the nation. One major reason for this was that most military training took place in the southern states, where the weather was milder during the winter. The white population of the South didn’t like Black soldiers from the North, with their expectations of equal treatment and equal rights. When Black men from the northern states were sent to southern training camps, they couldn’t believe the humiliating segregation laws they were expected to obey: having to drink from separate water fountains and use separate restrooms from the white population, having to line up for food at the back door of local diners, having to stand while riding public transport so white passengers could sit, not being allowed in public buildings—not to mention the verbal abuse from local residents. In Houston, Texas, the situation became so poisonous in August of 1917 that the city erupted in rioting as Black soldiers, white policemen, and local citizens shot and bayoneted one another. But the terrible training situation didn’t stop African Americans from wanting to serve their country.

			After the United States entered World War I in 1917, a universal draft was established for all American males aged between twenty-one and thirty-one with no specific reference to race. Black men like Vernon Coffey registered and were drafted for military service despite the snarl of hostility and red tape. Black combat units were formed, and were often sent straight to the fighting in Europe without training—just to avoid the conflict that might arise from a long stay on a southern military base.
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						Eugene Bullard in the uniform of the 170th French Infantry Regiment, 1917. He was the only Black American to fly in World War I, as a member of the French Lafayette Flying Corps.

						Eugene Jacques Bullard (U.S. Air Force Photo)

					
				
			

			As for aviation, there wasn’t a chance that a Black man would be allowed to fly for the U.S. military. Eugene Bullard, a Black American who was in Europe when the war began, trained as a pilot and enlisted with France because the U.S. wouldn’t take him. He became the only African American pilot to serve in World War I.

			The so-called “Great War” raged on for over four years. An estimated twenty-one million people of all races died in the war, but Vernon Coffey was not one of them. Vernon returned to the States in 1919 and moved to Kansas City, Missouri. He found work as a railway porter like his brother-in-law, managing luggage and assisting passengers, while, two states away, Cornelius Coffey finally got up close and personal with a real airplane for the first time.

			But that year a wave of prejudiced rage and hatred swept the nation.

			Overseas, African American soldiers had been treated with more respect than they were given back home. Many of them, returning from the victory of World War I like Coffey’s brother, Vernon, quickly became the target of white supremacists, who feared the potential power of military-trained Black men seeking freedom and equality in the face of American racism. Across the country, eleven Black veterans—along with sixty-seven other African Americans—were lynched by white mobs. Horrifically, some people were even burned alive. There were race riots in twenty-eight American cities; homes and businesses owned by Black Americans were destroyed, churches were burned, and at least 250 people were killed.

			The brutal period became known as the Red Summer for the shocking amount of blood spilled across America. It was named so by James Weldon Johnson, then a field secretary for the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). On a trip to Washington, D.C., that summer, Johnson saw for himself how “men and women of my race were being mobbed, chased, dragged from streetcars, beaten and killed within the shadow of the dome of the Capitol, at the very front door of the White House.”

			That September, in Omaha, where Coffey lived, a Black civilian named William Brown was arrested on trumped-up charges. A lawless mob set fire to the courthouse where Brown was being held, before dragging him out and hanging him. It took military intervention to disperse the crowd; two white civilians were also killed in the riot. No one was ever found guilty.

			What could the future offer to a Black boy in a city that allowed such injustice?

			“Why don’t you go to school and learn a trade?” suggested Coffey’s brother-in-law, Leander.

			“Well, I’d like to be an auto mechanic,” Coffey replied.

			There were no such schools in Omaha. So, in 1921, when Coffey was seventeen or eighteen years old, he made a two-hundred-mile trek on his trusty Henderson motorcycle to scope out Kansas City. But when he arrived at the Sweeney School of Automotive Engineering, he was told they did not accept students of color. Coffey had biked all that way for nothing.

			He returned to Omaha and graduated from Capitol High School in June 1923. By then, in a move toward adult independence, he seems to have left his sister’s house to live at the local “Y,” the Young Men’s Christian Association or YMCA, a community center that provided dorms for young single men. It may have been there that he learned of automotive schools in Chicago that did accept Black students. After some time, now nearly twenty years old, Coffey transferred his Y membership to Chicago and headed to the “Windy City” for a new chance at learning his trade.

			He found that chance at the Ogden Davis & Company School of Automotive Engineering, less than a mile from the Y where he was living on Chicago’s South Side. A Frenchman named George Keon ran the place, and though “the little school only had about three or four cars,…he was really good,” Coffey recalled.
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					Cornelius Coffey in his teens or early twenties, likely with family

					Kenneth Spencer Research Library, University of Kansas

				
			
			Coffey finished the course in eleven months, graduating on May 17, 1926, at the top of his class.

			He was exactly the mechanic that Chevrolet dealer Emil Mack was looking for.

			Emil Mack sold and repaired automobiles in the all-white northwest Chicago suburb of Elmwood Park. He called the director of Coffey’s school one day, looking to hire Ogden’s best mechanic, and demanded, “I want the student that finished [at the] head of the class.” A businessman to the core, Mack added, “I don’t care what color he is. If he’s the young man I’m looking for, send him out and I’ll interview him, and if we can make it, we’ll come to an agreement.”

			Coffey took the job, and Mack was delighted with his skill and diligence. For a year, Coffey worked for the Chevy dealer in Elmwood Park, making a long two-hour round-trip streetcar ride every day between the Y on the South Side and the dealership in the northwest.

			But Coffey’s sister, Vida, now living in Detroit, Michigan, urged him to join her there. The lure of running his own garage in that booming industrial center of the motor industry was too much to resist. In 1927, Coffey found another mechanic to replace him at Mack’s dealership, telling his boss it was only temporary. He headed to the Motor City to set up his own shop, and that’s where he impressed Dr. Ossian Sweet enough to become the one and only mechanic for his beloved Marmon.
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			When Cornelius Coffey showed up to tend to Dr. Sweet’s car, Johnny Robinson was less than impressed.

			Coffey didn’t cut much of a striking figure. Now twenty-three, he was soft-spoken and mild-mannered, and rarely went looking for a fight. Coffey tried to clear the air: he assured Johnny that Dr. Sweet hadn’t meant to question his ability or qualifications.

			“It isn’t that,” Coffey explained, when Johnny confronted him. “I’ve just been taking care of his car, and he don’t like for everybody to fool with it.”

			That wasn’t good enough for Johnny.

			“Where did you get your experience?” he asked.

			“In Chicago,” Coffey told him.

			That changed John Robinson’s tune. Johnny was making plans to head to Chicago himself. It would be to his advantage to have connections there.

			The two men got to talking and made a discovery: they both wanted to fly.

			Johnny and Coffey were caught in the wind of an aviation craze that was sweeping the Black community in America—part of a surge in creativity called the Harlem Renaissance, named for the predominantly Black neighborhood of Harlem in New York City, where the movement was centered. The writers and artists of the Harlem Renaissance believed that by embracing their African roots and their American lives, they could create something uniquely American that was not beholden to classical European ideals. They believed that celebrating their unique experience as both Black and American was valuable and necessary to gaining equality. This new expression extended into other frontiers, like aviation, as well. But Harlem wasn’t the only place seeing a boom in Black brilliance. Chicago was having its own awakening.

			Things had changed for Black people in aviation since Coffey’s first flight in 1919. This leap forward was in large part due to a Black woman named Bessie Coleman, who’d got her flying start in Chicago. “Queen Bess,” as she was called, had opened the skies to her people. Like Coffey and Johnny, she’d been drawn to the glamour and excitement of flight. But she faced the double disadvantage of being a woman as well as being Black. Bessie couldn’t find anyone in the United States who would even think about teaching her to fly.

			Born in Texas, as a young woman Bessie had made her way to Chicago in search of opportunity. It was while earning her living there as a beautician that she was able to chat and gossip with many of the city’s wealthy and influential Black entrepreneurs. Her winning personality and energy eventually got the attention of Robert S. Abbott, the innovative publisher of the weekly Chicago Defender, one of the largest Black newspapers in the country. Abbott was a determined and philanthropic businessman who used his newspaper to campaign for equal rights. He disliked using the color-coded words “Negro” or “Black” or “colored” to describe African Americans. Under his guidance, the Chicago Defender consistently opted for the terms “Race” and “the Race” in its reporting. In Bessie Coleman’s desire for wings, Abbott saw a golden opportunity for the Race in the form of a hot news story that could be drawn out into installments.
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					Absolute classics: Bessie Coleman balancing on the wheel of a Curtiss JN-4 Jenny, circa 1923

					Smithsonian National Air and Space Museum (NASM 92-13721)

				
			
			Abbott and the Defender sponsored Bessie with both publicity and financial support.

			With the Defender’s backing, she took a basic course in French. Then, like the Black combat pilot Eugene Bullard, she traveled to Europe and found flight instructors in France willing to take her on as a student.

			On June 15, 1921, at the age of thirty, Bessie Coleman became the first Black female pilot—and the first person of African American and Native American descent—to hold an international pilot’s license. In fact, she was the first American of any race or gender to hold an international pilot’s license.

			Bessie knew she’d need to have a few air stunts under her belt if she wanted to impress a crowd on the barnstorming circuit. So she did further training to learn some aerobatic finesse, tricks like loops and rolls. These flight maneuvers, passed on from combat pilots in World War I, would not only make her a flashier pilot, but might even save her life one day.

			From the moment Queen Bess returned to the States with her international pilot’s license in 1922, her exploits became popular reading not just in the Chicago Defender, but in Black newspapers all over the country. Her barnstorming campaign of flying shows, lectures, and even a short film she was able to play for local communities was all in service of a bigger dream: to open aviation schools across the U.S. for Black people longing to take to the sky.

			Unfortunately, before that dream could come true, Bessie fell out of her plane and was killed during a trial run for an air show in Florida in April 1926. The ill-fated plane was a Curtiss Jenny, the same kind of aircraft in which Coffey took his first flight.

			Bessie’s body was returned to her home in Chicago for burial in Lincoln Cemetery in Blue Island, Illinois. Thousands of people attended her funeral. Queen Bess remained an inspiration to Black pilots everywhere, even in death.

			Had she lived, perhaps Johnny or Coffey would have been able to attend one of her schools. As it was, they would have to forge a path for themselves.

			So far, neither man was having much luck.

			“I wrote to two or three places,” Coffey said, “and they don’t seem to want to accept us.”

			Johnny knew how that went. He’d been asking around just like Coffey, and with as little success. It seemed that no white pilot in America would willingly teach a Black man to fly.
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			They didn’t know it yet, but Coffey and Johnny had other things in common besides both being talented automobile mechanics who longed for wings.

			John Charles Robinson was born in Carrabelle, Florida, likely on November 26, 1903 or 1904. His father was killed in an accident working on the Carrabelle docks while Johnny was still a baby, and his mother, Celeste Huff Robinson, took her infant son and four-year-old daughter, Bertha, to make a fresh start in the boom town of Gulfport, Mississippi. There she met and married Charles Cobb, a member of Celeste’s church who had a good job in the same line of work as the men in Coffey’s family: the American railroads. Cobb was a porter for the George M. Pullman Company, the manufacturer that built sleeping cars.

			Charles Cobb was warm, hardworking, and ambitious. He treated the young Robinson children with as much love as if they were his own. Celeste wanted them to keep their father’s name, and they did, but it was Charles Cobb whom they called Daddy as they grew up. Soon after his marriage to Celeste, Charles decided his job as a porter kept him traveling away from his family too much. He found work with the Gulf and Ship Island Railroad in a locomotive shop at the terminal where timber and cotton arrived in Gulfport on its way to be sold overseas. By the time Johnny was two, Celeste and Charles Cobb had built a spacious house in Gulfport’s Big Quarter and were able to supplement their income by renting rooms.

			Johnny got his first sight of a plane at about six years of age. Aviation wasn’t much older than him, and the experience was unforgettable. On the first day of winter in 1910, standing on Gulfport’s East Beach in a huge crowd of Black and white spectators, Johnny watched the first airplane ever to fly into the town, a seaplane that landed on the Mississippi Sound.

			That plane was a Curtiss “Pusher,” so called because its engine and propeller faced backward and were located behind the pilot’s seat. It resembled the Wright Flyer: the Curtiss had a fragile bamboo frame held together with wire and thin fabric, one high and one low wing, and a seat for the pilot up front and open to the air. There was a wooden float attached beneath the plane so that it could land on water.

			This amazing aircraft was flown by a Canadian adventurer named John Moisant, who was in the middle of a barnstorming tour of the southern states with a group of flyers called the Moisant International Aviators. A sudden winter storm had come screaming down from the north and cut short one of their air shows, so Moisant, with some extra time on his hands and looking for a place to rest and refuel, decided that Gulfport was a fine place to stop for a while.

			As the dashing aviator came soaring down from the sky in his thrilling new machine, Johnny told his stepfather, “I’m gonna fly in one of those things someday, Daddy.”

			But the only flying Johnny did in his teens was kite-flying. Even so, he did it with skill and smarts. His peer group was crazy about kites, coming up with elaborate designs and building each one themselves. They’d have kite fights, in which kids would attach broken glass or razor blades to their kite tails to try to cut each other’s kite strings.

			“Johnny designed a kite with wings like a bird and could make it dip and then go straight up,” said his friend Harvey Todd. “He was considered the best.”

			Like Coffey, Johnny was an ambitious and enterprising teen. Outside of his attendance at the all-Black Gulfport High School, he held a series of jobs, from shining shoes at the train station to sweeping stockroom floors and delivering packages for the Bee Hive department store in Gulfport. At fifteen, after a few informal driving lessons, Johnny managed to get a job driving a truck and handling ship orders on the Gulfport docks. “We didn’t know how in the world he could drive a truck,” said another school friend, Henry Tartt.

			Johnny graduated in 1919 after finishing tenth grade—that was as high as schooling went for Black students in Gulfport in those days. But Celeste and Charles Cobb were ambitious about their children’s education. Johnny’s older sister, Bertha, had graduated from Straight College in New Orleans (now Dillard University). Johnny’s parents and his minister all encouraged him to go to college at the Tuskegee Normal and Industrial Institute in Alabama.
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					Johnny Robinson (far left) as a teen, with a group of friends in Gulfport, Mississippi

					Mississippi Gulf Coast Museum of Historical Photography

				
			
			The Tuskegee Institute—today known as Tuskegee University—was founded in 1881 and took the practical view that it was important to produce young African Americans who were employable as well as educated, offering classes in teaching, agriculture, and industry. In 1921 at barely sixteen, Johnny started a course there in automotive mechanical science. That was as close as he could get, he figured, to studying aeronautics, and a grounding in mechanics would lead to a well-paid job, in addition to standing him in good stead when he finally got a chance to work on aircraft.

			In his three years at Tuskegee, Johnny learned how to take apart an engine and put it back together. He took courses in electrical and mechanical theory. He and his classmates had to build a working automobile from the ground up. At the same time, Johnny was studying English and history—and reading anything he could get his hands on that had to do with aviation. His future was looking bright.

			But, in 1922, while Johnny was in college in Alabama, a Black man was lynched by a white mob in his hometown of Gulfport. Johnny had spent his summers working back in Gulfport during his years at Tuskegee. The lynching was a harsh reminder of the limitations placed on his dreams. By the time he graduated in 1924, he knew he wasn’t going to stay in Mississippi. He wanted more than dead-end jobs, segregated living conditions, and the terrifying racism that the American South had to offer a young Black man.

			So, again like Cornelius Coffey, Johnny Robinson headed north to Detroit, Michigan—the center of the new automobile industry. With his skills and mechanical education, Johnny was sure he’d be able to get a good job there. And he hoped, like so many others, that by making this move he’d be able to escape the legal and illegal horrors of the South, with its restrictive “Black codes,” also known as Jim Crow laws, which took their name from the racist depiction of a lazy, unintelligent character played by a white actor wearing “blackface” makeup.

			Working as a mechanic in a Detroit garage, with a little money of his own to spend, Johnny began asking around about places where he could get flying lessons. A weekend trip to the Detroit City Airport got him nowhere. The airport staff told him, “Not a chance.” No one there was willing to let a Black man take control of an airplane.

			Next, Johnny tried Ford Airport in nearby Dearborn. Here, he asked every pilot he met if he could get a ride in one of their planes. He went from pilot to pilot and kept coming up against the same word: No.

			Finally, one of the white pilots gave him a tip. This man certainly wasn’t going to risk his own reputation by taking a Black man up in his plane, but he told Johnny to go out to the countryside and look for barnstormers who flew at makeshift landing fields where government—and social—rules were more relaxed. Those pilots might be so ready to make an extra dollar that they wouldn’t care what color the hand was that offered it.

			So Johnny began to explore the fields and farmland outside of Detroit. At the end of a track, apparently near a town called Willow Run, he found a barn converted into a hangar containing double-winged biplanes. Two of these were the usual ex-military workhorse Curtiss Jennies, a common sight in the decade following World War I, all now a little worse for wear; but on this airfield there was also a beautiful new red-and-white Waco 9.

			The Waco 9 was a state-of-the-art biplane first flown in 1925, hugely popular with barnstormers because the front seat was big enough to stuff in two paying passengers instead of one. Its frame was made of welded steel tubing, light and strong, a modern upgrade from the wooden Jenny. Even if the owner had bought it secondhand, this plane couldn’t have been more than a year old.

			Johnny knew he was likely to get the cold shoulder if he asked for a flight. But when he overheard one of the local pilots complaining about a faulty engine on one of the Jennies, Johnny saw his chance. He offered to fix the engine in exchange for a ride, and he got it—but not in the Jenny whose engine he’d fixed. It seems that an entire Sunday school class was also lined up waiting for plane rides that day, and the pilot Johnny had helped out didn’t have the time to fit him in. So another deal was made. The owner of the new Waco 9, reportedly a man named Robert J. Williamson III, agreed to take Johnny for a flight in exchange for some future aerobatic training from the Jenny’s pilot.

			Johnny—again like Coffey—was into motorcycles. He was no stranger to thrill-riding: he sometimes even performed as a stuntman to make a little extra money. If he became airborne doing a bike stunt, it must have given him a taste, for a second or two, of what it was like to fly.

			Now, as the Waco 9 took off, he was experiencing that feeling for himself, of being free from the ground, of silky smooth, unimpeded speed. From the sky above that farm strip, fields and woods would have stretched away beneath the small Waco 9 as its engine powered it into the sky. Detroit would have been a smear of smoke and haze in the near distance, Lake Erie a blue line on the horizon. At a few thousand feet above the ground, the wind would have been fierce and cold in that open cockpit, the noise of the engine a roar, and the wires connecting the wing struts would be humming. The genial pilot even let Johnny take the controls and get a feel for the plane. He was in his element at last.

			When his feet were back on the ground, Johnny asked the owner of the Waco 9 if he’d give him flying lessons. The man seemed to have legitimate excuses for saying no: he wasn’t a certified instructor, and he said he was about to move to Texas. Instead, he gave Johnny some advice. He suggested Johnny head to Chicago. They both knew he shouldn’t have any trouble finding a decent auto mechanic’s job there, and in Chicago, he could study at the American School of Aviation, a flight school in the city.

			Johnny liked the idea. One of his uncles had relocated to Chicago, and so had his sister, Bertha. He began to make plans for a move.
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			Now, because of Dr. Sweet’s broken-down Marmon, Johnny was talking to a kindred spirit who knew Chicago, and who had the same goals he did.

			“You know, Bessie Coleman had to go to Europe to learn to fly, and it look[s] like we’re going to have to find some money or something to get over there,” Johnny told Coffey.

			“Well, maybe we can figure out something,” said Coffey with determination.

			“If you ever come back [to Chicago], look me up,” Johnny said. “A good friend of mine at W. T. Brown Funeral Parlor between 39th and 37th, he’ll always know where to find me, so stop in there and ask him.”

			In one short conversation, Coffey and Johnny had gone from being combative to being potential partners.
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			In May of that year, 1927, a white U.S. Air Mail pilot named Charles A. Lindbergh astonished the world by making the first nonstop solo flight across the Atlantic in his plane the Spirit of St. Louis. The reaction from all the corners of the globe was aviation fever. With the same fire also driving him, at twenty-two, Johnny headed to Chicago.

			In another year, Coffey would return to Chicago, too. There, Johnny Robinson, and destiny, would be waiting.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			 

			Ground School, 1927–1929

			
				Hog Butcher for the World,

				Tool Maker, Stacker of Wheat,

				Player with Railroads and the Nation’s Freight Handler;

				Stormy, husky, brawling,

				City of the Big Shoulders…

				—Carl Sandburg, “Chicago,” 1914

			

			Chicago! The “Second City”!

			Nicknamed for its historical status as the second-largest city in the United States (Los Angeles surpassed it in 1982), Chicago had a population of about three million people in 1925, nearly three times the population of Detroit, and six times the populations of Omaha and Kansas City put together. Also known as the Windy City for the powerful winds whipping off Lake Michigan, Chicago’s position on its western shore made it the gateway to the Midwest. The city had a growing Black population of over one hundred thousand, about double that of Detroit, as a result of the Great Migration, a vast movement of southern African Americans into the North. From 1915 on into the 1970s, over six million Black people, including members of both Johnny’s and Coffey’s families, left the South seeking a better life away from the deep-seated segregation and racism of Jim Crow.

			Bronzeville, on Chicago’s South Side, was a booming community of Black businesses, churches, cinemas, and restaurants, with its own political leaders and social elite. The recent surge in Chicago’s Black citizens gave the neighborhood its colorful name, “bronze” being considered a flattering reference to skin color at the time. It was here, in the fall of 1927, that Johnny Robinson headed. He first found a job testing and repairing taxis for the Yellow Cab Company. But his plan was to open his own garage, which he soon did.

			Having a day job was important, but what Johnny was really looking for was a flight school. He applied to aviation schools half a dozen times, including, no doubt, the Chicago-based American School of Aviation, but for unknown reasons, his applications were always rejected. It must have been frustrating when Black newspapers shouted the names of other highflyers, such as Jesse S. Samuels, “the only member of our race to complete a course in aviation in Illinois,” according to a January 1927 article in the Chicago Defender.

			It’s unclear where Samuels got his training, but it probably wasn’t at a well-known flight school. In those days, there was no standard curriculum to follow to learn to fly, no straightforward path to earning a pilot’s license, and Johnny wanted something with structure. The aviation industry in the U.S.A. was only just beginning to be regulated; in 1926, the Air Commerce Act had established an Aeronautics Branch of the U.S. Department of Commerce, and the new organization was getting to work by introducing a system for numbering registered aircraft and by drafting clearer rules for conducting flights and licensing pilots. The first federal pilot’s license was issued to William P. MacCracken, Jr., the head of the Aeronautics Branch himself, on April 6, 1927. Bessie Coleman’s 1921 international pilot’s license had been years ahead of the U.S. federal government.

			The new Aeronautics Branch ruled that registered aircraft had to be flown by licensed pilots holding either a private or commercial license, with the commercial licenses further classified as either “transport” or “industrial.” A professional aircraft mechanic had to hold an airplane mechanic’s license. Everybody in aviation at the time—aircraft owners, pilots, and mechanics alike—had to apply for their licenses by the deadline of May 1, 1927. Anyone who didn’t apply risked an eye-watering fine of $500 (about $8,500 in 2023).

			But in spite of the threat of such a hefty fine, it took some years for the new regulations to really take effect. The feds didn’t rush out to check up on things; there were still plenty of barnstormers with shady flight credentials willing to make a quick buck without attracting official attention, which must have given Johnny some hope. Before 1927 was over, Johnny invited a few other Black flight enthusiasts to join him in a group he called the Brown Eagle Aero Club. The group held lectures and discussions on aviation. Coffey would drive over from Detroit during weekends to join Brown Eagle meetings, and the club’s growing membership gave Johnny and Coffey a social circle as well as an angle for raising awareness of aviation in their African American community. The two young men were both crazy about the sky, and they were fast becoming real friends.

			Clubs like the Brown Eagle Aero Club, dedicated to the art and skill of flight, were part of the legacy left by Bessie Coleman, for the magic of Queen Bess’s vision and personality was still felt throughout the nation. She was a particularly strong source of inspiration for an eloquent young Black man named William J. Powell, who’d grown up in Chicago and had a degree in electrical engineering from the University of Illinois. Powell may well have been among the thousands of mourners who’d attended Bessie’s Chicago funeral in 1926. Despite his education and World War I veteran’s status, he was rejected by flight school after flight school because of his race. But in 1928, the Los Angeles School of Flight accepted him to join an already international mix of students. It was there that Powell founded the Bessie Coleman Aero Club in honor of his hero.

			Meanwhile, the non-flying citizens of Bessie’s hometown in Chicago were also hard at work trying to honor her memory and keep her dream alive. A Bessie Coleman Charity Club began raising funds for a boys’ home, and the Cooperative Business League donated a splendid granite tombstone and bronze plaque to be raised over Bessie’s grave in Lincoln Cemetery. Hundreds of people attended an impressive dedication ceremony there, held on Memorial Day in 1928 at the graveside of the adored young flyer, with music provided by the Whitlow Brass Band, whose thirty members were all women. There were prayers and speeches, and both the governor of Illinois and the newly appointed assistant secretary of commerce for aeronautics sent moving and respectful messages to be read at the event. It’s possible, if not verifiable, that Coffey and Johnny were there in the crowd.

			There was one fly in the ointment at this memorial service. A flashy Black aviator and parachutist named Hubert Fauntleroy Julian had volunteered to participate in the ceremony by flying over Lincoln Cemetery and parachuting down to join the crowd there. He promised that he’d arrive overhead in an airplane at 10:30 a.m. on Memorial Day, in exchange for the minister taking up a collection to raise funds for a record-busting transatlantic flight to Rome that Julian wanted to attempt. The scheduled moment in the service arrived, and the audience that was gathered around Bessie Coleman’s grave waited expectantly, watching the skies. The appointed time came and went. But there was no sign of an airplane or of Julian himself.

			Born in Trinidad in 1897, Hubert Julian was dubbed the Black Eagle of Harlem after parachuting out of a plane over New York City while dressed in a crimson flight suit and playing the saxophone as he floated down to earth. A joyride with a famous Canadian airman led him to claim he’d learned to fly in Canada during the Great War. Julian had made a name for himself as a daredevil in the air, but he rarely pulled off his exploits successfully; he was much more accomplished as a showman than as an aviator. Nevertheless, wherever he turned up, he was big news, and the dedication for Bessie Coleman’s memorial was no exception.
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			The service ended, and Julian still hadn’t appeared. The audience, tired of waiting, began to drift away. It wasn’t until five hours later, at 3:30 p.m., that he finally arrived—not by plane or by parachute, but in a rented army truck. It turned out he hadn’t made the necessary arrangements—like hiring a plane. Apparently he was so chagrined that he was crying “like a baby” when he pulled up at the cemetery. “Julian Disappoints,” the newspaper headlines blared; it would prove to be a prophetic slogan.

			Though Hubert Julian didn’t cross paths with Johnny Robinson and Cornelius Coffey on Memorial Day in 1928, these men would come together dramatically in the future. And it wouldn’t be many years before both Johnny and Coffey would fly over Bessie Coleman’s grave themselves, in a moving memorial tribute that became a tradition repeated even into the twenty-first century.

			No one could have been aware of any of this at the time, though. In 1928, Johnny Robinson and Cornelius Coffey may have had their heads in the clouds, but their feet were still stuck firmly on the ground.
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			Coffey soon decided to return to Chicago himself. He moved back into his familiar quarters at the Y, and went to see his old boss, Emil Mack, out at the car dealership where he’d worked before. It must have been the easiest job hunt ever.

			“Hey, your job’s waiting,” Mack told him.

			Coffey was immediately rehired, and in a happy turn of events, Mack hired Johnny as well. Every day, the two friends would commute from the South Side of Chicago out to Elmwood Park for work. And in between working and shuttling back and forth, the young men hatched a plot to take to the skies.

			They set their sights on a Heath Parasol airplane kit. Created by the E.B. Heath Aerial Vehicle Company right there in Chicago, the kits provided materials and blueprints for building a small single-seat “parasol wing” monoplane. This meant the plane had one long wing mounted onto struts that held it across the top of the fuselage, or body, of the aircraft. The thing that intrigued Coffey the most was the Parasol’s engine. It was the exact same type that powered his old Henderson motorcycle.

			Coffey and Johnny pooled their money together and bought the Heath kit for $600, close to $10,000 in 2023—no doubt a big purchase, but about the same price then as for a car. The Henderson Motorcycle Company had a factory in Chicago; the two men visited the plant and were able to buy a rebuilt engine for around $150. Between them, they scrounged spare parts they might need. Then, even though neither one of them knew how to fly, over the next six months, working weekends and evenings in Johnny’s garage, they built their first airplane.

			And that wasn’t all that was taking off.

			County court records state that on September 24, 1928, one Cornelius R. Coffey married a stenographer named Jennie B. Davis in Allen County, Indiana. Just one state and a short car or boat ride away from Chicago, northern Indiana was the Las Vegas of the Midwest in the 1920s. Lots of happy couples flooded into the state because of its lenient marriage license laws. The rule was that men had to be at least twenty-one and women eighteen, or with parental consent, eighteen and sixteen respectively. And they had to be sober—which was open to interpretation. Quickie marriages were so popular that one story tells how a marriage magistrate, too sick to attend the courthouse, made money by having couples brought directly to his bedroom.

			Coffey would have been twenty-five on his wedding day, and Jennie would have been nineteen. But it seems hard to believe Coffey had time for marriage. By all accounts, he was a shy, serious man, most comfortable when talking about mechanics and engineering. In 1928, he had a full-time job and an airplane to build—did he really take off to Indiana and meet up with a young lady? While there seems to be no record of divorce, a Jennie B. Davis with the same birthdate and particulars got married a few years later to a different gentleman. That marriage license claims to be her first. So perhaps it was a “weekend wedding” annulled before it could begin.

			Johnny, too, may have been distracted by romance at this point—and his young lady is just as mysterious as Coffey’s. She was probably Dora Earnize Tate, born in Alabama in 1907. She’s referred to as “Mrs. Robinson” in newspaper reports from the mid-1930s, but she was still using her maiden name in 1932, and there’s no evidence that she and Johnny ever formally tied the knot. Could they have been courting as early as 1928? Earnize may well have helped Johnny with the money and the organization to set up the independent garage business he’d opened, and she seems to have run the place herself when Johnny was busy with other things.

			Distractions or not, Coffey and Johnny were both working hard on getting in the air. But there was a problem with the Heath Parasol: it only had room for one person. Without two seats, neither of them could fly; even if they found someone willing to teach them, they wouldn’t be able to use the Heath Parasol as a training aircraft. So they began to look for a second plane, one that could fit a student or passenger, as well as a pilot.

			Johnny came across an ad in the Chicago Tribune: a car dealership had accepted an airplane in trade for a car, and they were now looking to sell. Coffey and Johnny decided to check it out.

			The plane was a Humming Bird, one of a handful of experimental biplanes built by Burd S. White, whose son Harold worked with him in Iowa, and it had room for three—a pilot and maybe both Coffey and Johnny at the same time. Happily, the dealer was willing to trade the unusual vehicle for something more useful to him, like a car.

			Johnny just happened to have a Hudson brougham, a type of early automobile modeled after a stagecoach, where the driver sat up front in the open air and the passengers sat in the back in an enclosed cabin. Johnny was willing to give up his wheels for some wings.

			With Johnny’s car and two hundred dollars of Coffey’s savings, they were able to make a deal for the Humming Bird. The dealer helped arrange for them to keep it at a small field called Akers Airport.

			Located at Grand Avenue and Wolf Road in Elmhurst, Illinois, Akers was a few blocks south of Chicago’s present-day O’Hare International Airport and close to where Coffey and Johnny worked in Elmwood Park. Like many early airfields, Akers was a former farm, still showing the bones of its past life. The airplane hangar and shop were in the farm’s original barn. A rambling old farmhouse became the front office—and living quarters for the pilots, who were mostly single men.

			Johnny and Coffey were the only two Black men at the site. But they could pull their own weight among the white aviators.

			“When they found out there that we were mechanics at Elmwood Park, just four miles east of there, and that we were making a living every day repairing cars,” Coffey said, “they began to realize, ‘Hey, these guys can help us out.’”

			Every weekend, Coffey and Johnny would head out to Akers Airport and do whatever they could to support their aviation dreams. They paid the rent for their plane’s parking by offering repair jobs on cars and motorcycles owned by the white aviators who flew at Akers. But their schemes didn’t always end well. When Johnny insisted they could make a little extra cash by renting the Humming Bird to another pilot to use for flight instruction, a student wrecked it. Fortunately, some of the other pilots needed help with a plane engine, and they offered Coffey partial ownership in exchange for the work. Coffey got their plane up and running, only to have it go up in literal flames when a co-owner crashed it.

			Frustrated and anxious to get in the air himself, Coffey began taking expensive flying lessons from a white pilot by the name of Red Clymon, who owned a popular new model of open-cockpit biplane called a Travel Air 2000.

			“Back in those days, it cost you ten dollars an hour for flying time,” Coffey said. Expensive though it was, $10 an hour was on the cheap end for flying lessons, and depending on the plane you went up in, it could cost as much as $20—or somewhere between $175 to $350 an hour in today’s money. That was twice what a man needed then to support a family for a week with food and rent included. So flying expenses, plus the cost of shuttling back and forth to the airfield, added up quickly.

			“Hey, you guys are commuting all the way to the South Side,” the Akers aviators noticed. “Why don’t you fix up a room out here and you’ll be at the airport[?]”

			“That made sense to us,” Coffey said. What they’d save on rent and transportation could go straight into flying. Coffey moved out of the Y once and for all, and Johnny left his place in Bronzeville, returning every so often to collect his mail. Now they’d be able to fly before and after work, as long as there was light in the sky.

			Spending so much extra time at the airport brought Coffey a big break, when Akers pilot Alex Sergeyev made him a proposition he couldn’t refuse.

			“You know, I got a Waco 9, but there ain’t no engine in it,” Alex told him. “You find an OX for this Waco 9, you can have the airplane.” He meant a Curtiss OX-5 engine—a popular workhorse of early aviation, used in all the Curtiss Jennies as well as Wacos, and often repurposed in a new plane when an old one got smashed up.

			The Waco 9 was a really exciting offer. This was the same kind of plane that Johnny had taken his memorable first flight in—easy to fly, great for barnstorming from farm field to farm field, and definitely big enough for an instructor and a student to fly together.

			Coffey lost no time in finding the all-important engine, and with the Waco 9 ready to fly, he finally had his wings. He’d done four hours’ flying with Red Clymon in the Travel Air 2000, and Red reckoned Coffey was ready to “solo” in his own plane, a huge step along the road to becoming a licensed pilot. So in 1928, Cornelius Coffey finally took the controls of an airplane alone for the first time.

			The ability to fly solo, in his own plane, meant that Coffey was able to “build” his flying time in the Waco 9, without the expense of an instructor, allowing him to rack up the necessary flight hours needed to qualify for a license. The only things Coffey had to pay for now were gasoline and oil.

			But he knew that he couldn’t become a qualified instructor himself without the correct Department of Commerce certification, and he couldn’t get that in the Waco 9, which was not an “identified,” or Department of Commerce–certified, plane. Johnny didn’t have as much flight experience as Coffey yet, and he wasn’t anywhere near ready for solo flight. They both needed to up their game.

			One day in 1929, they saw an ad in Aero Digest magazine: the Curtiss-Wright School of Aviation, newly established following the merger of the Curtiss and Wright aviation companies, was starting a “Master Mechanic’s Course.” Johnny had already received a pile of rejections from aviation schools. So this time, the two men decided to take a new approach, possibly inspired by a story that had been widely reported on in Black newspapers across the country, including the Chicago Defender, in May of that year.

			One Miss Hazel V. Pleasant, an eighteen-year-old “popular society girl” from the “colored district” of Jacksonville, Florida, had applied for a place in a “Girls’ Flying Club.” Inspired as a high school student by a personal meeting with Bessie Coleman in Jacksonville just before her tragic death there in 1926, Hazel didn’t say anything about the color of her skin in her written flying club application. She was one of thirty-six successful applicants, chosen from a pool of two hundred, to win flying lessons worth $300 (more than $5,000 today—essentially the equivalent of a full pilot’s license course). Successful, that is, until they found out she was Black. A decision on whether she’d be allowed to accept the award was still pending at the time of reporting, and unfortunately the newspapers didn’t follow up on what happened. But Hazel said that the other girls in the club were “very cordial, even inviting her to their homes to meet their parents.”

			Whether or not Coffey and Johnny knew about the tactics used by Hazel Pleasant, they agreed that the thing to do was to try to get accepted to the Curtiss-Wright School of Aviation on merit
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