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To my mom, Sonja D. Melville, and my dad, Judge L. Scott Melville.

Thank you for believing in me and supporting me unconditionally in life and through love.

And to every parent who has sacrificed for a lifetime to manifest their child’s dream.




Three Centuries, Five Generations
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LOUIS PATRICK HENRY DAVIS

Unknown–1930

Louis was a household servant. After the Civil War ended, he became one of the first Blacks to work for the federal government. He and his wife, Henrietta, had three children. Benjamin O. Davis was their youngest son.
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BENJAMIN OLIVER DAVIS SR.

“OLLIE”

1880–1970

Ollie became America’s first Black general. He had three children with his wife, Elnora, who died in childbirth. Benjamin O. Davis Jr. was the middle child and only son.
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BENJAMIN OLIVER DAVIS JR.

“BEN”

1912–2002

Ben was America’s second Black general. He and his wife, Agatha, had no biological children. However, they raised Larry Melville, the son of Agatha’s sister, Vivienne Melville, as their child.
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LAWRENCE “L.” SCOTT MELVILLE

“LARRY”

1933–

Larry, Ben and Agatha’s nephew, moved in with them when he was around seven years old. He graduated from Howard University School of Law and became a Connecticut superior court judge. He and his wife, Sonja, had three children. Doug Melville is their youngest son.
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DOUG MELVILLE

1977–

Doug is the author of Invisible Generals and a leader in the field of corporate diversity.






TimelineI



	YEAR

	EVENTS IN US HISTORY

	EVENTS IN FAMILY HISTORY




	 

	 

	 




	Unknown

	 

	Louis Davis born




	1861

	Abraham Lincoln elected president; Civil War begins




	1865

	Civil War ends; Reconstruction begins




	1866

	Buffalo Soldiers regiment forms




	1873

	President Ulysses S. Grant’s second inauguration




	1875

	 

	Louis Davis marries Henrietta Stewart




	1880

	 

	Benjamin O. Davis Sr. (“Ollie”) born




	1889

	Charles Young graduates from West Point




	1893

	 

	Louis and Henrietta purchase home at 1830 11th Street NW in Washington, DC




	1897

	William McKinley becomes president




	1898

	 

	Ollie enlists in the Army




	1901

	William McKinley assassinated




	 

	 

	Ollie promoted to second lieutenant of cavalry




	1902

	 

	Ollie marries Elnora Dickerson




	1903

	Wright brothers take first flight




	1905

	 

	Olive Elnora Davis born




	1912

	 

	Benjamin O. Davis Jr. (“Ben”) born




	1914

	World War I begins




	1915

	 

	Ollie reports as instructor at Wilberforce University, Ohio




	1916

	 

	Elnora Dickerson Davis born; Ollie’s wife, Elnora, dies




	1917

	US enters World War I




	 

	 

	Ollie is deployed to the Philippines




	1918

	World War I ends




	1919

	 

	Ollie marries Sadie Overton




	1920

	 

	Ollie’s family moves to Tuskegee, Alabama; Ollie teaches at Tuskegee Institute




	1924

	 

	Ollie’s family moves to Cleveland, Ohio




	1925

	Army War College report issued




	1926

	 

	Ben takes his first plane ride and is determined to become a pilot




	1930

	 

	Ben moves to Chicago; Louis Davis dies




	1931

	 

	Ben fails his first attempt at West Point examination




	1932

	 

	Ben reports to West Point




	1933

	President Franklin D. Roosevelt inaugurated




	 

	 

	Lawrence “L.” Scott Melville (“Larry”) born




	1934

	 

	Ben begins dating Agatha Scott




	1935

	 

	Ben’s application for pilot training is rejected




	1936

	 

	Ben graduates from West Point as a second lieutenant and marries Agatha




	1937

	World War II begins in Asia




	 

	 

	Ben reports to Fort Benning, Georgia; Ben and Ollie begin traveling to Black colleges to train and teach ROTC students




	1938

	 

	Ben reports to Tuskegee Institute as professor of military science




	1939

	World War II begins in Europe




	 

	 

	Ben promoted to first lieutenant




	1940

	 

	Ollie promoted to brigadier general; Ben temporarily promoted to captain; Larry moves to Tuskegee to live with Ben and Agatha




	February 1941

	 

	Ben is assigned as Ollie’s aide-de-camp at Fort Riley, Kansas




	March 1941

	 

	Black volunteers solicited for pilot training in Tuskegee and the 332nd Fighter Group activated




	May 1941

	 

	Ben reports to flying school at Tuskegee Army Air Field




	December 1941

	Japanese forces attack Pearl Harbor, Hawaii; US enters World War II




	1942

	Ben transferred to Army Air Corps; temporarily promoted to major, then lieutenant colonelII




	August 1942

	Ben assumes command of the 99th Fighter Squadron in Tuskegee




	1943

	99th transferred to Morocco, Tunisia, then Sicily




	September 1943

	 

	Ben returns to the US




	October 1943

	 

	Ben assumes command of 332nd Fighter Group in Michigan




	1944

	332nd transferred to Italy




	 

	 

	Ben temporarily promoted to colonel; at Ben’s request, the tails of the Tuskegee Airmen’s P-51 Mustangs are painted red




	April 12, 1945

	President Harry S. Truman inaugurated




	May 1945

	World War II ends in Europe




	June 1945

	 

	Ben returns to the US




	September 1945

	World War II ends in Asia




	1946

	 

	Ben permanently promoted to captain and assumes command of Lockbourne AAB, Ohio




	1947

	The Air Force (USAF) becomes a separate military branch




	April 1948

	USAF announces integration




	July 2, 1948

	 

	Ben permanently promoted to lieutenant colonel




	July 20, 1948

	 

	Ollie retires from the US Army




	July 26, 1948

	President Truman signs Executive Order 9981




	August 1949

	 

	Ben reports to Air War College




	1950

	Korean War begins




	 

	 

	Ben permanently promoted to colonel; Henrietta Davis dies




	1953

	Korean War ends




	1954

	 

	Ben temporarily promoted to brigadier general and receives first star




	1955

	Vietnam War begins




	1959

	 

	Ben temporarily promoted to major general and receives second star; Larry begins studies at Howard University School of Law




	1960

	 

	Ben permanently promoted to brigadier general




	1961

	President John F. Kennedy inaugurated; US becomes more deeply involved in Vietnam War




	1962

	 

	Ben permanently promoted to major general; Larry graduates from Howard law school and moves to Connecticut




	1963

	President Lyndon B. Johnson sworn in after assassination of President John F. Kennedy




	 

	 

	Larry marries Sonja Douglas




	1964

	Civil Rights Act passed; first Black commercial pilot hired by American Airlines




	1965

	Voting Rights Act passed




	 

	 

	Ben promoted to lieutenant general and receives third star and reports to Seoul, Korea; Sonja-Lisa Melville born




	1966

	 

	Sadie Overton Davis dies; Scott D. Melville born




	1967

	Thurgood Marshall becomes first Black Supreme Court justice




	1969

	President Richard Nixon inaugurated




	January 31, 1970

	 

	Ben retires from USAF as lieutenant general




	February 1, 1970

	 

	Ben becomes director of public safety for Cleveland, Ohio




	June 1970

	 

	Ben joins President’s Commission on Campus Unrest




	July 1970

	 

	Ben resigns from Cleveland position




	September 1970

	 

	Ben becomes consultant for US secretary of transportation on airline security




	November 4, 1970

	 

	Ben becomes director of civil aviation security for Department of Transportation




	November 26, 1970

	 

	Ollie dies




	November 30, 1970

	 

	Ollie is buried at Arlington National Cemetery




	1971

	 

	Ben becomes assistant secretary of transportation for safety and consumer affairs




	1972

	Tuskegee Airmen, Inc. founded




	1973

	US withdraws from Vietnam




	1974

	President Nixon resigns; Gerald Ford sworn in as president




	1975

	Daniel “Chappy” James Jr. becomes first Black four-star general




	 

	 

	Ben retires from civil service




	1976

	First female cadets admitted to USAF Academy




	 

	 

	Ben works as special assistant to secretary of transportation for national maximum speed limit




	1977

	President James “Jimmy” Carter inaugurated




	 

	 

	Ben joins President’s Commission on Military Compensation; Larry becomes a judge; Doug Melville born




	1981

	President Ronald Reagan inaugurated




	 

	 

	Ben leaves position as special assistant to the secretary of transportation




	1986

	 

	Ben makes his final visit to the West Point campus




	1989

	President George H. W. Bush inaugurated




	1991

	 

	Ben publishes his autobiography; awarded a lifetime membership in Tuskegee Airmen, Inc.




	1993

	President William “Bill” Clinton inaugurated




	1998

	 

	Ben promoted to four-star general (retired)




	2000

	Lieutenant Colonel Shawna Kimbrell becomes first Black female fighter pilot in USAF




	2001

	President George W. Bush inaugurated




	March 10, 2002

	 

	Agatha dies




	July 4, 2002

	 

	Ben dies




	July 17, 2002

	 

	Ben buried at Arlington National Cemetery




	2009

	President Barack Obama inaugurated




	2011

	Red Tails movie screening




	2012

	Red Tails movie debuts in theaters




	2013

	 

	Larry retires from being a superior court judge




	2015

	 

	Doug’s first meeting at West Point to discuss Davis Barracks




	January 20, 2017

	President Donald Trump inaugurated




	August 12, 2017

	“Unite the Right” rally in Charlottesville, Virginia




	August 18, 2017

	Davis Barracks dedication at West Point




	2019

	Davis Airfield naming ceremony at USAF Academy




	2020

	Colonel Charles McGee (retired) promoted to brigadier general




	 

	 

	Google’s commercial “The Most Searched: A Celebration of Black History,” featuring Ben, airs during Grammy Awards; Aunt Jemima retired




	2021

	President Joseph “Joe” Biden inaugurated; Congress establishes naming commission to evaluate Confederate fixtures




	2022

	 

	Quarters 64 at F. E. Warren Air Force Base dedicated to Ollie




	October 2022

	 

	Doug visits Ollie’s archives at US Army Heritage Center and Ben’s archives at Smithsonian’s Air and Space Museum




	December 17, 2022

	 

	Ben inducted into Paul E. Garber Shrine at the Wright Brothers National Memorial in Kitty Hawk, North Carolina




	August 2023

	 

	Mural of Ben in front of his P-51 Mustang and Tuskegee Airmen memorial unveiled in Campomarino, Italy






	I. This timeline provides highlights from my family story and its intersection with American and world history. Many thanks to the National Air and Space Museum of the Smithsonian Institution, which compiled an incredible timeline of Ben’s life, and from which some of these dates and events were taken.

	II. Particularly during wartime, the US military sometimes used temporary promotions to allow qualified personnel to fill vacancies.






PREFACE A Man on a Mission

While my friends and peers were starting families of their own, I was on a mission to find mine.

Though my family wasn’t broken or broken up, its history had been splintered into bits and pieces. And many of those pieces had been lost—some buried intentionally, some lodged only in people’s memories, some fading with the passing of time.

Like many people do, I thought of family history as something that happened “back then.” Events of days long since passed that have no bearing on the present. Yet that couldn’t be further from the truth.

Whether we realize it or care to acknowledge it, beyond biologically, we’re the receipts of our ancestors’ journeys. The accomplishments of those behind us impact numerous aspects of our existence, from where we live and what school we attend to our friends and what jobs interest us. And for me and many other Americans, our ancestors’ commitment to change the nation continues in us today.

When I began this adventure, I knew very little. But once the process started, I realized the story was even more robust and amazing than I could’ve imagined. I’ve spent over a decade leveraging the tools at my disposal—Google, eBay, LinkedIn, museums, historical documents, organizations and networks, my relatives’ lived experiences—to grasp every strand I could find. I’ve woven these strands into a tapestry that spans three centuries and five generations, and I’ve seized every opportunity to take ownership of the narrative. I’ve looked at it from afar and up close, to reframe it and present it in a new way that’s relevant for new audiences. It’s a pursuit that has brought me—and still brings me—immense satisfaction and joy.

Along the way, I’ve learned much about myself and my identity as an American, as a man, and as someone from a mixed-race background. Most important, I’ve learned the high price some people have paid for the American dream—including Benjamin O. Davis Sr. and Benjamin O. Davis Jr., the Invisible Generals. Whether we’re aware or not, each one of us has been impacted by a figurative invisible general—someone who worked behind the scenes to clear the path for those who follow.

As my great-uncle, General Benjamin O. Davis Jr., said, “The privileges of being an American belong to those brave enough to fight for them.” In many ways, he and his father had to fight harder than most, as they blazed a trail to become the first two Black generals in the United States military. But they clung to the American dream and prioritized service to their family and the country. I truly feel that their sacrifices made the United States, and the world, a better place for all people.

People like the Invisible Generals lived by a singular vision: You can use the system to defuse the system. In their roles as military leaders, they couldn’t take to the streets to protest. Instead, they utilized systems designed to hold them back, making American culture more inclusive by applying their insight and performance to the levers of power they had access to. The stories of these two men can show us different ways to transform the world with whatever power and tools we have access to.

In discovering my family’s story, I’ve learned that some of the greatest lessons for advancing our lives forward are found in looking back and taking time to see the hurdles that have already been overcome, and to use past victories to fuel our own dreams of what’s possible. Although extensive information about these two men already exists, this book documents my personal journey to rediscover the accomplishments of the Invisible Generals, both through the lens of America and the lens of my family. And I hope it encourages you to celebrate and be grateful for the heroes in your family and within your community, and elevate their stories for the world to hear and know.

Every generation is a continuation of the previous generation’s evolution. By engaging with the past, we can add new dimensions to history—and make those who have been erased or overlooked either intentionally or accidentally become visible.




INTRODUCTION What’s in a Name?


The greatest story never told is right there in the living room—but no one is talking.



Who the hell is Colonel Bullard?

I glanced around the packed theater, straining to gauge the other viewers’ reactions. Everyone else was completely captivated by the feature; Red Tails, George Lucas’s movie based on the Tuskegee Airmen, the first Black fighter pilots in the US Army Air Corps.

Was it possible that no one else knew that the names of the actual pilots had been omitted from the film?

To be honest, I wasn’t familiar with all the characters, either, but I definitely knew one: their commander, Benjamin O. Davis Jr. He’d raised my dad and been a kindly, generous grandfather figure in my life, as well as the centerpiece of my family. Bullard may have looked like Ben, but here his name was wrong.

It was complete happenstance that I’d even attended this screening. At the time, I was in full entrepreneur mode, and an event planning company I cofounded, RedCarpets.com, was peaking. As I boarded a plane to travel from New York City to Los Angeles for a big charity event we were red-carpeting at the London Hotel in West Hollywood, I received a call from my friend Nena. I fumbled with my carry-ons and answered the phone.

“Doug, what are you doing two days from now? I know this is really last minute, but I need you to fly to Dallas. There’s going to be a Red Tails screening, and your family is in the movie. It’s a private event, and Oprah will be attending the after-party. She’s one of the producers or something,” Nena said, her excitement palpable.

A few years earlier, Nena and I had connected while I was collaborating with her on a book project for Earvin “Magic” Johnson, whom I had been working for as part of his executive team. During our countless hours together, I’d tell Nena stories to lighten the mood. I love telling stories. Especially family stories. One of the family stories I’d told her was about General Benjamin O. Davis Jr., known to me as just Ben. The part of the story she liked most was when Ben received his fourth star at the White House. President Bill Clinton himself had pinned the star on Ben—and I was there in the front row. I couldn’t believe she remembered this story well enough to recite it back.

Nena was coordinating the screening after-party, and she wanted me to attend as a representative of General Davis’s family.

“We need you here. This is big,” she said. “No one has contacted you about this?”

“No.”

“Well, I am. Come tomorrow. Tell me you will be here.”

“What movie is this again?” I asked.

“Red Tails, Dougie. It’s George Lucas.”

I vaguely remembered hearing something about the movie, but I didn’t know much. If the cast was there, I thought that would be an amazing opportunity to meet the actor playing Ben.

My LA event was successful, and the next morning I woke up early, still unsure if it was worth flying to Dallas. I had refreshed the ticket prices, yet hadn’t hit the purchase button. But I could hear Nena’s voice in my head, and her excitement had gotten to me. I hadn’t seen her in years, and I could leave LA a day early to go. So the next thing I knew, I was buying a one-way ticket from LA to Dallas.

When I boarded, I saw several of the film’s actors on the flight. The plane took on a bit of a house-party vibe, with the flight attendants and pilots taking pictures and allowing guests to pose in the cockpit. It was evident that we were all headed to the same place. This was confirmed when I walked the aisle to introduce myself to semi-familiar faces. Going to the Red Tails screening? I’d ask. Yep, they’d respond. United in a common adventure, I felt connected to the actors. The energy built as we anticipated seeing the movie for the first time.

The plane touched down, and everyone separated. The actors’ drivers and car services whisked them away, and Nena picked me up. It was an incredibly rainy day in December 2011. The windshield wipers swiped at full blast as we inched down the highway. We arrived at the theater later than planned, and upon entering I was surprised to see two reserved seats with my name on them. I’d be in the middle of the action, with the cast on one side and the actual Tuskegee Airmen on the other. I was a physical bridge between two realities: on my right, eighty-plus-year-old heroes, and on my left, the actors who played them in the movie. I could only imagine how the actors felt, sharing this moment with the men they portrayed.

As a young man who was ready to take on the world, I felt more aligned with the actors. They all looked good, fresh, and in their prime. The Airmen, on the other hand, were in their twilight years. In their faces you could see the effects of time and the long, hard road it had taken for them to get to Dallas.

The room was buzzing. Apparently, George Lucas had been working on the film for years, trying to get it produced, and people thought this might be the last film of his career, which ended up being true. It was surreal to see that one of the greatest moviemakers of our time had laid his hands on the story of the Tuskegee Airmen—and part of my family story.

The lights dimmed, and the president of the Tuskegee Airmen organization, General Leon Johnson, stood in front of the theater and said how exciting it was to see these American heroes on-screen. And it was an honor to share with us what we’d be watching. He was then joined by someone from the studio, who explained that we’d be viewing the most recent director’s cut; the final version would debut in three months.

Okay, I’m not one hundred percent sure what that means, but they must be making more changes, I thought.

The silent theater was overtaken by the thundering rumble of a red-tailed P-51 Mustang, and we were off! I eagerly awaited Ben’s debut on the big screen. I thought about the empty reserved seat next to me. I wished I had brought my dad with me. He would have loved this.

About halfway into the movie, one of the characters announced that the commander of the Tuskegee Airmen was coming. This was it!

And there he was, portrayed by Terrence Howard, all steely gaze and stern countenance—and he looked just like Ben.

This is going to be amazing!

But as the other characters greeted him, they referred to him as Bullard. Colonel Bullard.

Wait… Was this the right character? Who was this Bullard person? Where was Colonel Davis?

I was stunned.

After the movie ended, Nena found me and told me to hurry to her car so we could head to the after-party right away. She said she’d set up something special.

As the rain poured down around the car, all I could think was Is that really the final cut? Some of the special effects were still rough around the edges, so maybe they’d change the names, too? Would that be possible?



Walking into the after-party was like entering a who’s who of Black Hollywood, everyone who was on the plane from LA plus all sorts of Black luminaries. Gayle King, David Oyelowo, Ne-Yo, and Nate Parker, among others, were all there. I briefly spotted Tyler Perry and T. D. Jakes before being whisked to a separate room for a private conversation with Oprah. The agency that had organized the event had arranged for her to have private interactions with some of the Airmen’s families. This would be my first time meeting Oprah, who was at the height of her fame, and I looked forward to speaking with her. When she walked in, she seemed happy to meet me, since I was there as a representative of the general’s family.1

After some friendly banter we started discussing Red Tails.

“So what do you think of this incredible movie everyone here has come together to make?” she asked.

Now, when you meet someone like Oprah for the first time, you’d think that every word would be permanently etched in your memory. However, beyond that first line, nothing registered because I was so fixated on the fact that someone at this party had changed Ben’s name—as well as the other soldiers’ names.

“It’s great—but what about the names? All of the real names were omitted from the film,” I said. I wasn’t sure what I expected to hear.

“Douglas, this is Hollywood. This isn’t a documentary. Each character is an amalgamation of three or four characters.” And so forth.

As she explained all of this to me, over her shoulder I saw the group of about a dozen Tuskegee Airmen, lined up in their bright red jackets, worn to signify their Red Tails days. Most were in their eighties and nineties. Some were accompanied by nurses, spouses, or their children. Some towed oxygen tanks attached to breathing machines, and others sat in wheelchairs.

Later that evening, when I finally had a chance to speak to them, I heard that their living accommodations were quite meager, but they were grateful to travel to this event. That it was just nice to be thought of. Many of them, in one way or another, told me they were simply happy to be alive.

Maybe the open bar and jet lag were kicking in, but I felt I was living in a liminal space, between two realities. In a world where you’d invite someone to a movie that’s about them—about the racism, discrimination, and trauma they endured in wartime and beyond—and not even use their real names. These men had fought to tell the story to honor and preserve their family names, to protect both their families and their country’s freedom. To be recognized and respected. It wasn’t about money—it was about duty, honor, and country.

As the evening continued and I met various cast members and others affiliated with the movie, I slipped the question into every conversation:

What about the names?

Even after hearing various explanations—we tried to; we had to do some reshoots; it was about making sure this story made it to life; we couldn’t negotiate with every family, but they were brought on as advisors—I wondered if I was missing something.

As the night went on, and the champagne supply dried up, I remained disturbed. Why would you make a movie like this and not give credit to the people who lived the story? I internally began transitioning from Team Hollywood to Team Airmen, from a desire for entertainment to a desire for authenticity.

The busy day, which had started fifteen hours earlier, should have found me sleeping as soon as my head hit the pillow in my hotel room that night. But between riding high on the energy of the screening, experiencing the sensory overload of the after-party, and being so confused and uneasy about the name changes, I couldn’t wind down.



The next morning I flew back to NYC early, and I made plans to continue on to Connecticut, to see my parents.

I was still riled up from the screening when I joined my dad at the kitchen table for breakfast, his favorite morning ritual. My dad, the Honorable L. Scott Melville, was a state superior court judge in Connecticut and he also happened to be the third Black judge to hold that position in the state.

“How was it?” he asked.

“Dad, they changed all the names. In the movie. They changed the names!”

I was in my feelings. After I finished my three-minute diatribe as he finished his first course of buttered toast, he began to smile, and then he began to laugh.

He laughed. Right in my face.

There I was, in my early thirties, running home to share the family outrage, and I’m getting laughed at.

“Well, Douglas, of course they changed the names.”

“What are you talking about?” In my peripheral vision I could see my mother, Sonja, a lifelong educator, who had walked into the kitchen to watch this scene unfold.

“We’re Black,” he said.

The moment felt detached from time and space. I was speechless.

“Douglas, our names and our whole history as Americans has been changed because of race. Of course they changed the names.”

My dad had never, ever said anything like this to me. He operated with a “say less” mentality, and this was the first time he’d said “Black” as though that was a burden. I couldn’t wrap my mind around it.

Up until that point, I hadn’t been so openly confronted with the idea that my family history could be adversely affected, or that my opportunities could be limited due to race. I was acutely aware that there was a racial construct in America. But my dad had taught me that education and being good to your family were critical, and that being Black was part of our American experience—we had to use what we have as a privilege. I operated as if being Black or mixed-race opened up opportunities—it was a superpower or advantage, not the other way around.

Yet now, here was my dad, eating his breakfast just like he did every day, matter-of-factly explaining to me that we’re Black, and much of our entire history’s been erased because of that one fact.

While I continued to sit there in stunned silence, he continued.

“I should tell you the story of the family, because I’ve never told you or your older brother and sister.”

“The story of the family?”

“Yes. It goes back much further than me. I think it’s important for you to know the story of our family.”

“What?”

“Yeah, one day I’ll tell you the whole story—or at least as much as I know.” With that, he cleaned up his dishes, tossed his napkin aside, and stood. “But now, I have to go to work,” he said and left.

I turned to my mother, still hovering in the corner of the room.

“Mom, what’s all this about ‘the story of the family’?”

“Dougie, why are you worried about that? Can’t you worry about your business?”

“No, Mom—I want to know more about this.”

“You always want to know about the family. It doesn’t matter. What happened in the past happened in the past. You don’t have any kids to pass it down to anyway.” This wasn’t the first time I’d heard a not-so-subtle jab from my mom about my single and childless life, and I doubted it would be the last. She then changed the subject back to the film screening.

“Did you get a picture of you and Oprah Winfrey? She is my favorite. I wanna show my friends.”

When the final cut of Red Tails was released, my suspicions were confirmed: Ben’s name, as well as those of the other Airmen, were still omitted.

Not long after that, my dad sat me down in the living room. He said he wanted to tell me his story, about how Ben Jr. had raised him and about why General Davis (which is how he referred to Ben’s dad, Ben Sr., Ollie) was so influential on our family—and how silence and invisibility factored into our family story.

“Doug, the reason we’ve lived so well here in Connecticut and have everything we could ever ask for is because we don’t make waves. We don’t talk. We don’t correct people. We just do the job. Ben never talked, and I never talked. And General Davis never talked. And there’s nothing really written about us beyond the public records of our work. The history books are wrong and the photos are wrong and the words are wrong—everything’s wrong. But we’re still here, and we’re alive. Our wealth is in our longevity.”

I felt the same anticipation build as I’d felt at the screening, while waiting for Ben to appear on the big screen. And I’d be similarly disappointed because instead of telling me the story, my dad started to berate me.

“I think you’d be best served if you tried to get a master’s degree or spent more time on your company. Why would you waste your time worrying about this foolishness? Nothing good’s ever gonna come of it.”

He went on from there, saying that if it were an interesting story, someone else would’ve already talked about it. Didn’t HBO make a Tuskegee Airmen movie that had Ben as a character? Now there was this Red Tails movie too. Why was I complaining? How many movies did I want them to make?

I clearly wouldn’t be hearing what I’d wanted to that day either.

But I persisted, and the next year my dad began to share our family history with me—what the generations before him had gone through, and what he himself had gone through. It gave me a perspective that helped me understand why having our names changed in a movie didn’t register as an outrage for him as it had for me.

My dad told me the story of a father and son who became America’s first Black generals. Trailblazing innovators, two of a kind, who’d not only fought for our country but also fought behind the scenes to chip away at America’s hidden caste system, to provide more opportunities for all people. Yet, beyond the most fanatic military history buffs, almost no one has ever heard of them.


A Call to Something Greater

After the Red Tails screening, my loyalty felt suspended between worlds, and that feeling was visually and emotionally epitomized by the two primary groups of men who’d attended. One group was entertainment industry talent, whom many would call elites. The kind of people I’d spent the past decade hobnobbing with through my work. Even if they’d suffered hardship, they no longer had to worry about basic needs like accessing adequate health care, paying their mortgage, or being able to afford groceries. They were people living primarily from a place of privilege, who spent their lives flying first-class or on private jets, constantly being interviewed and profiled, basking in public adoration.

The other group was the kind of people I’d become oblivious to: Brave men who’d sacrificed immeasurably for their country, yet had been overlooked and neglected. Men who’d defied stereotypes about Blacks being able to pilot aircraft. Men whose stories went untold, often even in their own families. Men who were only rolled out when someone else could gain something from their presence. Throughout their lives, they were tolerated, but not celebrated. In their final years, they were celebrated, but not compensated.

I now realize that one of the main reasons that elite group existed—was even able to exist—is because they were standing on the shoulders of the men in the other group. Just as I was living a life of privilege earned for me by the previous generations’ sacrifices. All of which I was completely ignorant of.

I was traveling and partying and laughing all the time, and unable to get a relationship to stick. My life self-admittedly lacked direction and meaning. Many of my friends had settled down, gotten married, and started families, but I liked hanging around celebrities and helping them with their passion projects. As I reflected on my existence, something shifted within me. What was my purpose?

By this point, I’d done well for myself. But I can’t say I was doing too well for anyone else. Maybe this was my chance—my shot to make good on the legacy that had been handed down to me.

I was an entrepreneurial thinker and marketer by trade, a professional storyteller. What if I could take that work and turn it into something greater?

This is a question many people ask themselves—right before they start trying to forget about the idea. Nobody wants to see themselves as selfish or falling short, but I most certainly was.

But that one conversation with my dad set me on a different path. If I dedicated myself to the cause of making other people’s
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