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			PRAISE FOR FIGHTING FOR AMERICA

			“Fighting for America is a highly readable account of the courage  and persistence of black male and female soldiers during World  War II who had to fight the enemy and Jim Crow. . . . Moore tells  an uplifting story of African American patriotism and willingness  to sacrifice.”

			—Mary Frances Berry, Geraldine R. Segal Professor of  American Social Thought and Professor of History,  University of Pennsylvania

			“Moore’s book, in great detail, honors [African American soldiers] so that future generations will come to know their sacrifices. . . . [It’s] a labor of love that leaves no stone unturned. . . .  This book is filled with heroes of whom Americans of all colors  have never heard. Their stories will both inspire you and break  your heart. . . . Fighting for America  is an important, engaging book  that brings to light the often harsh yet heroic experiences of a generation of soldiers.”

			—Washington Post Book World

			“The deft narrative intersperses sparkling historical detail, vivid illustrations, and documentary excerpts. . . . Highly recommended.”

			—Library Journal

			“Fighting for America is a major addition to the literature [of African  American culture].”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“Moore, the son of two WWII veterans, provides an intimate portrait of the struggles and achievements of individual black soldiers  in every theater of the war, relying heavily on original documents,  such as photographs, government citations, and letters home.”

			—Indystar
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			PROLOGUE

			I think the only man ever to call me an American, and say it like I was  as good as any American he was likely to find, was a little Jewish man.  We took our trucks to get them out of the concentration camps  (Buchenwald, Dora-Mittelbau, Mauthausen and Birkenau). My eyes  never saw a worse sight in my life than these people, dead and dying,  and I may never understand how God could let any man do that kind  of evil and ugliness to his fellow man. I had just got out of the truck  and a Jewish man, who looked like a dead man walking, came right up  to me. He called me “American” and he fell into my arms. I am  ashamed to say I was afraid to touch him but he hugged me like nobody ever hugged me in my life. I looked at him and I wanted to cry  because he looked so bad, and he looked at me like I was a big piece  of candy. I would like to think this man liked me for being a good  Christian, but I think he loved me for being an American.

			S. SGT. WILLARD MOORE,
3,438TH QUARTERMASTER CORPS,
1943–45


			My four brothers already were serving and scattered abroad in the  war—Charley was in the Philippines, Rick in Europe where he got a  Purple Heart from injuries he suffered, Harry was in the States, and  Erskine was helping to build the Burma Road where he got malaria  which he suffered from later in life from time to time. This was probably as much a reason as any that prompted me to think about going  into the Service myself. There was patriotism in my decision too, because we were a patriotic people.

			PFC. NORMA K. DEFREESE MOORE,
6,888TH POSTAL BATTALION,
1943–45


			
WHY ARE AFRICAN AMERICANS PATRIOTIC?

			What makes any person patriotic, particularly an African American?  White folks built this country, didn’t they? That slaves contributed to  building America is a foreign thought to many Americans. Black folks  were victims, not contributors, right? How could any black child grow  up to be a patriot? Do many black (or white) Americans really buy the  original ideal of America as a people chosen by God, first to conquer the  continent and then to lead the world?

			More than ten million Africans were enslaved and transported  against their will to North America, South America, and the Caribbean.  It is conservatively estimated that between three and five million more  perished in the Middle Passage—the sea voyage from Africa to the  Americas. Why, then, would African Americans ever be patriotic? If one  experience by any group in American history should elicit an unpatriotic feeling, slavery would surely be it—but it does not. It may come as  a surprise to some folks, but black Americans are among the nation’s  most patriotic citizens.

			I once asked my father why he had gone to war for America. He  told me he went because he was drafted. Still, I, who had learned to read  as a five-year-old kid in the 1950s by observing FOR WHITE ONLY at public water fountains and FOR COLORED at motels where my family stayed  on trips to the South, wanted to know why any black man or woman  would risk his life for America. He said defending his country was his  duty as an American citizen. And, he said, who knows the importance  of protecting and preserving the promise of freedom better than African  Americans? If asked to fight for his country again, he would do it.

			My father’s answer did not make a whole lot of sense to me. If our  country was so miserable to its black citizens, why would any African  American choose to defend it? Or why would any African-American  family give its children to our nation’s defense?

			MY FATHER, S. Sgt. Willard Moore, is one of the two WWII veterans to  whom I have dedicated this book. The other is my mother, Pfc. Norma   K. DeFreese Moore. They told me the stories that inspired me to learn  about the history of my family, and therefore the history of my country.

			MY FATHER WAS a great storyteller. Bill Moore was from the South,  and like many southerners he could tell a story far better than the rest of  us. His animated voice ranged from the serious bass of James Earl Jones  to the tickled tenor of a hilarious Bill Cosby routine. With sheer enthusiasm and detailed memory, he spoke about growing up during the Depression, with his parents and fourteen brothers and sisters, in the rural  South. Born in Warrior Stand, once a Native American settlement near  Tuskegee in Macon County, Alabama, he would go on and on about his  slave ancestors and their many skills and talents, and of how he learned  to barber when he was sixteen to earn money to go to college. He told  me often about the most famous customer who ever graced his barber  chair, George Washington Carver. And he talked forever about the value  of education, and his love for his family.

			But the subject of World War II he treated differently. He talked  about the war only when asked. He would usually pause first, as if to adjust or edit his memory of those experiences for his children. We always  enjoyed our favorite story about how, on Easter Sunday in April 1944,  he met our mother, Pfc. Norma DeFreese. We laughed at the tale of his  cross-country jaunt in a “borrowed” jeep, truck, and motorcycle to rendezvous with his new bride in Rouen, France, on their first anniversary  in 1945.

			He talked proudly about the role the 3,438th Quartermasters Corps  played in the famous Red Ball Express, which transported fuel and supplies across France to help defeat Germany. He spoke less easily about  digging graves to bury American soldiers, or about trucking American  POWs out of German stalags, and less easily still about transporting liberated Jews from the Holocaust camps. Never were his stories filled with  bravado. He seemed to me, from his telling, an average American soldier  who undertook a difficult job as best he could.

			I often wondered if my father’s stories were true. To me, the most  dubious was his account of Lena Horne visiting the 99th Pursuit   Squadron at a Tuskegee training air base in 1943 and selecting him—a  lowly student mechanic—over the dashing pilots for her first dance partner. I did not know of any photographs of him as a nineteen-year-old,  but his middle-age paunch did not strike me at all as starlet bait. Even as  a child I wondered why on God’s earth Lena Horne would choose to  dance with my father? He must have looked pitiful, I thought. In researching this book, I discovered that my father was remarkably accurate  in his accounts of the war and his experiences in it.

			My mother told me many stories, too. My earliest memories are of  her describing her experiences in Europe, just a decade earlier, during  World War II, and about how she left home to join the army and see the  world.

			The stories that my parents told me piqued my interest to study further the history of my family and my country. My conversations with my  mother and father regularly linked our present with our past. Our American ancestors were both free and slave. Among them, one is known to  have served in the Revolutionary War, twelve in the Civil War, four in  the Spanish-American War, and six in World War I. In World War II, my  mother was the first woman in the DeFreese family to serve, along with  four of her brothers, all honorably. Among the Moores, six brothers  served with honor and one sister was employed as a nurse in the Veterans Hospital in Tuskegee, Alabama. In their respective families, four  other siblings worked at defense-industry jobs.

			
AN AMERICAN FAMILY

			My Mother’s Family

			Sure, I loved my country, and that is why I was proud to enlist. I had  heard from the old folks that we had fought in every war since the  Revolutionary War, so me enlisting was not anything really special for  us, and two or three cousins who were girls were already in, so that  wasn’t really very special either. But I was the first woman in my immediate family to go. So, yes, I signed on to serve my country, and to  see the world, and to send home money to Mama, who really needed  it badly.

			Norma K. DeFreese Moore

			I never knew or met my grandmother, Mary Adelia DeFreese, who died  six years before I was born. A decade before WWII, she was dealt two  consecutive blows: the death of her husband, which nearly devastated her  family, and the Great Depression, which affected the entire nation.

			Unable to find steady employment because of polio in one arm, she  was left with eleven children to support. She received a widow’s pension of $48 a month—“And she had to account for every penny spent,”  said my mother. “She would give me fifty cents to buy a big bag of old  bread. Sometimes the bread was mildewy, but she knew how to transform stale bread and cakes, muffins, and broken cookies, into meals and  desserts. She would give me another half-dollar and send me to the  butcher to buy meat bones, which were bones left over from people  who had the money to buy meat. He kept aside the bones for poor folks  like us.”

			If coming from a very old American family is a measure of patriotism, then my mother’s family, though poor, was second to none. In her  heritage are Native Americans, Europeans, and Africans. Her European  forebears were Dutch, who came as ship captains, merchants, and fur  traders. Her African ancestors came to America as slaves.

			As a little boy, I grew up in my mother’s hometown of Hillburn,  New York, a small, racially segregated town about twenty miles northwest of New York City, where my family had lived for many generations. “Triracial” or “Negroes, Indians, and whites” is how my mother’s  family was described in anthropology and sociology journals, and by historians who had written about the DeFreese family for more than a century. “Colored” is what we called ourselves. A variety of racial types  could be observed in our immediate family, and among my cousins there  were those who were undoubtedly white, unmistakably Indian, and certainly Negro. My mother had many relatives, and most lived in Hillburn.

			My great-great-grandfather, Samuel DeFreese, Sr., was patriarch of  our large extended family, comprising more than 500 people, or about  half the town. Carrying a fishing pole or a hunting rifle, he walked almost daily along the dirt road that became the Route 17 highway—the  same route along which Gen. George Washington had led the Continental troops through the Ramapo Pass at the New York–New Jersey  border in the Revolutionary War. Centuries later, the route became the racial divide of Hillburn. Separated geographically, the colored lived by  the river and in the mountains, the whites on the flats in “White Town.”
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			Samuel A. DeFreese was a carpenter who built  wagons for the U.S. Army during the Civil War.

			Known to many local people as “the Indian,” and as “Uncle Sam”  to his family, my great-great-grandfather lived near the top of the  Ramapo Mountains. From the porch of his modest wood-frame house,  he could see the Manhattan skyline, such as it was at the turn of the last  century—an island of tall buildings, factory smokestacks, and church  steeples. My great-great-grandfather loved to watch the sun rising over  Manhattan. He called the view helape chen kwaelas—the place where the  sun is born. Outsiders, mostly white hunters or fishermen from the city,  sought his opinion only for a good place to fish, hunt, or trap beaver or  muskrat.

			As a boy I learned from my mother that my great-great-grandfather  did not care how outsiders described us—unless it was with the N-word.  He wanted people to know our family only as “hard-workers” and law  abiding. “We were first here, no matter what they want to call us,” he  told his family. Every Fourth of July, the family would picnic at a spot by  the Ramapo River. At night the men and children would light fireworks  and Uncle Sam would shoot off his shotgun to celebrate the nation’s  birthday.

			To anyone who inquired about his heritage, Uncle Sam, whose  English was seasoned with Indian and Dutch words, said that his “first  blood” was Indian but that he was “proud to have some of the blood of  the rest of you” who came later. He didn’t know it, but by archaeological estimates, his ancestors had been in the region for more than 12,000  years—since the New York Metropolitan area was known as Lenapehoking, or Land of the Lenape.

			To my Dutch ancestors the natives were terrorists, and vice versa.  But some did find friendship and live peaceably together. Intermarriage  with immigrant adventurers, sailors, and traders named DeVries (DeFreese), Van der Donck (Van Dunk), DeGroot (DeGroat), and Van Salee  gave our natives new family names. “We lived on Manhattan Island with  the white families, until we were made to feel unwelcome” was an observation repeated in our family for several generations.

			
SLAVES IN THE FAMILY

			To be called a descendant of a slave was uncomfortable for Uncle Sam’s  family, as it was for many African Americans, whose factual knowledge  of slavery and Africa was practically nil. That African empires like Songhai and Benin were smelting iron at a time when Europeans were making do with stone tools; or that Ghana, Mali, Dahomey, and Kongo were  flourishing when the European nation-states were just taking shape was  unknown to us—thus had the devastation of the African slave trade rendered even the heirs of one of America’s first families ignorant of our  own history, and deprived us of the pride and joy in our African ancestry. No one would dare boast of a connection to Africa, and certainly  not to slaves. But the African blood in the family did come from slaves,  one enslaved man and one enslaved woman, who are documented as  among the earliest residents and pioneers of New York City—and, indeed, of America. Around the 1620s, Emmanuel and Christina Van Angola (meaning “from Angola”) came to North America as part of a slave  workforce that helped to build the early colony on Manhattan.

			According to the city’s archival records, the work tasks for slave men  like Emmanuel included: widening a narrow Indian path that ran the   length of the island (Broadway); building a wall that extended the island’s  width from the Hudson to the East River (Wall Street); and clearing a  forest in northern Manhattan for a new settlement (Harlem).

			Christina, like the other enslaved women of New Amsterdam (later  New York), likely worked in the tanneries, treating furs and leathers, and  on farms and in gardens, growing and preparing food, and in the grist-and windmills, grinding wheat into flour.

			Emmanuel and Christina were among the first wave of Africans who  were transported to the Americas during slavery. Of the first 6.5 million  people to cross the Atlantic to the New World, 5.5 million were Africans.  Rarely commented upon by historians, but common in the first three  centuries of the slavery era (1500–1800) was the use of slaves as colony  builders—clearing shorelines for shipping, draining swamps, removing  trees for farms, and building roads and fortifications for new colonies,  which is precisely how slave labor was used in early New York City and  all along the eastern seacoast cities and towns of North America.

			Typically, slaves built fortifications and fought the Indians. In 1643  the Dutch declared all-out war against the Indians, and slaves were enlisted to fight for the Dutch cause. In return for battling the Indians, Emmanuel and ten other black men received their freedom. Given  wilderness land to farm in the territory north of Wall Street—in the  vicinity of what would become Greenwich Village—the frontier black  farmsteads served as a buffer between the Indians to the north and the  white settlement. Fighting in the first colonial army, they helped make  permanent the settlement of Europeans.

			The emancipation act of February 25, 1644, that freed the men also  freed their wives, but their children were still enslaved. In 1649 Christina  and Emmanuel brought their son to the Dutch church in lower Manhattan for Christian baptism. Using Dutch patronymics, or naming patterns, he was presented as a free child and named Nicholas Manuel,  meaning Nicholas, son of Manuel. His freedom was probably purchased  before his baptism. He is my first known African-American ancestor  who was born in America.

			In 1673 Nicholas, also called Claus, married Louise Lowis at the  Bowery Church on the property of Peter Stuyvesant. Standing as god-parent and witness at the baptism of their first child, Christine, was a fu- ture relative, Jan DeVries II (son of a Dutch sea captain and an Afro-Brazilian woman named Swartine, meaning “lovely dark woman”). My  mother’s recipe for delicious Dutch ollycakes (doughnuts) likely dates  back to that generation.

			FEBRUARY 24, 1644 Dutch colony on Manhattan Island recruits free  and enslaved Africans to fight Indian wars. From 1600 to 1776, European settlements, including English, French, Swedish, and Spanish  colonies in North America, enlist free and enslaved blacks to fight Indian wars.

			In the early American neighborhood on Manhattan Island were  about one hundred families. Among them was ours—and others that  would become far more wealthy, famous, and powerful. Like my ancestors from Africa, they attended the Church in the Fort, also known as  the St. Nicholas Church, where the American Christmas tradition of  Santa Claus was born.

			Fellow citizens like Van Cortlandt and Rutgers lived in modest  homes for a generation or two before their hard work and investments  took root. A fur trapper, Claus Van Roosevelt, lived near the Land of the  Blacks, where a community of free Africans owned farms. The patriarch  Roosevelt’s humble status was probably much like their own, yet his descendants prospered enormously and included two American presidents.

			By the eighteenth century, our family had moved—been pushed,  really—out of Manhattan. Settlement by new European immigrants to  the region, rising real estate values, and racism contributed to their flight  to the New York and New Jersey frontier. A New York law of 1712 prohibiting free blacks, Indians, and “mulattoes” from inheriting or transferring land to their heirs was the final straw. In 1716 property owned by my  distant great-uncle Francisco Bastian, the last black landowner in colonial  Manhattan, was sold in compliance with the law. By then most of the  family surnames were gone from the city. Still, there is ample evidence  that my family believed themselves loyal to their emerging country.

			In 1760 grandcestors John DeFreese and Nicholas Manuel were  members of the Colonial Militia, fighting for the colonists and the English in the French and Indian War. Both were probably unaware that  two of their commanders, Col. Henry Bouquet and Gen. Jeffrey  Amherst, were conspiring to distribute smallpox-laden blankets and  shirts to freezing natives, mostly Lenape, who were huddled outside Fort  Pitt in Pennsylvania. Eventually most surviving Lenape were driven off,  either southwest or north, to Canada; only those who stayed totally to  themselves or intermarried with the foreigners survived.

			IN 1776 DEFREESE, and possibly Manuel and other family members,  continued to bear arms and fight alongside their colonial countrymen,  this time for the fully “American cause” in the War for Independence.  Yet even as free men, their new nation did not offer them the full fruits  of liberty. In 1798 a New Jersey law restricted the rights of free blacks  from other states—including Revolutionary War veterans—to travel  across county or state boundaries. “And be it enacted, That no free  negro or mulatto, of or belonging to any other State in the union, shall  be permitted to travel or reside in this State, without a certificate from  two justices of the peace of such other State,” the law read. Within a few  years many of our family who were property owners sold their homes in  New Jersey and moved across the border to New York.

			More than a dozen of my mother’s ancestors served in the Civil War,  including Philip DeFreese, who served in Company H, 33rd Regiment;  James DeGroat and Obadiah DeGroat, of the 26th New York Colored  Troops; and Private William Van Dunk, who signed on as a substitute  and died at the U.S. Army General Hospital in New Orleans in 1865.

			A century later the descendants of the colonial American pioneers in  my family still lived modestly. In the 1940s some in the family continued  to earn a living trapping beaver and muskrat for trade. In a nation where  four of its first five presidents (and ten of its first sixteen) owned slaves,  slavery and the lingering issue of race had long ago sullied the American  dream for many Americans. Yet from their small hometown, my mother  and her four brothers, Erskine (Sgt.), Charles (Sgt.), Rick (Sgt.), and  Harry (Sgt.) served in the U.S. Army, and thirty-four known cousins  signed on to serve in the army, navy, and Marines in World War II.

			“American homes with a son or husband in the war displayed a   white star in the window. My mother had five stars in her window,” said  my mother. “And she was very proud.”

			My Father’s Family

			On the Moore side, the earliest known ancestor is Sukie, a West  African–born woman who as a young girl was captured and shipped to  an American port around 1840. Sold into slavery in cotton-rich Alabama, Sukie was about thirteen when she first became pregnant. A  family Bible entry notes that she had nine children, five who were mulattoes “by a man named Moore.” Mama Sukie, as she was called, liked  to wear bonnets and enjoyed gifts of fresh fruit. She, like other slaves,  worked from “can to can’t see” on a cotton plantation.

			Mama Sukie’s great-grandchild, Harvey Moore, was my grandfather.  In 1901 he married Nancy Whitlow, the eighth of fourteen children,  daughter of Mary Kennebrew and Jim Whitlow. That my grandmother  Nancy’s father was a mixed-race child who was once left intentionally  outdoors to die as an infant—by the order of a plantation owner’s wife—  was a family story passed on to her new family, the Moores.

			Even months before Jim Whitlow’s birth on a cotton and lumber  plantation in Bibb County, Alabama, rumors circulated among the  farm’s slave community that Anna, a young slave girl, was pregnant with  a child fathered by the plantation owner, John “Jack” Thrasher. Told by  the older slave women to stay away from the owner’s wife and never let  anyone know the truth about her baby once it was born, Anna kept to  herself, as best she could, throughout her pregnancy.

			In November 1853 Anna gave birth to the child, a tiny but robust  baby boy who looked nearly white. She tried to keep him from being  seen closely by anyone, black or white, but she was not able to hide him.

			About a month passed before the plantation owner’s wife, Mary,  went to Anna’s cabin on word from someone that the baby “looked just  like Jack Thrasher.” When she entered Anna’s room, her “tiny pink lips”  were clenched tight in a taut smile. The family story tells of her eyes raging in anger upon seeing the light-complexioned infant lying close to  Anna’s dark-brown face.

			“He is yellow like a pig, and I am going to see to it that he lives with   the pigs” was the memory of the event Anna passed on to her only child.  “Those words,” said my great-grandfather, “were etched in her mind  like stone.”

			[image: image]

			Jim Whitlow was twelve years old when he was  freed from slavery by the Union Army, for whom he fed and watered livestock in Macon County, Alabama.

			Mary Thrasher left Anna that afternoon without saying another  word, but about an hour later a male slave came and snatched the child  from Anna and took the baby away. That night—only a few nights be fore Christmas—my great-grandfather was carried across the plantation  yard and placed naked in the hog pen.
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			Born a slave, Mary Kennebrew was about twelve years old when she was freed by the Union Army, for whom she cooked and  washed clothes.

			“They did not let our grandmother see him,” said my aunt Ruth.  “She was kept locked away in her room. But throughout the night she  cried and she prayed for her little boy.”

			“I was always told the baby cried very little—almost not at all,” said  my father. “He just lay still all night, and the hogs would not touch him.”

			The baby survived the night, and soon afterward both Anna and Jim  were sold to a succession of slaveholders, named Weathers and Whitlow.

			My father never heard his great-grandmother, Anna Weathers, tell  the story firsthand. She died in 1923, the year my father was born. The  fourteen children heard the story of their grandfather from their mother,  Nancy Whitlow Moore, and my father first learned it from Jim Whitlow  himself.

			It was a story told rarely, and never with bitterness. “Yesterdays are  days gone by,” Jim Whitlow would say. “He wanted his children to love  their neighbors as themselves—and vice versa.” According to the U.S.  Census of 1850, Jack Thrasher was at least sixty-two years old when he  impregnated Anna, who was then twelve or thirteen years old. Though  he is biologically my great-great-grandfather, I have extreme difficulty  thinking of him as a member of my family.

			During the Civil War, eight-year-old Jim Whitlow, like other slaves,  was required to give service to the Confederacy. Too young to do heavy  manual labor, he fed horses, mules, and livestock for the Confederate  army. There were times, too, when he was told to help carry dead soldiers. At age twelve, he received word of the Emancipation Proclamation from a Union soldier while plowing a field with a mule. He then  carried feed for Union livestock camped in the area.

			“He learned to be careful not to be seen or caught helping the Yanks  too much. White folks were watching to see who was being too helpful,  because the Yanks were still the enemy no matter if the Rebels were  whipped or not. When Jim Crow took over, a lot of folks [former slaves]  caught hell for helping the North.”

			Whitlow married Mary Kennebrew who was known as “Pot  Mammy” for her cooking skills. A mambo, or voodoo priestess, whose  Louisiana ancestors likely arrived from Haiti or Martinique, “she had   powers,” said one uncle who remembered reverently both her glazed  ham and her magical skill—which he dared not call witchcraft. “She  knew roots. Planters would not plant without words from Mary.” When  the North took control of Macon County, Mary helped her mother  cook and do laundry for the Union forces. “She said when she was a  child she had a dream that her children would be free.”

			My great-grandfather did not have many opportunities, but he made  the best of those presented to him. After the Civil War, he sharecropped  until he earned enough money to purchase a grist mill. It was a successful operation and he built another. He hired a teacher to make sure his  fourteen children were educated.

			“Once at a land auction,” said my uncle Dowell, “Jim was the only  colored face in the crowd, and he said they laughed at him when he  raised his hand to bid on a big piece of land—and they really laughed at  him when he bid up the price to a dollar an acre. But when Jim pulled  out a thousand dollars cash to buy the land, they stopped laughing.”

			By any standards of the times, my great-grandfather was a successful businessman and landowner. My father once told me, “Jim Whitlow  himself couldn’t read or write letters worth a lick, but he could write  numbers. We had to read to him, but you didn’t have to add for him.”

			Though he was not educated, he supported education. One of his  proudest days came when he met Booker T. Washington, an educator  from Virginia who arrived in Tuskegee in June 1881 to set up a college  for colored students. Washington spent at least one evening at Jim Whitlow’s home and Jim felt honored to help the new principal. He loaned  Washington the use of his personal carriage, and he and some of his children attended the school’s opening ceremony on July 4, 1881.
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			A nurse at the Veterans Hospital in Tuskegee during World War II, Ruth Moore Wynn later served as head nurse for the facility.

			My father and five of his brothers, Harvey (Sgt.), Cordell (Sgt.), Idell  (Sgt.), Cicero (Sgt.), and Dowell (Maj.) served in the U.S. Army during  World War II. My aunt Ruth worked as a nurse at the Veterans Hospital  in Tuskegee.

			My father and mother gave us a sense of patriotism. As parents have  told their children stories over the centuries, my parents tried to help me  find my place in the world.
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			TWO AMERICAS?  [1776 TO 1941]

			I once had a conversation with historian Stephen Ambrose, who was  gracious enough to listen quietly as I made a complaint about the movie Saving Private Ryan. Ambrose had served as consultant on the movie, and  so I asked him why black soldiers had been left out of the D-Day invasion. He told me he had provided the filmmakers with information  about several hundred blacks at Utah and Omaha Beach on D-Day, but  that the story was taken in a “different direction.” Among the ablest historians of World War II, Ambrose believed that racism was at the heart  of Nazi philosophy, and that its arteries extended to many nations, including our own. He assured me that military historians were taking a  fresh look at the subject and that Americans would come to learn and  appreciate more about the contributions of African-American soldiers  throughout American history.

			
				BLACK SOLDIERS AND AMERICAN FREEDOM

				On the night of March 5, 1770, Crispus Attucks, a free black dock-worker, marched together with fifty laborers and sailors into a dangerous  confrontation with British soldiers, whose presence in Boston was sharply resented. The soldiers fired into the crowd and Attucks fell instantly, becoming the first of five men to die that night. American patriots hailed  Attucks’s heroism and declared the Boston Massacre the event that  sparked the American Revolution.
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				Between 5,000 and 8,000 black  Americans fought for the patriot cause  during the Revolutionary War.

				In January 1776, Gen. George Washington finally lifted a prohibition against black enlistment in the Continental Army, thus opening the  ranks to free black men. Some colonies also allowed slaves to win their  freedom by serving the American forces. Between 5,000 and 8,000  blacks fought for the patriot cause. At the climactic Battle of Yorktown,  about one-quarter of Washington’s Continental Army was made up of  black soldiers. More than 10,000 enslaved men, women, and children  also provided labor for the Americans, transporting munitions, provisions, and constructing fortifications and barricades in the Thirteen  Colonies. Interestingly, many enslaved Americans took advantage of a   British offer of freedom in return for military service, and more than  20,000 slaves fought and labored for the British side during the war.

				JUNE 15, 1775 The Continental Congress selects George Washington  to head the newly established Continental Army. Washington ordered  his officers not to recruit black troops but later rescinded the order.

				By the time of the War of 1812, federal law restricted militia service  to “free and able-bodied white citizens,” and the U.S. Army and Marine  Corps did not permit blacks to enlist. Although free blacks and slaves did  fill support roles as laborers and teamsters in army camps, the navy was  the only service that officially admitted blacks in a fighting capacity.  Black troops served at the Battle of Lake Erie and at the Battle of New  Orleans, under the command of Gen. Andrew Jackson, although they  were excluded from later parades commemorating the New Orleans victory.

				From the opening salvo of the Civil War, thousands of free blacks  and fugitive slaves volunteered for the Union Army, only to be denied  service by President Lincoln, who maintained that the war was being  fought to restore the Union, not to end slavery. Believing the war would  be short-lived and the Union successfully restored, Lincoln prohibited  black soldiers from the Union ranks in order to avoid angering his own  border states, Delaware, Kentucky, Maryland, and Missouri, where slavery was still protected by the Constitution.

				However, as the war dragged on, President Lincoln’s slavery policy  (or strategy) changed profoundly. On September 22, 1862, he issued a  preliminary Emancipation Proclamation, which effectively warned that  if the South did not end its rebellion within 100 days (by January 1,  1863) all slaves in the South were to be freed. The edict also permitted  former slaves and northern blacks to enter the armed services.

				On July 18, 1863, the Massachusetts 54th, the first all-black regiment organized in the North, fought courageously during an attack on  Fort Wagner in South Carolina. Though underpaid and often assigned  hard labor, black men signed up by the thousands. Volunteers from South  Carolina, Tennessee, and Massachusetts filled the first authorized black   regiments. By the end of the Civil War, about 179,000 black men served  as soldiers in the Union Army (comprising 10 percent of that force), and  another 19,000 served in the navy.
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				Some 179,000 black men served as soldiers in the Union Army, about 10 percent of the total number. They were assigned to segregated all-black units such as the one pictured here, the  4th U.S. Colored Infantry stationed in Washington, D.C. in 1865. Another 19,000 black men served in the Union Navy.

				1820 U.S. Congress prohibited the enlistment of blacks or “mulattoes” into the U.S. Army. Service in the army was limited to free white  males.

				On April 9, 1865, at the Appomattox Court House, twelve “colored” regiments, or about 3,500 black soldiers, stood guard outside  along with white Union soldiers as Gen. Robert E. Lee surrendered to  Gen. Ulysses S. Grant. About 38,000 black soldiers died during the war.  With nearly eighty black commissioned officers, black soldiers served in  artillery and infantry and performed support functions that sustained the  army. Black carpenters, blacksmiths, cooks, laborers, teamsters, nurses,  scouts, spies, steamboat pilots, and surgeons also contributed to the war  cause. Black women, who were not formally allowed to join the army,  served as nurses, spies, and scouts—among them, Harriet Tubman, the  Union’s most famous scout.

			

			
				BUFFALO SOLDIERS

				So impressed were American military commanders by the bravery and  valor of the Union’s black soldiers that in July 1866, the first black  post–Civil War regiments came into existence by an act of Congress, approved by President Andrew Johnson. By April 1867, six regiments of  African-American soldiers were recruited into the regular peacetime  army. Many were veteran U.S. Colored Troops from the Civil War, but  among them were also newly freed slaves who wanted to serve their  country. Organized as the 9th and 10th Cavalry and the 38th through  41st Infantries, each regiment consisted of approximately one thousand  men. In 1869 the infantry regiments were consolidated into two, the  24th and 25th. All four regiments—two of cavalry and two of infantry—  were sent to the western frontier to fight in the Indian wars.

				In the winter of 1867–68, the newly formed 9th and 10th Cavalries  were engaged in Gen. Philip Sheridan’s campaign against the native Comanche, Kiowa, and Cheyenne in Texas and the western Oklahoma Territory. In the cold, harsh winters, the black soldiers wore coats made of  buffalo hides. On account of the appearance of those coats and their  own tightly curled hair, the Indians called them the “Buffalo Soldiers.”  According to legend, it was the fighting spirit of the black soldiers that  reminded the Native Americans of the bison, and the soldiers accepted  the name as a term of honor and respect. About twenty years later, when  designs for regimental coats of arms were being prepared, the 9th Cavalry adopted a galloping Indian-on-a-pony as its emblem and “We Can,  We Will” as its motto. The 10th Cavalry took the buffalo as its crest, and  “Ready and Forward” became its motto.

				Their duties were not limited to fighting. Known as “guardian angels, ” the Buffalo Soldiers protected frontier towns and farms, wagon  trains, stagecoaches, and Pony Express riders. Guarding railroad work  crews and cattle herds, the black troops also built and repaired frontier  forts and outposts. Stringing hundreds of miles of telegraph lines, they  explored and mapped vast areas of the Southwest and helped develop the  early national parks. In garrison, the Buffalo Soldiers drilled, stood  guard, and maintained horses, weapons, and equipment. Serving fifty-nine forts of the Old West, the black regiments developed into four of  the most distinguished fighting units in the army during the remainder  of the nineteenth century. Though completely overlooked in Hollywood’s glamorization of the cavalry-to-the-rescue myth, black soldiers  made up over 20 percent of the cavalry engaged in the Indian wars,  fighting in 85 percent of the Indian battles.

				JULY 18, 1863 Sgt. William H. Carney’s bravery under fire during the  assault on Fort Wagner earned him the Congressional Medal of  Honor. He was the first African American to receive the award. Fifteen black soldiers received the prestigious honor for their heroism  during the Civil War.

				In 1877, Henry O. Flipper became the first African American to  graduate from the U.S. Military Academy at West Point. Promoted to  lead a 10th Cavalry unit, he saw his promising career ended in 1881 with  a dishonorable discharge. His commanding officer had charged him with  embezzling $3,791.77 from commissary funds. Flipper denied the  charge, claiming he was framed by white officers who disliked him because of his color. A court-martial cleared Flipper of the embezzlement  charge but convicted him of conduct unbecoming of an officer and ordered him dismissed from the army. He died in 1940 without vindication. In 1976 the U.S. Army changed his discharge to honorable and a  pardon issued by President Bill Clinton in 1999 completely cleared Flipper’s name.

				On the seas, Capt. Michael A. Healy, the highest-ranking black officer in the Revenue Cutter Service (precursor to the U.S. Coast Guard)  commanded the cutter Bear from 1887 to 1895. In charge of patrolling  Pacific waters from San Francisco to the Aleutian Islands, Captain Healy  was considered by many the best sailor of the North Pacific. Commended by the U.S. Congress for his seafaring skills, an article in the January 28, 1884, New York Sun termed the black captain among the world’s  best seamen: “Captain Mike Healy is a good deal more distinguished  person in the waters of the far Northwest than any president of the  United States or any potentate in Europe has yet become.”

				By the 1890s, Native Americans had been defeated and confined to   reservations. On February 15, 1898, the battleship  Maine exploded in  Havana harbor and twenty-two Buffalo Soldiers were among the 266 fatalities. Again, the U.S. Army’s four black regiments were sent to war,  distinguishing themselves in the ten-month-long Cuban campaign. In  the famous charge up San Juan Hill, the black cavalrymen saved Col.  Theodore Roosevelt and his Rough Riders from being massacred. Attacking through barbed wire and cannon fire, the 10th Cavalry charged  up the steep hill to draw enemy fire away from the Rough Riders, capture the lethal blockhouse, and plant the flag of the 10th Cavalry on San  Juan Hill.

				Gen. John J. Pershing witnessed and later wrote about the heroism  of the regiment’s charge: “The losses of the day were heavy—the Tenth  Cavalry losing half of its officers and twenty percent of its men. We officers of the Tenth Cavalry could have taken our black heroes in our  arms. They had again fought their way into our affections, as they here  had fought their way into the hearts of the American people.”

				In 1899, the United States sent troops to the Philippines to stop an  insurrection. For the next three years, portions of all four regiments saw  action in the Philippines. In 1903, the Buffalo Soldiers served as a presidential escort during President Roosevelt’s visit to San Francisco—the  first time black soldiers were assigned to protect an American president.  The Buffalo Soldiers also patrolled and helped develop the Yosemite, Sequoia, and Kings Canyon National Parks.

				In 1906, the black soldiers of the 25th Infantry Regiment were involved in a racially charged incident at Fort Brown in Brownsville, Texas.  Several troopers were alleged to have “shot up the town,” killing one  resident. Although officials at Fort Brown confirmed that all black soldiers were in their barracks at the time of the shooting, local whites  claimed that black soldiers were responsible. Without trial or hearing,  President Roosevelt ordered 167 black infantrymen discharged without  honor because of their alleged conspiracy of silence. In 1972 the U.S.  Congress finally rescinded the less-than-honorable discharges and restored the members of the 25th Infantry Regiment to good standing. In  1916, when Pancho Villa crossed the border and invaded New Mexico,  the 24th and 25th Infantries and the 10th Cavalry were sent to the border to assist General Pershing in his pursuit of the Mexican general. Between 1866 and 1912, twenty-three black soldiers won the Medal of  Honor, the nation’s highest military award.

			

			
				SAVING THE PRESIDENT:   THE MCKINLEY ASSASSINATION

				On September 11, 1901, President William McKinley lay in a Buffalo  hospital bed, bleeding for a fifth day from two gunshot wounds to his  stomach. A third shot would have killed the president instantly, the doctors surmised, and for one week, James Benjamin Parker, a black waiter  from Georgia, was a national hero, for he had stopped the assassin from  firing a third time.

				On the previous Friday afternoon at 4:07 P.M., the president stood  patiently greeting the first of more than one thousand well-wishers at the  Pan-American Exposition in Buffalo, New York. Among those waiting  to meet the president were Parker, the waiter, and Leon Czolgosz (pronounced:  showl-golz), a son of Polish-German parents who had waited  since morning to get near McKinley. At six feet six inches tall, Parker  was likely more conspicuous than Czolgosz, who stood a few feet ahead  of him in line.

				Czolgosz, like many other people in the hot room—it was about  ninety-five degrees—carried a white handkerchief, either to wipe their  brows or wave at the President. Unnoticed by Secret Service agents,  local police, and military guards, his handkerchief-wrapped hand concealed a five-shot .32-caliber revolver.

				He fired two shots rapidly and the president grimaced and buckled  to the floor. According to eyewitness accounts, Parker was the first to  react—even before the security contingent. He lunged forward, knocked  the gun from the attacker’s hand, and tackled
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			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			The death rate of our World War II veterans presented the greatest personal urgency for me in the writing of this book. At publication, more  than 1,100 World War II veterans are dying every day—at a higher rate  than during the war. Since black men live, on average, shorter lives than  white men, the population of black veterans is even more perilously  close to its end. About 70,000 of the 1.1 million African Americans who  served in World War II are still alive.

			I learned an unfortunate but valuable lesson about death early in this  project. I learned never to delay an interview. I had reached an eighty-year-old former sergeant by telephone one Friday evening to ask him  about his experience with an artillery battalion at Guadalcanal. My call  had come late and unexpectedly, but he was eager to talk. Satisfied that  I had established the contact, and thinking myself courteous, I said I  would call back after the weekend, on Monday morning. I did call back,  but when I did, a family member told me he had died that Saturday afternoon. I never again postponed an opportunity to talk to a veteran.

			I received my father’s World War II military war service record on  the afternoon of September 11, 2001, and so my thoughts about black  patriotism and World War II got pushed aside that day.

			“Today we feel what Franklin Roosevelt called the ‘warm courage  of national unity,’ ” said President George W. Bush a few days later at a  memorial in Washington, D.C., for the people who had lost their lives.

			For the first time since the Civil War, two American cities had been  devastatingly struck. Almost sixty years after Pearl Harbor, a surprise attack again tested America.

			“In every generation, the world has produced enemies of human  freedom,” Mr. Bush continued. “They have attacked America because   we are freedom’s home and defender. And the commitment of our fathers is now the calling of our time.” The New York Times reported that  Mr. Bush then “glanced at his own father, a World War II pilot.”
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			My son Terence and I at Fort Greene Park in Brooklyn. After the September 11, 2001, attack, he asked me for an American flag. 

			All races and religions were among the victims and heroes of the attack. Working on the ninety-second floor of Tower One was Michael  Richards, an African-American sculptor who was crafting a memorial to  the Tuskegee Airmen, a segregated unit of black World War II fighter pilots. Richards died in the tower’s collapse, and lost forever with him is  his unfinished sculpture depicting an airman riding a burning meteor.

			Though there are still great gaps between the races and ethnic  groups, in those days and weeks we acted as neighbors and patriots—as  if war unified us and we were fighting against a common enemy and  there was an unspoken truce. Our differences were suspended and we  were all Americans.

			Like millions of our countrymen, my own family did its best  through the national tragedy. Through our church, we provided food,  clothing, and support for the National Guard, the fire department, other  emergency workers, and the families of people lost in the attack. My  son’s elementary school conducted a drive to donate flashlights and  boots for relief workers at Ground Zero. A few days after the attack, my  son asked for an American flag.

			From our veterans of the Greatest Generation, we have learned  about bravery, dedication, and patriotism. For my family, as for millions  of Americans, there is an unmistakable connection between the events of  the past, present, and future. From every generation we have learned  about the hope and responsibility our nation gives to us all.
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