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Luther  Wheeler 

Q: It g e t s  p r e t t y  crowded on t h e r e .  

A: Right .  Your bunks a r e  ve ry  smal l .  And when you have a  s t o r m  i t ' s  
v e r y  dangerous.  One k i d  d i d  g e t  k i l l e d  d u r i n g  convoy e s c o r t  d u t y ,  w i t h  
us. 

Q : 

A : 
wa s 
t h e  

One of your shipmates?  

Not o u r s .  It was a n o t h e r  s h i p .  I f o r g e t  the name of t h a t  s h i p ,  i t  
similar t o  o u r s .  But t h e r e  i s  a f e l l o w  h e r e  [ i n  S p r i n g f i e l d ] ,  when 
a r t i c l e  came o u t  i n  t h e  J o u r n a l - R e g i s t e r ,  c a l l e d  me, and s a i d  h e  

remembered he was on t h e  s h i p  t h a t  u s u a l l y  r a n  wi th  us  on e s c o r t  d u t y .  
And he  c a l l e d  m e  and we t a l k e d  abou t  i t .  I wanted t o  go s e e  him, and I 
l o s t  t r a c k  of him. 

Q: Did you a t  one t ime p i c k  up a couple  of whi te  s a i l o r s - - o n t o  your 
s h i p ,  when t h e y  needed t o  g e t  from one place t o  a n o t h e r ?  

A :  Well, now--I d o n ' t  remember t h a t  . . . 
Q: Capta in  Purdon t a l k s  abou t  t h e s e  two whi te ,  I t h i n k ,  s a i l o r s  who were 
so  s u r p r i s e d  when they g o t  on a  s h i p ,  and a l l  t h e  peop le  on t h e r e  were 
b lack .  They c o u l d n ' t  b e l i e v e  i t .  Do you remember t h a t ?  

A :  No, I d o n ' t  remember t h e  i n c i d e n t .  It could  have happened w h i l e  I 
was i n  some o t h e r  pa r t  of t h e  s h i p ,  a s  a m a t t e r  of  f a c t .  

Q: Sure.  

A :  But,  I d o n ' t  know whether t h e y  were supposed t o  board t h e  s h i p  o r  
n o t .  Is t h a t  what he w a s  t a l k i n g  abou t?  

: They j u s t  needed t o  g e t  from one p l a c e  t o  a n o t h e r  and t h e y  . . . 
A: They were l o s t .  Well, i t  was kind of a shock, I imagine,  t o  anybody 
t h a t  d i d n ' t  have any i n f o r m a t i o n  abou t  i t ,  and t h e r e  wasn ' t  much i n f o r m a t i o n  
g iven  around i n  t h e  navy. Most of i t  was f o r  t h e  p u b l i c ,  t h e  p u b l i c i t y  
was. 

Q:  You d i d  mention i n  your  autobiography t h e  s t o r y  abou t  George Alexander ,  
one of your shipmates ,  who was r a t h e r  a  d i f f e r e n t  k ind of f e l l o w .  Could 
you t e l l  us  about  him? 

A :  Yes. H e  was--when 1 s a y  d i f f e r e n t ,  I mean he wasn ' t  ready t o  a d j u s t  
t o  the--being r e s t r a i n e d  l i k e  t h a t  aboard s h i p ,  o r  he never  had been 
aboard s h i p  o r  a n y t h i n g  l i k e  t h a t ,  and he  had a tendency t o  r e b e l  as f a r  
as when i t  w a s  t ime f o r  him t o  do something. If you t o l d  him h e ' d  r e s e n t  
i t ,  most t imes ,  b u t  he 'd  go ahead and do i t .  And h e  c h a l l e n g e d  me one 
day. H e  was c l e a n i n g  t h e  s h i p  up,  g e t t i n g  i t  ready f o r  i n s p e c t i o n .  And 
he thought  h e  was q u i t e  a  boxer ,  you know, and so--I c o u l d  box too!  But 
be ing  t h e  head of t h e  d e t a i l  t h a t  p a r t i c u l a r  day,  a s  f a r  as t h e  work was 
concerned,  I t o l d  him t h a t  we'd w a i t  till a f t e r  we g o t  th rough ,  and I ' d  
box him a L i t t l e  b i t ,  i f  h e  wanted t o !  So, being o l d e r  t h a n  h e  was--I 
imagine h e  was abou t  maybe e i g h t e e n  o r  nineteen, but he w a s  p r e t t y  f e i s t y !  
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But I ' v e  always had to--thought a t  l e a s t - - t h a t  I s h o u l d  l e a r n  any way I 
could  t o  defend myself ;  and, of c o u r s e ,  I s t a r t e d  boxing when we were 
n i n e  and t e n  y e a r s  o l d .  When we'd g e t  i n  t h e  s t r e e t s  a t  home, whenever 
a n y t h i n g  came up t h a t ' s  the way we would s e t r l e  i t .  

Q: With g l o v e s  o r  wi thou t?  

A: With g loves .  W e  had g loves .  The u n d e r t a k e r ' s  son  [in C a i r o ,  I l l i n o i s ]  
had g l o v e s ,  and he  had t h e  punching bag. We'd j u s t  go t h e r e  whenever we 
g o t  ready ,  s e e .  

Q: Yes. So you d o n ' t  mean f i s t  f i g h t i n g ,  you mean r e g u l a r  boxing? 

A: Regular  boxing.  

Q: You d i d n ' t  have some g loves  on the s h i p  d i d  you? 

A: Oh y e s ,  we g o t  them o f f  t h e  base. J u s t  went over  t o  t h e  base where 
we were t h e r e ,  and g o t  t h e  g loves .  Then we boxed, and . . . h e  was v e r y  
w e l l  s a t i s f i e d .  I t h i n k  t h e  t r o u b l e  was, h e  was real ly--he  was bored,  
and so  he needed a  workout, t h a t ' s  what 1 f i g u r e d !  It d i d n ' t  make any 
d i f f e r e n c e  i f  I won o r  he won! But  he  seemed t o  be v e r y  w e l l  s a t i s f i e d .  
It was a good round, you know, and he  complimented m e ,  and t o l d  m e ,  "Old 
man, 1 d i d n ' t  know you could  box l i k e  t h a t ! "  ( l a u g h t e r )  And, of c o u r s e ,  
t h a t  was t h e  end of t h e  c o n f l i c t  and t h a t  was t h e  end of t h e  c h a l l e n g e ,  
as f a r  a s  I was concerned.  ( s m i l e s )  He never  d i d  c h a l l e n g e  anybody 
e l s e .  

Q: Was he  a problem i n  any o t h e r  way? w a s n ' t  he  t h e  one who brought  
the--the l i t t l e  dog aboard?  

A:  He was t h e  one who brought  t h e  l i t t l e  ( chuck les )  dog aboard .  And t h e  
s k i p p e r  . . . 
Q :  How d i d  he manage to--did he  h i d e  him f o r  a  whi le?  

A: He g o t  him o f f  t h e  b a s e ,  and put  him under h i s  j a c k e t ,  and s t e p p e d  
aboard s h i p  w i t h  him. O f  c o u r s e ,  whoever was on guard knew a b o u t  i t .  
They put  him i n  a l i f e  r a f t ,  f o r  q u i t e  a  w h i l e ,  T h a t ' s  where h e  s t a y e d .  
And they named him Gismo. Which i n  t h e  navy--the way i t  was e x p l a i n e d  t o  
m e - - i t  means t o  have a way t o  do something,  o r  a t o o l  t h a t  you make t o  
u s e ,  even though i t  i s n ' t  t h e  r i g h t  tool--but you used i t  anyway t o  
accomplish whatever you want t o  do .  And t h a t ' s  what t h e y  c a l l e d  a gismo. 

Q:  Good d e f i n i t i o n .  

A :  Right ,  and we thought  that - -as  f a r  as he was concerned t h a t ' s  what we 
c a l l e d  him--because we d i d n ' t  know what k ind of dog he was. H e  was a 
l i t t l e  brown and w h i t e  dog. I ' l l  say  he  was about  a f o o t  l o n g ,  and abou t  
s ix - inches  h i g h ,  which i s  why h e  was a b l e  t o  smuggle him aboard.  

Q:  How l o n g  b e f o r e  t h e  s k i p p e r  knew about  i t ?  



L u t h e r  Wheeler 7 1 

A :  Oh, I g u e s s  i t  was abou t  two weeks before he  knew--let u s  know that 
h e  knew, but  I t h i n k  he knew b e f o r e  then .  But we k e p t  him o u t  of t h e  
way, you know. We fed him. 

And, Alexander,  t o  me--there was a n o t h e r  i n c i d e n t  t h a t  shows you j u s t  
what he--one t i m e  when we went t o  Cuba. I n  t h a t  p a r t i c u l a r  r u n ,  we had 
t h e  Cubans t h a t  were supposed t o  c a t c h  our  l i n e s  when we were going t o  
t i e  up t h e  dock t h e r e  and g e t  our  s u p p l i e s .  And one Cuban used t h e  word 

I I  . . . niggerl'--an8 threw our  l i n e s  back and wouldn' t  c a t c h  them and 
anchor  them t o  t h e  dock. So . . . M r .  Purdon--Captain Purdon, I should 
say--told Alexander t o  i g n o r e  t h a t .  And so  Alexander--on a l l  t h e  l i n e s  
of t h e  s h i p  they  have what t h e y  c a l l  a monkey f i s t ,  which i s  a l i t t l e  
l i n e ,  i t ' s  much s m a l l e r  t h a n  t h e  two-inch Lines  o r  t h e  th ree - inch  lines 
t h a t  y o u ' r e  c a r r y i n g ,  and t h e  monkey f i s t  i s  supposed t o  h i t  t h e  dock, 
and they  p u l l  t h e  b i g  l i n e  i n  w i t h  t h e  monkey f i s t ,  and t h e  s m a l l e r  l i n e .  
So t h e  nex t  t ime  Alexander th rew t h e  monkey f i s t  a t  t h e  boy on t h e  dock. 
And t h e  s k i p p e r  of c o u r s e  g o t  a f t e r  him about  t h a t !  And s o  h e  threw i t  
a g a i n ,  and he f i n a l l y  rook i t ,  somebody d i d ,  on the  dock. So Alexander 
s a i d ,  "Well . . . 7: g o t  t o  go aboard . . . t h e  dock." The s k i p p e r  gave 
him permiss ion ,  which h e  d i d n ' t  have t o  do. He d i d n ' t  know what he was 
going t o  do. So Alexander went aboard and g o t  o f f  s h i p  and he found t h e  
boy and s t a r t e d  a E i g h t .  

H e  was proud of t h a t  s h i p  r h a t  we were on. H e  was proud of t h e  f a c t  t h a t  
he  was i n  t h e  navy. W e  was j u s t  t h e  type  of f e l l o w  t h a t  you need aboard ,  
a  Lot of spunk, which h e  had.  H e  was d e d i c a t e d  t o  what h e  was supposed 
ro  do.  He was j u s t  a seaman. And he seemed t o  be v e r y  s a t i s f i e d  as f a r  
as h i s  rank was concerned; i t  d i d n ' t  bo ther  him. But he  g o t  promoted, a s  
h e  [ c o n t i n u e d ] ,  h e  g o t  second c l a s s  seaman, you know. The s k i p p e r  promoted 
them accord ing  t o  t h e i r  a b i l i t y  and t h e  way t h e y  performed, and t h a t  was 
one t h i n g  t h a t  we w a s  v e r y  f a i r  abou t .  And, o f  c o u r s e ,  he  was a  proud 
f e l l o w ,  and wanted h i s  s h i p  t o  be known, [which] i s  why he wrote  t h e  
book--about t h e  s h i p .  

Now a t  one t ime aboard s h i p ,  we had--as I ' v e  s a i d  b e f o r e ,  I think--we had . . . whi te  and c o l o r e d  aboard s h i p .  And t h e  on ly  t ime  t h a t  I saw any 
c o n f l i c t  as f a r  as t h e  r a c e  was concerned,  i t  came from both--whoever was 
i n  t h e  majority--had l i t t l e  t h i n g s  t h a t  t h e y  seemed t o  want t o  do--as f a r  
a s  o s t r a s i z e  one a n o t h e r  from t h e i r  l i t t l e  c a r d  games, o r  whatever a c t i v i t y  
they  had.  But t h e r e  was never  any words. You wasn't  approached by 
a n y t h i n g  l i k e  t h a t .  U n t i l  a f t e r  whi le ,  they  began t o  make c o n v e r s a t i o n  
w i t h  one a n o t h e r  and t a l k  abou t  t h e  d i f f e r e n t  t h i n g s ,  o r  where they were 
from. And e v e r y t h i n g  went on very  f i n e .  I think y o u ' l l  f i n d  t h a t  whoever 
i s  i n  t h e  m a j o r i t y ,  o r  whatever n a t i o n a l i t y ,  h a s  a tendency t o  t a k e  
advantage of t h e  o t h e r  one,  i f  i t ' s  p o s s i b l e .  So t h e r e  was no d i f f e r e n c e  
aboard t h e r e ,  on ly  you had t h e  d i s c i p l i n e  t h a t  was e n f o r c e d ,  a t  t h a t  
t ime ,  which we d o n ' t  have o u t  i n  t h e  p u b l i c  s e c t o r .  I n  a l o t  of c a s e s  
i t ' s  almost imposs ib le  t o  e n f o r c e  d i s c i p l i n e  i n  t h e  p u b l i c  s e c t o r ,  i n  
some p l a c e s .  But I do t h i n k  t h a t  as we go along--and I ' v e  s e e n  i t  happen 
s i n c e  I go t  o u t  of t h e  navy t h a t  t h e r e ' s  been improvement, more so i n  
some a r e a s  t h a n  o t h e r s .  

Q:  Sure .  You had a n  i n t e r e s t i n g  cook aboard your s h i p ,  Was h e  t h e  same 
one,  wi th  you a l l  t h e  t ime?  
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A :  Y e s ,  he was. And h i s  name was C h a r l i e  Young, and he  was a cook 
b e f o r e  he g o t  i n t o  t h e  navy. And, of c o u r s e ,  h e ' s  t h e  one t h a t  g o t  s i c k  
a l l  t h e  time, f o r  a whi le .  Now, he  p u t  f o r t h  every e f f o r t  he cou ld  t o  
s a t i s f y  us as far  as t h e  menu was concerned,  and t h e  way you wanted i t  
f ixed-- the  m a j o r i t y  wanted i t .  

Q: H e  t r i e d  t o  p l e a s e  t h e  peop le  from d i f f e r e n r  p a r t s  of t h e  c o u n t r y .  

A: He t r i e d  t o  p l e a s e .  R i g h t ,  he  d i d ,  too!  He was such a  good f e l l o w ,  
and he would g e t  s o  s i c k ! - - u n t i l  everybody thought they  had t o  l o o k  a f t e r  
him. He was r e a l l y  o l d e r ,  h e  was a b o u t  38 y e a r s  o l d ,  something l i k e  
t h a t .  But he  s t u c k  i t  ou t  a l l  t h e  way. 

Q: Did you e v e r  h e l p  him? 

A: Yes, any t ime I cou ld .  I always was l i k e  t h a t  about  food.  And he 
took a n  i n t e r e s t  i n  me because  I was v e r y  t h i n ,  he thought ,  He s a i d ,  
" I ' m  going tot'--he c a l l e d  me L i t t l e  L u t h e r .  ( l a u g h t e r )  He was going t o  
make m e  f a t !  And was d e d i c a t e d  t o  doing t h a t ,  seemed l i k e  t o  me! Rut h e  
c o u l d n ' t  f a t t e n  me anyway, because  1 had always been a  pe rson  Like t h a t ,  
s e e .  But 1 w a s  s t r o n g .  I n  t h o s e  days  men weren ' t  as  b i g  as t h e y  a r e  now . . . A s  many a s  they a r e  now. 

: Sometimes , . . 
A: Yes. And I guess  by me be ing  of s m a l l  s t a t u r e - - t h a t ' s  why when 1 was 
even l i t t l e  I had t o  f i g u r e  o u t  a way t o  be  a b l e  t o  cope w i t h  t h e  l a r g e r  
f e l l o w s  when I came i n  c o n t a c t  w i t h  them, You e i t h e r  had t o  u s e  your 
b r a i n s ,  o r  you had t o  run ,  o r  f o u g h t ,  t h a t  w a s  t h e  answer t o  t h e  whole 
t h i n g .  So, i t  made m e  aware of t h e  s m a l l  s t a t u r e .  I 've  had a  l o t  of 
t h i n g s ,  i n c i d e n t s ,  t h a t  could  have been s e t t l e d  a d i f f e r e n t  way, and 
maybe would have been a  l i t t l e  b i t  d i s a s t r o u s  f o r  myself ,  o r  even t h e  
o t h e r  pe rson ,  bu t  I was always t o l d  t o  walk away from i t  i f  you c o u l d .  
But you can on ly  walk so  f a r .  

Q: Be prepared anyway. 

A: Y e s .  I t ' s  no d i s g r a c e  t o  l o s e  a f i g h t ;  i t ' s  more of a d i s g r a c e  n o t  
t o  defend y o u r s e l f .  

Q: Did t h i s  . . . Clarence--Clarence Young? 

A: C h a r l i e  Young. 

Q :  C h a r l i e  Young. Did he  i n t r o d u c e  you t o  some foods  t h a t  you'd never  
e a t e n  b e f o r e  then? 

A :  H e  was a Southern cook, t h a t ' s  f o r  s u r e !  He was from L o u i s v i l l e ,  
Kentucky, I d i d  know t h a t .  And I used t o  go o u t  wi th  him a l o t  of t i m e s  
when we went a s h o r e ,  and I found o u t  q u i t e  a b i t  about  him, H e  was a  
q u i e t  s o r t  of f e l l o w ,  ve ry  nice- looking f e l l o w .  And r e a l l y  he had a w i f e  
and t h r e e  c h i l d r e n .  And he went i n t o  t h e  s e r v i c e  so  h e  cou ld  make more 
money, as a m a t t e r  of f a c t ,  t o  suppor t  them. He v o l u n t e e r e d  f o r  t he  
s e r v i c e ,  and t h a t  was t h e  reason  t h a t  he  vo lun tee red .  H e  had g o t t e n  t o  
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be  a f i r s t  c l a s s  cook; they  pa id  him a p r e t t y  n i c e  s a l a r y  i n  t h o s e  d a y s ,  
f o r  t h e  suppor t  of h i s  c h i l d r e n .  

Q: There ' s  a Cla rence  C, Young i n  t h e  book. He--probably h i s  middle  
name was C h a r l i e .  

A:  Yes, t h a t ' s  him. I c a l l e d  him C h a r l i e ,    hat's r i g h t .  

Q: I t ' s  . . . my impress ion ,  when you t a l k  about  t h i n g s  aboard t h e  s h i p ,  
i s  t h a t  i n  some ways i t  was l i k e  a  f a m i l y ,  o r  a t  l e a s t  you looked upon i t  
t h a t  way, which was s i m i l a r  t o  your a t t i t u d e  a s  you were growing up i n  a  
Large family .  

A :  Yes. Well, you see when I went aboard I was 28 y e a r s  o l d ;  I was 
o l d e r  than most of t he  f e l l o w s ,  you know, and t h e y  recognized  t h a t  f a c t  
i n  c o n v e r s a t i o n s ,  s u g g e s t i o n s .  

Q: You probably f e l t  more o b l i g a t e d  t o  be an  example t o o  because  of 
t h a t .  

A: Yes, i t ' s  a  l i t t l e  more, i t  makes you t h i n k  a l i t t l e  more about  what 
you ' re  . . . supposed t o  do. You know what I mean, i t  makes you consc ious  
of t h e  f a c t  t h a t  " a t  Leas t  I can  encourage t h e  k i d s . "  They w e r e  k i d s ,  
n i n e t e e n  years  o l d .  

: You were s a y i n g  t o o  t h a t  on a s m a l l  s h i p  l i k e  t h a t  many have t o  l e a r n  
s e v e r a l  jobs ,  so  you can p inch-h i t  f o r  each o t h e r .  Were t h e r e  any o c h e r  
j o b s  t h a t  you d i d ?  

A: Oh, a l o t  of t imes  I was on t h e  s t e r n ,  t h e  r e a r  s e c t i o n  of t h e  s h i p .  
A l o t  of t imes  I s t o o d  d u t y  back on the--gunner's--the guns t h a t  we 
had--the 20 m i l l i m e t e r .  Sometimes I s t o o d  guard on t h e  40-mi l l imete r .  
But you had t o  l e a r n  e v e r y t h i n g  t h a t  you could  when you had t h e  t ime ,  s o  
you'd know how t o  o p e r a t e  them. And a  s h i p  must have c o o p e r a t i o n  and . . 
. e f f o r t  by everybody t o  make i t  as , . . comfor tab le  as p o s s i b l e ,  t o  be  
a s u c c e s s f u l  s h i p .  You c a n ' t  have t o o  much of a n y t h i n g  t h a t  might c a u s e  
f r i c t i o n  among t h e  crew, And, i f  you have t r a i n e d  t h e  f e l l o w  t h a t ' s  good 
w i t h  what you knew, i t  j u s t  meant you had a b e t t e r  pe rson  i n  t h a t  p o s i t i o n  
t h a t  you could depend on.  And everybody depends on one a n o t h e r ,  I t h i n k  
t h a t  t h e  navy r e a l l y ,  o v e r  t h i s  pe r iod  of y e a r s ,  h a s  surpassed--I  r e a d  a 
l i t t l e  b i t  abou t  i t - - b u t  I see much more p r o g r e s s  i n  t h e  navy. And you 
f i n d  t h e  a i r  f o r c e ,  which I knew about ,  t h a t  was c o l o r e d ,  down i n  Tuskegee, 
Alabama--they mentioned t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e r e  was a c o l o r e d  a i r  f o r c e .  

Q: There h a s  been,  j u s t  r e c e n t l y ,  l o t s  of s t o r i e s  and p u b l i c i t y  abou t  
t h e  same beginning s i t u a t i o n  t h a t  you were invo lved  i n .  

A :  Right .  And you f i n d  t h a t - - I ' v e  been approached by many w h i t e  men, 
and they d i d n ' t  g e t  t h e  p u b l i c i t y ,  t h e  way they  t a l k e d  t o  me  abou t  i t .  
They d i d n ' t  know a l o t  of t h i n g s  t h a t  went on ,  even i n  t h e  navy by t a l k i n g  
t o  fe l lows .  They d i d n ' t  know t h a t  t h i n g s  were--condit ions were l i k e  t h a t  
a s  f a r  a s  t h e  Negro was concerned.  A t  l e a s t  t h a t ' s  what t h e y  s a i d .  And 
I ' v e  had i t  s a i d  t o  me, even a f t e r  t h i s  war p e r i o d ,  t h a t  they--they'd say  
t o  me, "Is t h a t  r i g h t ? "  Wel l ,  I f e l t  l i k e  t h e  c o l o r e d  p r e s s  d i d  t h e  b e s t  
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t h e y  cou ld ,  as f a r  as p r e s e n t i n g  t h e  Negro t o  t h e  r e s t  of t h e  peop le  i n  
t h i s  coun t ry .  

Q: But t h a t  was s e p a r a t e  from the  whi te  p r e s s ?  

A: But t h a t  was s e p a r a t e  from t h e  whi te  p r e s s .  So I can unders tand  how 
t h e y  doubted,  and were s k e p t i c a l  about  i t ,  as f a r  a s  we were concerned.  

Q: Misinformed, and were uninformed . . , 

A :  Right .  T h a t ' s  " ignorance is  b l i s s , "  as  you mighr s a y .  But a l o t  of 
people  don' t--claim they d o n ' t  know about  i t ,  and y e t ,  a f t e r  you g e t  on 
t h e  j o b s ,  and you beg in  t o  g e t  t h e  chance t o  go t o  t h e  d i f f e r e n t  j o b s ,  
and a c c e p t  us h e r e  i n  t h e  s t a t e s .  It h a s  t aken  a long t ime t o  r e a l i z e  
t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e r e ' s  no need t o  doubt u s ,  o r  t o  look  a t  us  as i n d i v i d u a l s  
and n o t  a s  a group,  And you w i l l  f i n d  t h a t  you have t h e  c h o i c e  t o  d e c i d e  
what your op in ion  i s  of d i f f e r e n t  people ,  and t r e a t  them a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  
way t h e y  t r e a t  you. They c a n ' t  pass  any law a s  f a r  a s  l i b e r t y  and freedom 
i s  concerned; you have t o  f r e e  y o u r s e l f .  And t h a t ' s  done by--the o p p o r t u n i t y  
i s  g iven  t o  you t o  do t h a t .  But i t  h a s  been den ied- -a l l  n a t i o n a l i t i e s  
t h a t  came t o  t h i s  c o u n t r y ,  they  have been used ,  s i n c e  the--when t h e  
m i g r a t i o n s  began, s e e .  The Negro quota--as f a r  as t h e  Af r ican  quota-- 
t h e r e ' s  on ly  been one A f r i c a n  [ immigrat ion quota  p e r  y e a r ]  i n  t h i s  coun t ry  
allowed over a p e r i o d  of y e a r s ,  a l l  these y e a r s .  But h e  [ t h e  Negro] 
never  d i d  even t a k e  t h a t ,  t h e  one quota  t h a t  was a l l o t t e d  t o  t h e  A f r i c a n .  
So t h e y  never r e a l l y  had any d e s i r e  t o  come h e r e .  They had t h e i r  own 
c o u n t r y ,  even though t h e r e  was a  l o t  of t h i n g s  t h a t  wasn ' t  r i g h t .  A f t e r  
a l l ,  t h a t ' s  an o l d  c o u n t r y ,  a b i g  coun t ry .  

Q: l t t s  a c o n t i n e n t ,  yes .  

A: I t ' s  a c o n t i n e n t .  

End of S i d e  One, Tape F ive  

Q:  W e  were t a l k i n g  about  your exper iences  i n  t h e  navy and . . . most ly  
aboard s h i p .  You mentioned t o  m e  t h a t  t h e r e  was some s o c i a l  e v e n t  which 
you had a  chance t o  t a k e  p a r t  i n  i n  New York, one of t h e  few t i m e s ,  I 
imagine,  t h a t  you were a s h o r e .  Would you t e l l  us  abou t  t h a t ?  

A:  W e l l ,  r h e r e  was a l o t  of p u b l i c i t y  about  t h e  s h i p ,  i n  t h e  f i r s t  
p l a c e ,  and of c o u r s e  a  l o t  of people read  abou t  i t ,  most ly  i n  t h e  
P i t t s b u r g h  Cour ie r  i n  t h a t  a r e a ,  and the--a l o t  of c o l o r e d  p a p e r s ,  I 
f o r g e t  what t h e  name of t h a t  [ o t h e r ]  paper  was, but  i t  s t i l l  e x i s t s  
today,  I th ink .  And i t  so  happened t h a t  we were i n v i t e d  as a whole s h i p  
t o  a p a r t y  t h a t  was given by West I n d i e s  Club. 

Q: New York C i t y  group? 

A: Righ t .  So we went t o  t h a t ,  and i t  w a s  a v e r y  s o c i a b l e  e v e n t ,  and 
n i c e .  It was d e s s e r t s ,  and d i n n e r .  Qui te  a b i t  of  c o n v e r s a t i o n  and 
q u e s t i o n s  abou t  t he  p a r t  t h a t  we p layed i n  t h e  navy, t h a t  t h e y  wanted t o  
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know t h e r e .  And they  were p r o f e s s i o n a l  people ;  most of t h o s e  t h e r e  were 
v e r y  i n t e l l i g e n t .  

Q: And they were b l a c k  people  who were s e t t l e d  i n  New York? 

A: Yes, they were s e t t l e d  t h e r e ,  ve ry  w e l l  e s t a b l i s h e d .  

Q: From t h e  West I n d i e s .  

A:  Right .  And a l o t  of t h e  c o n v e r s a t i o n  was around t h e  s h i p  of course .  
And t h e n  I ' d  ask them about  t h e i r  c u l t u r e ,  and abou t  t h e  c o l o r e d  c lub  
t h e y  had i n  New York, and they were ve ry  o b l i g i n g ,  as f a r  a s  t a l k i n g  w i t h  
u s ,  and we found that - - the  danc ing ,  and e v e r y t h i n g  there-- they were a  
v e r y  formal peop le ,  you could  t e l l  by t h e  way t h a t  they  conducted themselves .  
And i t  seemed l i k e  t h a t  they  d i d n ' t  have much c o n t a c t  as far a s  wi th  t h e  
[American] Negro i s  concer-ned, even.  

Q: It was q u i t e  something f o r  them t o  i n v i t e  t h e  whole s h i p !  

A :  Yes. They had a b i g  h a l l ,  and e v e r y t h i n g .  

Q: Was i t  i n  a  h o t e l  bal l room? 

A: No, they had a s e p a r a t e  place of t h e i r  own, t h e i r  own b u i l d i n g ,  They 
were ve ry  p o s i t i v e  peop le ,  no doubt about  t h a t ,  they  were i n t e l l i g e n t  
people .  But some of t h e  q u e s t i o n s  they  asked--they d i d n ' t  unders tand,  
seems l i k e ,  how we g o t  i n t o  t h e  navy. I n  o t h e r  words I guess  they had 
been r e f u s e d ,  o r  some of t h e i r  people had been r e f u s e d ,  t o  j o i n  t h e  navy, 
o r  what n o t .  And I t h i n k  they were just--more o u t  of c u r i o s i t y  and 
r e s p e c t  f o r  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  we had been a b l e  t o  do t h a t .  I had never  
thought  about  t h a t ,  but  t h a t ' s  a  p o s s i b i l i t y ,  t h a t ' s  why they  wanted t o  
c a l k  t o  us about i t .  And t h e  whole e v e n t  was ve ry  nice, v e r y  formal.  Of 
c o u r s e ,  we wore our  navy s u i t s ,  and they o b l i g e d  u s  w i t h  q u e s t i o n s  t h a t  
we'd a s k ,  t o o .  A s  a m a t t e r  of f a c t ,  I had never  recognized t h e  f a c t  t h a t  
t h e y  were kind of a s e p a r a t e  group, even t h e r e  i n  N e w  York C i t y .  They 
a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  one a n o t h e r ,  and t h a t ' s  abou t  i t .  A s  f a r  a s  t h e  Negro 
r a c e  i s  concerned I d o n ' t  t h i n k  they d i d ,  because  t h e y  spoke v e r y  broken 
E n g l i s h ,  s e e .  

Q: Th i s  must have been one of t h e  few t imes  when your  s i n g l e  f e l l o w s  
would have a  chance t o  dance. 

A :  O h ,  yes .  I imagine t h a t  h a l l  they had,  o f  course--they had t h a t  
most ly  f o r  t h e i r  weddings and t h i n g s ,  when they  gave d i f f e r e n t  a f f a i r s  
among themselves.  They d i d n ' t  seem t o  mix. Of c o u r s e ,  they 'd  i n v i t e  who 
t h e y  wanted t o  t o  i t ;  they  were i n  c o n t r o l  of t h e  whole s i t u a t i o n ,  t h e r e ' s  
no doubt about  t h a t .  And you found t h a t  i n  New York, a l o t  of d i f f e r e n t  
c l u b s ,  and a  l o t  of  d i f f e r e n t  c u l t u r e s  t h e r e ,  that--they have a tendency 
t o  s t i c k  t o g e t h e r ,  and t o  a s s o c i a t e  w i t h  one a n o t h e r ,  and t h a t ' s  about  
t h e  l i m i t .  And so  i t ' s  r e a l l y  a d i v i d e d  a tmosphere  t h e r e .  

Q: Yes. When you look  back on your whole e x p e r i e n c e  on t h e  s h i p ,  what 
i s  your g e n e r a l  impression--mostly t h a t  i t  was work, ha rd  work? 
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A: Well, yes .  I n  any branch of t h e  s e r v i c e .  But they w i l l  r ecogn ize  
ha rd  work, and you w i l l  advance f o r  your e f f o r t  and your i n t e l l i g e n c e .  

Q :  I n  o t h e r  words, t h e r e  wasn ' t  a  l o t  of s o c i a l  l i f e ,  such a s  t h e  p a r t y  
t h a t  we ' re  t a l k i n g  about  now . , . on t h e  s h i p ,  h a r d l y  any th ing .  Movies? 

A :  We had movies, yes .  

: Otherwise you had t o  be a t  a base .  Did you have r e g u l a r  t imes  when 
you went t o  a b a s e ,  no mat te r  what,  f o r  r e s t ,  o r  something? 

A ;  Most of t h e  t ime we went t o  r e f u e l ,  o r  f o r  food,  of c o u r s e ,  and t o  
g e t  t h e  s u p p l i e s  t h a t  were n e c e s s a r y  t o  o p e r a t e .  Then you cou ld  buy 
c l o t h e s  f o r  y o u r s e l f ,  your b a t h i n g  a p p a r e l ,  and t h i n g s  of t h a t  s o r t .  

Now, t h e r e  was a n o t h e r  e v e n t  t h a t  was g iven  f o r  us i n  N e w  York by a  
c o l o r e d  c l u b .  A s  a m a t t e r  of f a c t  i t  was a  n i g h t  c l u b .  It was Smal l ' s  
Night Club, was t h e  name of i t .  And they  i n v i t e d  t h e  whole s h i p ,  t h o s e  
t h a t  cou ld  g e t  o f f .  And t h a t  was on,  I t h i n k ,  Lennox Avenue, about  . . . 
4800 b lock  Lennox Avenue . . . somewhere i n  t h a t  a r e a .  I t  could  have 
been t h e  nex t  avenue o v e r ,  but  . . . [147 th  S t r e e t  and Lennox] And it was 
t h e  same s o r t  of a f f a i r .  And t h e y  i n v i t e d  t h e  s k i p p e r  t o o ,  and they had 
newspaper men t h e r e  and e v e r y t h i n g ,  because  we s t a y e d  t h e r e  abou t  two, 
t h r e e  hours  and then we went on  back t o  t h e  s h i p .  

But they  were ve ry  n i c e ,  t h e y  were v i s i t i n g  [wi th  us ]  j u s t  l i k e  t h e  
o t h e r s ,  t h e  West I n d i e s  were,  And we g o t  a l o t  of compliments. They 
were proud of t h e  f a c t  t h a t  we had been ab le  t o  be s u c c e s s f u l .  Because 
they  had heard abou t  t h e  d i f f e r e n t  t h i n g s  t h a t  we went through.  And t h a t  
was something t h a t  kep t  t h e  f e l l o w s '  s p i r i t s  up.  They had a tendency I 
imagine t o  be down, a l o t  of t i m e s ,  from some of t h e  i n c i d e n t s  we r a n  
i n t o ;  b u t  they  t r i e d  t o  a v o i d ,  i n  f a c t ,  t h o s e  t h i n g s  f o r  u s  on t h e  d i f f e r e n t  
n a v a l  bases .  Because a l o t  of t i m e s  our  s k i p p e r  came forward and c c n t a c t e d  
t he  commanders of t h e  d i f f e r e n t  b a s e s  t h a t  we p u l l e d  i n t o ,  and had t o  
inform them t h a t  t h i s  s h i p  w a s  t o  be r e s p e c t e d  and opened up t o  a l l  t h e  
d i f f e r e n t  a r e a s  t h a t  any r a t e d  seaman t h a t  was whi te  could  a t t e n d ,  we 
could  a t t e n d  t o o ,  and be t r e a t e d  a c c o r d i n g l y .  He l a i d  t h a t  down a  l o t  of 
t imes  b e f o r e  any th ing  would e v e r  happen. And t h e  nice p a r t  about  i t ,  t h e  
way t h e y  d i d  i t ,  he  c o u l d n ' t  even t r a n s f e r  u s  anywhere from t h e  s h i p  
u n l e s s  h e  went t o  t h e  Bureau of Naval Personne l ,  because  h e  [ t h e n ]  would 
d i s m i s s  us  i n  t ime t o  g e t  r eady .  And any th ing  t h a t  we want t o  do i n  t h i s  
c o u n t r y ,  we can do it.  ( t a p e  s topped)  

Q: We s topped t h e  t a p e  f o r  j u s t  a minute,  M r .  Wheeler, and you were 
t a l k i n g  about  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  whenever you were involved on a b a s e ,  s t o p p i n g  
f o r  s u p p l i e s  o r  whatever ,  t h a t  t h e  c a p t a i n  made i t  c l e a r  t h a t  you were t o  
be t r e a t e d  a s  you deserved t o  be t r e a t e d .  

A: As any o t h e r  s h i p  i n  t h e  navy. Now, we a l s o  was given a p a r t y  a t  t h e  
submarine base  i n  Connec t icu t  t h e r e .  And an under taker  and a  l o t  of 
peop le  t h a t  had a  c l u b  t h e r e  went t o g e t h e r  and i n v i t e d  us  t o  t h a t .  

Q: Who had a c lub?  
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A: The under taker  [ i n  New London, Connec t icu t ]  was t h e  f i r s t  one t h a t  
c o n t a c t e d  us abou t  a t t e n d i n g  t h i s  a f f a i r .  I d o n ' t  know his name. It was 
s i m i l a r  t o  t h e  o t h e r  s o c i a l  e v e n t s  t h a t  we a t t e n d e d  w i t h  t h e  p u b l i c ,  It 
was a co lored  c l u b .  But i t  was, t o o ,  mixed up a  l i t t l e  b i t  more, wi th  
t h e  w h i t e s ,  t o o ,  and they  came t o  t a l k ,  and a s k  u s  abou t  t h e  navy,  of 
course--or what w e  could  t e l l  them, and how d i d  we Like i t ,  and how we 
were being t r e a t e d .  And maybe t h a t  i n f o r m a t i o n  might have he lped  . . . 
t o  encourage t h e  people--that  i s ,  t h e  Negroes--to have t h e  knowledge and 
know t h a t  i t  had a c t u a l l y  happened. It could  have been o u t  of c u r i o s i t y ,  
too .  But we always enjoyed o u r s e l v e s !  They were ve ry  h o s p i t a b l e .  

So t h a t  was about  t h e  L i m i t  of our s o c i a l  life, you might say. Because a 
Lot of t imes  t o  go o u t  i n t o  t h e  s t r e e t s ,  of  c o u r s e ,  you needed money. W e  
found t h e  p u b l i c  accep ted  us  as i n d i v i d u a l s  i n  d i f f e r e n t  p l a c e s .  A lot 
of t imes  I would go down t o  t h e  , . . 42nd s t r e e t  and t h a t  a r e a ,  and 
a r t e n d  some of t h e  o p e r a s ,  and whatever.  And when I d i d  i t  was very  
cheap,  f o r  t h e  servicemen,  s e e .  

Q: You mean i n  New York now? 

A: In New York, yes .  I c a n ' t  remember t h e  l ady  t h a t  f o r  years--she was 
i n  t h e  t h e a t e r ,  s h e  w a s  a  v e r y  popular  pe rson ,  b u t  I c a n ' t  remember h e r  
name. That was one of t h e  shows t h a t  I went t o  see myself ,  w i t h  a n o t h e r  
f e l l o w .  

Q: Was t h a t  a mus ica l  s t a g e  show? 

A: It was a drama . . . and I c a n ' t  t h i n k  of he r  name t o  s a v e  m e .  She 
was a very  popula r  pe rson .  [ T a l l u l a h  Bankhead] 

Q: You would u s u a l l y  go i n  groups t o  something l i k e  t h a t ?  

A: No, I would t r a v e l  w i t h  mahe two of us. Somebody that was i n t e r e s t e d  
i n  t h o s e  t h i n g s ,  you know. 

Q: You were more cul tura l ly-minded t h a n  you were " l e t ' s  go have a good 
time" t y p e  of t h i n g .  

A: Right .  When I got a chance t o  go s e e  [something] .  And you t a k e  a 
l o t  of t h e  f e l l o w s ,  t o o ,  they  were c u r i o u s ,  you b o w ,  abou t  t h e  d i f f e r e n t  
a r e a s ,  and they  cou ld  say  t h a t ,  "Well, I d i d  go t h e r e , "  

Q: I f  y o u ' r e  t h a t  near,  y e s .  

A: Jack  Dempsey's Club, I went t h e r e .  And people--we m e t  a c o u p l e  that 
were v e r y  n i c e  and i n v i t e d  us  t o  s i t  down and have a l i t t l e  b e e r  wi th  
them. 

Q: J ack  Dempsey's. That  was a n i g h t  c l u b ?  

A: Yes, Jack Dempsey's Bar,  they c a l l e d  i t .  It s t i l l  e x i s t s  t h e r e .  H e  
d i e d  here t h r e e  o r  f o u r  y e a r s  ago I t h i n k  i t  was, We m e t  some peop le  
t h e r e ,  1 guess  t h e y  were Russ ians ,  even,  t h e  way they  t a l k e d .  And t h e y  
i n v i t e d  us  t o  come t o  t h e i r  home sometime--to c a l l ,  and t h e y  gave us 
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their t e l ephone  number--and have d i n n e r  w i t h  them. And we t o l d  them, 
"Well, we c o u l d n ' t  s e t  a d a t e  f o r  n o t h i n g  l i k e  t h a t , "  t h a t  we were j u s t  
h e r e  for a few hours .  

Q: There was a war on! 

Q: Right!  But we r a n  i n t o  ve ry  n i c e  t h i n g s ,  you know. None of t h e  boys 
e v e r  came back and s a i d  they  were moles ted ,  a l l  t h a t  t i m e ,  when we were 
c i r c u l a t i n g  t h e  c o u n t r y .  Only p l a c e  that--we d i d n ' t  have t r o u b l e ,  b u t  we 
knew t h a t  i t  was a d i f f e r e n t  a r e a ,  when we g o t  f u r t h e r  s o u t h ,  a t  t h a t  
t i m e ,  which I mentioned i n  t h e  a r t i c l e .  But t h i s  c o u n t r y  h a s  t o  grow, 
s t i l l ,  there's a l o t  t o  be done. 

Q :  Well ,  all i n  a l l ,  you 'd  s a y  your e x p e r i e n c e  i n  t h e  navy was . . . 
w e l l ,  you j u s t  c o n s i d e r e d  i t  a n  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  advance.  

A:  Very s a t i s f a c t o r y .  R i g h t .  A s  a m a t t e r  of  f a c t ,  when I came back I 
t a l k e d  t o  a l o t  of  k i d s  and t o l d  them t h a t  t h a t ' s  t h e  p l a c e  t o  go,  e n l i s t  
i n  t h e  s e r v i c e .  

Q: You promoted t h e  navy! But toward t h e  end of t h e  war, t h a t  was a 
long t ime  t o  be s e r v i n g  on a smal l  s h i p ,  you must have been g e t t i n g  a  
little anxious  t o  g e t  home. You found t h e s e  l e t t e r s ,  M r .  Wheeler, t h a t  
you'd w r i t t e n  t o  your w i f e .  We have t h r e e  i n t e r e s t i n g  l e t t e r s  h e r e ,  
w r i t t e n  i n  August and September of 1945,  Of c o u r s e ,  t h e  war was o v e r ,  
and you were s t i l l  w a i t i n g ,  and you were a t  Norfolk .  You p robab ly  remember 
t h a t  very  w e l l ,  

A :  Y e s ,  We were a n x i o u s ,  and t h e n  w e  g o t  t h e  word t h a t  we w e r e n ' t  going 
t o  head for--South P a c i f i c ,  because  we--they tu rned  u s  around . . . 
Q: You thought  f o r  a w h i l e  t h a t  you would be s e n t  t o  t h e  P a c i f i c ?  

A: I n  o t h e r  words we had p repared  t o  go t o  t h e  Sou th  P a c i f i c ,  a c c o r d i n g  
t o  o u r  maps and c h a r t s  and e v e r y t h i n g ,  s e e .  

Q: Were you i n  any way d i s a p p o i n t e d ?  

A: No! They t u r n e d  ( c h u c k l e s ) ,  they  t u r n e d  t h e  s h i p  a round ,  and he 
asked  t h e  q u a r t e r m a s t e r ,  "How close we are t o  the n e a r e s t  p a r t ? "  and--the 
o t h e r  f e l l o w  was named Cork--and he  s a i d ,  "As far as I ' m  concerned,  w e ' r e  
c l o s e r  t o  t h e  Uni ted  S t a t e s  t h a n  we a r e  t h e  South  P a c i f i c ! "  ( l a u g h t e r )  
And he w a s  t r y i n g  t o  t e l l  him where we were,  and we were j u s t  a  l i t t l e  
p a s t  Norfolk!  

Q: How long  were you i n  suspense  on t h a t ?  

A: A s  soon as he  t o l d  u s .  

Q: I mean b e f o r e  you knew whether  you would go o r  n o t ?  

A: Oh, we were b e i n g  s t o c k e d  up t o  go,  y e s ,  we were g e t t i n g  s t o c k e d  up 
t o  go.  
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Q: Oh, i t  wasn ' t  suspense ,  you were j u s t  ac tual ly--you thought  you were 
going . 
A :  Yes. Depth c h a r g e s  and e v e r y t h i n g ,  we had e v e r y t h i n g  on t h e r e .  

Q: Then a l l  of a  sudden . . . o r d e r s ,  t h e  o r d e r s .  

A:  The war ended. Yes. And when i t  ended we were a t  sea. We were 
headed f o r  t h e  Panama Canal,  see. But i f  we r e a l l y  went through t h e r e ,  
t h e n  we were going on t o  t h e  South P a c i f i c ,  t h e r e ' s  no doubt  abou t  t h a t .  
They weren ' t  going t o  t u r n  us around t h e r e ,  s e e ,  i f  we'd been i n  t h e  
P a c i f i c  Ocean anyway. And t h a t  was t o  go t o  t a k e  t h e  p l a c e  of t h e  o t h e r s  
t h a t  were be ing  r e l i e v e d .  The occupa t ion  f o r c e  i s  what i t  was. 

Q: Well, then  no wonder you weren ' t  d i s a p p o i n t e d .  ( l a u g h t e r )  I thought  
you meant being s e n t  t h e r e  a f t e r w a r d s  t o  h e l p  . . . 
A :  Well,  y e s ,  once you go t  i n  t h a t  a r e a ,  you were going t o  be t h e r e  f o r  a 
w h i l e ,  we knew t h a t  . 
Q: That would be t r u e .  You ended up t h e n  i n  Nor fo lk  w a i t i n g  t o  s e e  what 
would happen n e x t .  

A :  T h a t ' s  where we were going.  

Q:  And t h a t ' s  where you wrote  t h e s e  l e t t e r s  t o  your w i f e ,  which we have 
h e r e .  You sounded anx ious  t o  l eave  a t  t h a t  p o i n t .  And you s a i d  t h a t  you 
thought  you might be p a r t i c i p a t i n g  i n  a Navy Day c e l e b r a t i o n  ceremony i n  
New York. Did t h a t  happen? 

A: Yes ,  i t  d i d .  It was q u i t e  a s i g h t  t o  s e e .  The whole Seventh  F l e e t  
was i n  t h a t  parade.  And t h e r e  was a t  l e a s t  10,000 a i r p l a n e s  t h a t  e s c o r t e d  
u s  i n t o  New York h a r b o r ,  t h e  whole f l e e t .  And Truman of c o u r s e  was on 
t h e  a i r c r a f t  c a r r i e r ,  i n s p e c t i n g  t h e  s h i p s .  He w a s  s i t t i n g  down, I cou ld  
s e e  him when we passed there--we s a l u t e d  t h e  s h i p ,  of course .  And peop le  
a l l  a long t h e  dock there, they  applauded. And i t  said it on over t h e  
r a d i o ,  they  announced t h e  Seventh Fleet--"The on ly  Negro s h i p  i n  t h e  
fleet of t h e  Uni ted S t a t e s  i s  e n t e r i n g  t h e  p o r t . "  And when we g o t  t h e r e ,  
and t i e d  up a t  t h e  dock, t h e r e  was s o  many peop le  a t  t h e  dock t h a t  wanted 
t o  come aboard t h e  s h i p !  And, of c o u r s e ,  t h e r e  were a l o t  o f  Negroes i n  
New York, and when they heard t h a t  t h e r e  was a  Negro s h i p ,  I g u e s s  everybody 
(chuck les )  i n  New York tu rned  o u t  t o  come t o  where we were hooked up! 

Q:  The word g o t  around! 

A :  The word g o t  around very  f a s t .  A s  a m a t t e r  of f a c t  t h e r e  was a 
newspaper ca l l ed  Amsterdam News, I t h i n k  i t  was, t h e  name of t h e  o t h e r  
p a p e r ,  And they came aboard and took p i c t u r e s  of t h e  whole s h i p ,  and 
people  aboard.  

Q: By t h a t  t ime  you must have been used t o  t h e  p u b l i c i t y !  

A: Yes. There was quite a b i t  of t h a t .  I always thought  t h e  s k i p p e r  
wouldn ' t  write the a r t i c l e ,  because h e ' d  have t o o  much t o  cover .  But he 
w a s  d e d i c a t e d  t o  i t .  
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Q: The book. Because he was keeping n o t e s .  

A: He kept  n o t e s ,  and d i f f e r e n t  t h i n g s .  H e  never  d i d  t e l l  us  what h e  
was do ing ,  you know, o f  c o u r s e .  And r e c o r d s .  That  man s p e n t  a t  l e a s t  15 
y e a r s  r e s e a r c h i n g  t h e  r e c o r d s  and t h i n g s .  I g ive  him c r e d i t ,  because i t  
w a s  a h i s t o r i c a l  event--as f a r  as  he  was concerned,  and as f a r  as we were 
concerned.  But nobody e l s e  I d o n ' t  t h i n k  would have done what he  d i d ,  s o  
f a r  a s  a s i t u a t i o n  l i k e  t h a t .  And y o u ' l l  f i n d  t h a t ,  o v e r  a per iod  of 
y e a r s  now, t h e r e  h a s n ' t  been s o  much p u b l i c i t y ,  they b e g i n  t o  a c c e p t  t h e  
f a c t :  "That ' s  t h e  way i t ' s  going t o  be." Which I t h i n k  i s  what ' s  wrong 
as f a r  a s  t h e  r a c i a l  s i t u a t i o n  i n  t h i s  c o u n t r y ,  we pay t o o  much a t t e n t i o n ,  
bo th  s i d e s ,  t o  e v e r y t h i n g  t h a t ' s  wrong, i n s t e a d  of t h i n k i n g  of t h e  p o s i t i v e  
t h a t ' s  occur r ing .  And t h e  young people  a r e  n o t  informed about  t h e s e  
t h i n g s .  And they  seem t o  t h i n k  t h a t  e v e r y t h i n g  i s  bad,  And they have 
been s p o i l e d  t o  a c e r t a i n  e x t e n t ,  because t h e y ' v e  had more t h a n  most 
g e n e r a t i o n s  have had, and y e t  t h e r e  seem t o  be some people  always t r y i n g  
t o  t e a r  i t  down. 

Q: I see what you mean. I t ' s  as i f  you had a l r e a d y  gone through something 
h i s t o r i c a l l y ,  and now y o u ' r e  s e e i n g  t h e  same t h i n g  happening again, 

A :  T h a t ' s  c o r r e c t .  Yes. 

Q: On t h e s e  l e t t e r s  t h a t  you wrote  t o  Mrs. Wheeler. You e s p e c i a l l y  
mentioned c o n d i t i o n s  i n  r e f e r e n c e  t o  Norfolk.  You impl ied t h a t  you 
d i d n ' t  even go i n t o  t h e  c i t y ,  because  you unders tood t h a t  . . . "Condi t ions  
a s  f a r  a s  t h e  Negro i s  concerned must be r o t t e n , ' '  i s  what you wrote  t o  
your  wi fe ,  

A: But I d i d  go i n t o  t h e r e  one t ime,  j u s t  t o  s e e  f o r  myse l f .  T h a t ' s  
what i t  was, they were t a l k i n g  abou t  i t ,  and I saw what i t  was. 

Q: Did you go i n  w i t h  a companion? 

A: Yes. And we went i n t o  t h e  co lo red  s e c t i o n  a s  a m a t t e r  of f a c t .  And 
we went downtown, too .  But looked l i k e  e v e r y  t i m e  t h a t  we went i n t o  most 
c i t i e s .  . . . O f  c o u r s e ,  t h a t  had been a b i g  n a v a l  base, you can e x p e c t  
them t o  c h a l l e n g e  you, a s  f a r  as t h e  navy o f f i c e r s  a r e  concerned.  T h a t ' s  
t h e i r  job ,  t o  see i f  you have your  r i g h t  r a t e  on and t h i n g s  l i k e  t h a t .  
That was t h e  reason  f o r  s o  much c h a l l e n g e ,  I t h i n k ,  t h e r e .  Because a l o t  
of those m i l i t a r y  p o l i c e  d i d n ' t  even know t h a t  we were supposed t o  be 
wearing t h a t  r a t e !  So t h a t  caused a l o t  of i t .  So, we had no reason  t o  
want t o  go i n ,  you know, a f t e r  t h a t .  

Q: You s a i d  t h a t  you had hoped t o  v i s i t  t h e  Hampton I n s t i t u t e .  Did you 
g e t  t o  do t h a t ?  

A :  No, I d i d n ' t  g e t  a  chance t o  do t h a t .  We l e f t  a l i t t l e  a f t e r  t h a t ,  
was when we l e f t .  I found o u t  t h a t  i t  was c l o s e  enough t o  visit. A 
couple  of fe l lows d i d  and came back and t o l d  u s  about  i t .  But,  you d o n ' t  
g e t  a chance t o  read much, newspapers o r  a n y t h i n g ,  and most of our  news, 
when we were i n  range,  we would t u n e  i n t o  t h e  Uni ted S t a t e s  and g e t  t h e  
news t h a t  we could .  That channe l  was open t o  t h e  navy and the army, you 
know. 






























































































