The Tuskegee Airmen
Overview:
In the 1940’s, the United States Military, like so much of the nation, was segregated. The so-called Jim Crow Laws kept blacks
from entering public places such as libraries, restaurants and movie theaters. Although African Americans served in the armed
forces, they were restricted in the types of jobs and positions they could hold. On April 3, 1939, Public Law 18 was passed which
provided for an expansion of the Army Air Corps. One section of the law offered hope for those African Americans who wanted
to advance their military careers beyond the kitchen or the motor pool. It called for the creation of training programs to be located
at black colleges which would prepare blacks for service in a variety of areas in the Air Corps support services.
On January 16th, 1941, the War Department announced the creation of the 99th Pursuit Squadron. This was to be an all black
flying unit trained at the Tuskegee Institute founded in Tuskegee, Alabama, by Booker T. Washington in 1881. Charles A.
Anderson, a self-taught African American pilot had established a civilian pilot training program at the Institute in 1939. First
Lady Eleanor Roosevelt had visited the Tuskegee Institute and had requested a plane ride from Mr. Anderson. Despite the
nervous misgivings of the Secret Service, Mrs. Roosevelt spent over an hour in the skies over Alabama. Precisely what Mrs.
Roosevelt said about the flight is uncertain, but reports are she remarked to Mr. Anderson, “I always heard that colored people
couldn’t fly airplanes,” but after her experience “saw no reason why blacks could not fly.”
Since there were no black officers, eleven white officers were assigned to train and prepare a total of 429 enlisted men and 47
officers who would become the Tuskegee Airmen, the first black military personnel in the flying school. Mrs. Roosevelt was so
impressed with the program that she established and maintained a long-term, long-distance friendship with some of the pilots.
From 1941 to 1946 over 2,000 African Americans completed training at the Tuskegee Institute, nearly three quarters of the
qualified as pilots. The rest went on to become navigators or support personnel. Together they were known as the Tuskegee
airmen. During the war the 99th Pursuit Squadron which was later renamed the 99th Fighter Squadron flew in the skies over the
Mediterranean and Europe. The missions were primarily as bomber escorts. The 99th Fighter Squadron had the distinguished
record of never losing a bomber to enemy fighters. In addition to shooting down enemy attack aircraft, they also shot down the
belief that African Americans were not suited to responsible military service.
In 1948 President Truman ordered the desegregation of the United States Military.
Note: This overview was prepared from information contained in Franklin D. Roosevelt - His Life and Times, part of the G.K. Hall Presidential Encyclopedia
Series, and the New York Times.

Documents:
This packet of documents includes correspondence between Eleanor Roosevelt and Cecil Peterson, a student at the Tuskegee Air
Corps Advanced Flying School. Mrs. Roosevelt initiated the correspondence because she was interested in hearing the firsthand
experiences of life at Tuskegee and she and Mr. Peterson continued their letters throughout the war.
Eleanor Roosevelt was also in contact with the president of the Tuskegee Institute, F.D. Patterson. The letters from Mr. Patterson
illustrate that Mrs. Roosevelt’s support of Tuskegee was instrumental in the success of its programs during that period.

Questions:
The following are suggested essential questions surrounding the Tuskegee Airmen:

•
•
•
•
•

What justification did the United States Military have for maintaining
segregated Units?
How would you characterize Eleanor Roosevelt’s role in the creation of the
99th Pursuit Squadron?
Why was desegregation more easily accomplished in the Miltary than it
was in the population as a whole?
What impact did desegregation of the Military have on the advancement of
Civil Rights in America as a whole?
What specific challenges did the Tuskegee Airmen face that other Air
Corps units did not?

