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Black History Month

Black Aviators Usher in New (Century
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Bullard’s desire to fight from the
ploneers in RS eele
world at war e » 4o

BY RoN WEBER
THE PORTLAND OBSERVER

In our nation’s history at war,
African-Americans stood in long
lines and pleaded to fight for the
freedom that was reserved for the
white population. Often they were
turned away from the United States
military or assigned low support
positions where they were not al-
lowed to handle a weapon or be
near a combat zone,

Black Americans fought as far
back as the Revolutionary War
under hopes of winning their free-
dom. In the Civil War, they knew
that freedom was just around the
corner, but a victory by the South
would jeopardize that.

African-American men and
women were also proving that a
black person could do anything a
white could. The more they suc-
ceeded, especially in prestigious
fields like aviation, military combat,
politics, education and literature,
the more they proved their point.

As the famed white aviator
Amelia Earhart was getting her pi
lotlicense in the early part of the 20"
Century, so was an African- Ameri
can woman, Bessie Coleman.

Had Coleman not been turned
away in Americaand forced togoto
Europe, she would have been the
first woman in the skies. While she
worked two jobs to earn enough
money to go to France and take up
flight instruction, Earhart beat her
to the punch.

In France, Coleman learned avia-
tion stunt tricks and eventually
performed treacherous feats that
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Facing discrimination at home, African-American pilot Bessie Coleman proved her aviation

skills in Europe.

% Bullard’s desire to fight from the cockpit would come

from the pure excitement of flying, a desire to feel the

power of aerial combat and a challenge to show others

that the black race can do anything whites can.

Amelia would have never even
thought of attempting. Coleman
proved beyond a doubt that being
black meant nothing in terms of
being less than a white person.

Another prime example was Eu
gene Jacques Bullard, a Georgia-
born American fighter pilotin World
War l.

Bullard faced the common dis
crimination of the day in America.
To better his employment opportu

nities, he emigrated to England
where he worked several jobs and
became achampion boxer, fighting
allover Europe and the Middle East
In 1914, Bullard joined the
French Foreign Legion. After
being injured seriously while
fighting on the front, he fully re
covered and volunteered for ser
vice in the newly formed French
Aviation Corps. As a member ot

the Swallows of Death regiment,

he became known as the “Black
Swallow of Death

While he was accredited with
shooting down two enemy
planes, it is very possible that he

actually shot down more than
that. Before cameras on planes, a
pilot only got credit if someone

saw him down another plane

Fighting high in the skies amidst  African-American Eugene Jacques Bullard
d as a pilot in the French Aviation

much smoke, noise, gunfire and

much confusion, he may have

© 2005 Wells Fargo Bank, NA. All rights reserved. Member FDIC

power ol aenal
combat and a
challenge Lo
show others
that the black
I'.1LL‘\.l.’|-1U.|I;'\
thing whites
cdn l[l‘
Because of
his success in
the skies the
doors opened all
over the world
for other black
pilots. One of
these was Bes

sie  Coleman

who became the first black Amen
an woman pilot just four years after
Bullard shot down a German war
plane over France

I'hree decades later Afncan
American pilots fought for our
nation’s freedom during World War
[I. But first they had to fight for
;'\ill.l]l[\

Faced with discrimination and
accusations that they were not
intelhigent enough to learn how to
maneuver a plane, African Ameri
cans had to battle in both houses
of Congress, in governors’ man
sions and the White House. Stra-
tegic commanders agued against
the idea while human rights activ-
1sts and black soldiers argued for
it

Finally Congress passed three
laws between 1939 and 1940 that
opened some civilian and univer-
sity flight schools to black pilots,
created a black pilots military re-
serve, and prohib-
ited discrimina-
tion based on race
in terms of pilot
induction, selec
tion and training.

Following the
passage of these
laws, the 99" Pur
suit Squadron be-
gan operation,
which led to the
famed .[.lI\kL'_f_"L'L'
I'raining Program.
Maxwell Field, Ala-
bama would be-
come their training
ground.

Ron Weber is a
regular speaker
on African Ameri-
can history and a

frequent contribu-
tor to the Portland
Observer.

When we're touched by history, it comes alive in all of us.
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