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BLACKS VS. NAVY BLUE 

World War II was a crucible in which a new era of race 
relations was forged in the United States. For the flrSt 
time more than a million black men and women served 
in the armed forces, about half of them overseas. The 
war also accelerated the migration of blacks to northern 
and western cities and gave them more economic and 
political clout than ever before. With Adolf Hitler 
demonstrating the evils of racism, respectable people 
and publications no longer could openly espouse white 
supremacist doctrines. Segregation nevertheless per
sisted in the United States, and nowhere more obviously 
than in the military itself. World War II was essentially 
conducted as a Jim Crow operation by the army, navy 
and marines, with nearly all black personnel assigned to 
segregated units commanded by white officers. 

The inconsistency of fighting Nazism with racially 
segregated military units was not lost on black Ameri
cans. Accordingly, the armed forces became a special 
target of protest and organizational activity (helping 
pave the way for the civil rights activism of the post-war 

era). A number of specific incidents focused attention 
on wartime military segregation, among them the im
portant Mare Island mutiny court martial trial of Sep
tember and October, 1944. The refusal by fIfty black 
sailors to load ammunition ships at the Mare Island Naval 
Depot in northern San Francisco Bay produced the 
navy's first ITlutiny court martial of the war and the long
est and largest mutiny trial in navy history. It also re
sulted in protests and pressures that helped bring about 
a remarkable transformation in the navy's racial policies. l 

The so-called mutiny at Mare Island had its origins in 
pre-war navy personnel policies. In 1941 blacks were 
still excluded from all naval assignments except the mess
man's service. Secretary of the Navy Frank Knox 
argued that to allow black sailors to do other tasks would 
"provoke discord and denlOralization." Admiral Chester 
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Bits ofwreckage (marked by arrows) protrude from the water at Port Chicago, all that remained 
of the two ammunition ships which exploded. In the foreground are the shattered remnants of the 

dock with its railroad equipment and installations. 
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The surviving stevedores were 
reassembled at Mare Island and . .. 
ordered fo load ammunition ships. 

Some 328 men refused. 

W. Nimitz explained that "the policy of now enlisting 
men of the Colored race for any branch of naval service 
except the messman's branch was adopted to meet the 
best interests of general ship efficiency." 

For a time after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, 
the navy tried to maintain its policy of using blacks 
exclusively as "chambermaids for the braid." When 
Dorie Miller, a black messman, manned a machine gun 
and shot down at least four Japanese planes during the 
Pearl Harbor attack, navy brass initially played down the 
incident, apparently to prevent attention to the fact that 
black men could perform well in combat. But under 
pressure from civil rights groups and President Franklin 
Roosevelt, Navy Secretary Knox fmally announced on 
April 7, 1942, that black enlistees henceforth would be 
accepted e"genera1serVICe.. "Th"mess man on yI" 

era was at an end. 2 

The navy's new policy was not one of integration, 
however. A segregated facility for black recruits was 
established at Great Lakes Naval Training Center in 
Ulinois, with smaller segregated installations set up at 
Memphis and Hampton Institute in Virginia. Except for 
messmen, blacks were assigned to shore duty only, 
primarily as stevedores and seabees in segregated units 
commanded by whites. In 1943 the navy began accept
ing black draftees and a very few black officer candidates. 
In 1944 the secretary of the navy established a unit of 
black Waves, members of the women's reserve, and 
assigned black crews to two auxiliary vessels. Also in 
1944 the navy published a "Guide to the Command of 
Negro Personnel" which proclaimed that "the navy 

ror e 

accepts no theories of racial differences in inborn ability" 
and cautioned officers against referring to blacks as 
"niggers," "nigras," "boy," "coon," "darkey," or 
"jig."3 But the offIcial policy of segregation continued. 

.One of the fIrst naval installations to receive "general 
service" black enlistees was the Port Chicago Naval 
Magazine on San Francisco Bay, a facility about thirty
ftve miles northeast of San Francisco and ftfteen miles 
east of Mare Island. Follovving Secretary Knox's"gen
eral service" order of 1942, segregated units of black 
sailors were assigned to load ammunition ships at Port 
Chicago. On the evening ofJuly 17, 1944, about half of 
the Port Chicago stevedores were loading the QUilllllt 
Victory and E. A. Bryllll when a massive explosion rocked 
the entire area. The blast looked like a "flaming dough
nut," a "blinding flash that literally ftlled the sky." After 
the fire subsided, the place where the men had been work
ing was described as "a scorched earth scene," with 
both ships and the pier at which they were docked totally . 
destroyed. Most buildings on the naval base and in the 
town of Port Chicago had been d:unaged, and windows 
were shattered in nearby Martinez. Approximately 
320 men died in the blast, more than 200 ofwhom were 
black sailors who had been loading the ammunition . 4 

In the days following the event, a navy spokesman· 
expressed doubt that the exact cause of the explosion 
would ever be known, and he commended the surviving 
black personnel at Port Chicago for their "coolness 
and bravery." Off-duty and in their barracks at the time 
of the blast, the men had immediately beglU1 fighting 
fues and searching for survivors. They were later joined 
by black sailors from Mare Island, and eventually four 
of the men who had battled the flames raging among 
the boxcars loaded with ammunition received decora
tions. Admiral C. H. Wright, commandant of the 
Twelfth Naval District, particularly commended the 
black sailors who "gave their lives in the service of their 
country . ... Their sacrifice could not have been greater 
had it occurred on a battleship or a beachhead."5 
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On August 9 and 10, some three weeks after the 
tragedy, the surviving stevedores were reassembled at 

lare Island and, for the first time since the explosion, 
ordered to load ammunition ships. Some 328 men re
fused to do so, explaining that they feared another blast. 
_-'\.fter the initial refusal to work, Captain N. H. Goss, 
cOl11!Inander of the Mare Island depot, instructed his 3 
di\"ision officers to give individual work orders to each 
man, and while this apparently was not done in all cases, ,0 sailors did subsequently agree to load ammunition. 
On August II Admiral Wright addressed the remaining 
2 " men. He permitted about 25 men to state their 
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grievances and reported that they did so "freely and re
spectfully." After Wright's speech, all but 44 of the 
sailors agreed to work, although 6 more men later re
fused. The 50 men abstaining were then separated from 
their units and held in detention. 6 

On August 13 Captain Goss prepared a written memo
randum to summarize the oral report he already had 
given Admiral Wright. The memo not only covered 
the facts of the incident, but also included Goss's views 
on the roots of the problem. Goss stated that ever since 
blacks had been assigned to Port Chicago and Mare 
Island, there had been "agitators, ringleaders among 



California History 

these men." He also thought that the sailors had been 
subjected to "outside propaganda and subversive in
fluence." Goss apparently considered himself an expert 
on what he called the "normal characteristics of Ne
groes," and he believed that the Port Chicago lnen were 
unusual because they had "a persistent disposition to 
question orders, to argue, and in effect to attempt to 
bargain." Another "new characteristic" which Goss had 
"never observed before among N egroes" was sensitiv
ity about discrimination. This he could not understand, 
given "the extreme care and patience which has been 
exercised both at Mare Island and Port Chicago to avoid 
discrimina tion." Goss concluded tha t "concerted action 
and persistent refusal to obey orders" among the men 
"indicated a mutinous attitude." He recommended that 
the 50 hold-outs be charged with mutiny before a gen
eral court martial. The 208 who agreed to work after 
Admiral Wright's speech should be charged with a lesser 
offense before a summary court martial. The 70 who 
chose to return to work on August IO should be free 
from disciplinary action. 7 

Admiral Wright had already forwarded Goss's oral 
recommendations to Washington by August 13. Wright 
himself was not so free with his personal opinions as 
Goss, but he did note in his report to Washington that he 
believed that "a considerable portion of the men in
volved are of a low order of mentality...." Wright 
urged that ammunition handling was a "logical use" of 
black personnel but said that "pains must be taken" to 
avoid the appearance of discrimination. The admiral 
suggested a rotation system in which the black men 
would occasionally be given other duties and the assign
ment of some white units to the task of loading ammu
nition. 8 

Wright's report was addressed to the new secretary of 
the navy, James V. Forrestal, who had replaced Frank 
Knox after the latter's death in the spring of 1944. 
Forrestal approved Wright's recommendations and on 
August 28 wrote to President Roosevelt informing him 

of the situation. The initial draft of the letter to the presi
dent simply covered the facts of the case and the disci
plinary action planned. But the fmal draft signed on 
August 28 included the proposal to rotate black sailors 
in other jobs and to assign white units to handle ammu
nition. Forrestal told the president that these measures 
would "avoid any semblence of discrimination against 
N egroes. " 0 

The mutiny trial ofthe black sailors began on September 
14 at Treasure Island Naval Base in San Francisco Bay. 
Retired Admiral Hugo S. Osterhaus presided as presi
dent of the seven-man trial board. Chiefprosecutor and 
trial judge advocate was Lt. Commander James F. 
Coakley. Before the war, Coakley had been an assistant 
district attorney in Alameda County in an office once 
headed by Earl Warren. (After the war Coakley was 
elected district attorney, and he gained prominence in 
the prosecution ofBerkeley demonstrators in the 1960s.) 
The five-man defense team at Treasure Island was led 
by Lt. Gerald E. Veltmann. 

The defense lost its most important legal battle before 
the trial began. Veltmalln had submitted a pre-trial brief 
calling for dismissal of the mutiny charge in which he 
quoted from Winthrop's Military Lmv a11d Precedellts. 
Winthrop's defmed mutiny as " unlawful opposition or 
resistance to, or defiance of superior military authority 
with a deliberate attempt to usurp, subvert or override 
the same." The brief argued that this defmition clearly 
required that men charged with mutiny must intend to 
seize or overthrow command. At worst, he argued, the 
Mare Island sailors had simply disobeyed an order with 
no intent to "usurp, subvert or override" authority.lO 

The prosecution countered with its own quotation 
from Winthrop's: "Collective insubordination or simul
taneous disobedience of a lawful order by two or more 
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Faced with coriflicting definitions 
[of mutiny], the trial board sided with 
the prosecution. 

persons ... is an endeavor to make a revolt or mutiny." 
Commander Coakley argued that under this defmition, 
he was not required to prove that the defendants in
tended to seize command. Instead, "evidence showing a 
joint, collective and persistent refusal by two or more men 
to work after a lawful order to do so" could constiwte 
mutiny. Faced with conflicting defmitions, the trial 
board sided with the prosecution and refused to dismiss 
the charge. ll 

Coakley then had to show that there had been an 
organized effort or conspiracy to disobey orders among 
the men. On the second day of the trial his attempt to do 
so created another major legal battle. The prosecution 
presented the testimony of officers who said that they 
heard black sailors encouraging their compatriots not to 
load ammunition. The sailors reportedly used such 
phrases as "Don't go to work for the white m---
f---," "Let's all stick together," and "We have the 
officers by the b---." The problem with this "evi
dence" was that none of the witnesses could identify the 
persons who were supposed to have made these remarks. 
Lt. Ernest Delucchi, for example, testified that he heard 
the comments while standing in formation with his 
back to the men. Veltmann argued that this testimony was 
inadmissible hearsay and that even if the statements had 
been heard, there was no way of telling if any of the 
defendants had made them. Again, however, Admiral 
Osterhaus ruled in Coakley's favor and allowed the 
testimony to be entered in the record.l 2 

Despite these major blows to the defense case, Velt
mann and his colleagues waged a spirited legal battle. In 
cross-examination they forced prosecution witnesses to 

admit that the defendants had been polite and respectful 
and had obeyed all orders except those to load ammuni
tion. Lt. P. H. Pembroke, a navy psychiatrist, testified that 
the Port Chicago explosion could produce such great 
trauma among the survivors that the men might reason
ably refuse to load ammunition out of a "sense of self
protection." He pointed out that the men had received 
no psychiatric assistance in dealing with this trauma. 
Chaplain J. M. Flowers testified that when he ad
mitted his own fear to the defendants and urged them 
to overcome their fear in order to help "the men in the 
foxholes," one of the sailors had replied, "In the fox
holes a man has a chance to fIght back."13 

The heart of the defense case ,':as the testimony of the 
accused themselves, and all fIfty men appeared on their 
own behalf. Generally, they testified that they had acted 
out of fear and had no intention of challenging military 
authority. They denied planning the work stoppage and 
said that a petition that had circulated among the men 
had only requested a change of duty, not urged men to 
refuse to work. None of the defendants admitted mak
ing statements encouraging others to disobey orders, 
and most claimed they never received individual orders 
to load ammunition. Many of the men said they would 
have obeyed such orders had they been givenJ4 

Occasionally, the defendants' testimony included 
some unusual facts. Ollie Green had a broken wrist, and 
John Dunn was seventeen years old and weighed just 
104 pounds, yet both men had been ordered to do the 
heavy work ofloading ammunition. Joe Small described 
the panic that ensued among the defendants when a 
piece of paper became caught in the fan in the detention 
barrack and produced a loud, cracking noise. Several 
111.en contended that pre-trial statements taken by the 
judge advocate's staff were inaccurate. Alphonso Mac
Pherson testified that during the pre-trial interview 
Coakley had told him. to "come clean" or "you will prob
ably get shot." Coakley angrily denied MacPherson's 
charge, accusing Veltmann of "hitting below the belt." 
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A verbal battle ensued until Admiral Osterhaus ob
served that MacPherson had not been shot and that it 
was time for lunch. When defendant Frank Henry ne
glected to say "sir" in answer to one of Coakley's ques
tions, the prosecutor asked "Did you learn to say 'sir' 
when you talk to an officer. ... Why don't you say it 
instead of being so insolent?" Veltmann vehemently 
objected to Coakley's remark, and this time Osterhaus 
agreed with the defense.!5 

In spite of their testimony to the contrary, it is likely 
that the defendants were motivated by more than fear of 
another explosion. Robert L. Allen, editor of Black 
Scholar magazine, has recently interviewed some of the 
surviving Mare Island "mutineers," and he concludes 
that the work stoppage was a legitimate planned 
protest against general conditions of segregation and 
discrimination in the navy and specifically against the 
lack of recreational facilities, safety precautions, and fair 
treatment at Port Chicago. At the subsequent court 
martial, Allen persuasively argues, fear of conviction on 
mutiny charges led the defendants to deny that they had 
planned the incident. I6 

Although the confidential reports and memoranda of 
the navy command indicate concern about the "appear
ance" or "semblance" ofdiscrimination at Port Chicago, 
the defense lawyers never identifled discrimination as 
an explanation or justiflcation for the Mare Island inci
dent. In this the lawyers were greatly at odds with leaders 
of the Bay Area's black community. Joseph James, 
president of the San Francisco branch of the National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored People 
(. AACP), said he was "well aware of the pattern of 
discrimination practiced in the navy and very much 
concerned about this trial." Mrs. Irma Lewis of Oakland 
stated, "We mothers want to know why these loading 

crews are all Negroes." Reverend C. D. Tolliver of 
San Francisco also felt it was "unfair that Negroes should 
always be assigned to dangerous tasks," and J. C. Hen
derson, an Oakland attorney, believed that "the dis
criminatory policy of the navy and the overall conditions 
to which the boys on trial have been subjected should 
be considered." Henderson explained, "Sometimes it 
becomes hard to turn the other cheek, even though the 
oppressor is our brother. "17 

By I944 Bay Area black leaders were struggling to 
cope with the consequences of a massive increase in the 
region's black population. Wartime production created 
thousands of new industrial jobs, and black immigrants 
from the South were a major new source of manpower. 
Between I940 and I944, San Francisco's black population 
grew from less than 5,000 to over I2,000. Similar in
creases occurred in Oakland and Berkeley, and far 
greater rates of growth were recorded for the shipyard 
towns of Richmond and Vallejo, adjacent to Mare 
Island. For the region as a whole, the black population 
increased by more than 200 percent between I940 and 

I944·I8 

Local NAACP President James noted that before the 
war, Bay Area blacks seldom encountered "Jim Crow 
treatment" and "recognizing their apparent good for
arne, generally exercised care lest they attract too much 
attention." But the population boom, James observed, 
had resulted in increasing examples of blatant prejudice. 
Housing discrimination was producing the area's flrst 
black ghetto neighborhoods. Over half the new black 
population worked in the shipyards, and the chief ship
yard union, the boilermakers, required blacks to join 
segregated "auxiliary locals." In I944, 1700 black work
ers at Marinship Company in Sausalito refused to pay 
union dues unless allowed to join the regular boiler
maker locals. The Marin County company honored its 
union contract by firing the rebels, but in January of 
I945 the California supreme court ordered their rein
statement. Joseph James observed that by I944 the local 
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NAACP branch was carrying "the burden of protest 
and representation for the Negro community."19 

It was no surprise that the NAACP became involved 
in the Mare Island case. In late September, James asked 
assistance from the organization's New York headquar
ters. On October 10, Thurgood Marshall, the NAACP 
chief counsel, flew to San Francisco with special travel 
priority supplied by Navy Secretary Forrestal to observe 
the trial. Marshall met with prosecution and defense 
lawyers and interviewed all fifty defendants. He soon 
was convinced that the men were being unjustly prose
cuted: "They have told me they were willing to go to 
jail to get a change of duty because of their terrific fear 
of explosives, but they had no idea that verbal expression 
of their fear constituted mutiny." Marshall stayed in the 
Bay Area twelve days, and his presence helped attract 
national attention to the trial, particularly that of the 
national black press. Before leaving, Marshall promised 
that the NAACP would "expose the whole rotten navy 
setup which led to the Port Chicago explosion and in 
turn to the so-called 'mutiny' trial." "Negroes in the 
navy don't mind loading ammLllition," he cautioned, 
"they just want to know why they are the only ones 
doing the loading." 20 

Meanwhile, the trial at Treasure Island droned on. On 
October I 8, more than a month after the court martial 
body originally convened, the defense fmally fmished 
presentation of its case. Coakley then called several pros
ecution rebuttal witnesses to counter a number of alle
gations made by the defense. Division officers, for ex
ample, were called to deny defense testimony that 
crews loading ammunition had sometimes been forced 
to race against each other. Members of the judge advo
cate's staff assured the court that no coercion had been 
used in taking pre-trial statements and that the state
ments were accurate, though not always in the defend
ant's exact words. 21 

On October 23, Lt. Veltmann presented the defense's 
fmal argument. He repeated his objection to the mutiny 

charge and argued that the defendants had taken no 
overt action to "usurp, subvert or overthrow" authority. 
Again Veltmam1 objected to the use of hearsay evidence 
and questioned whether precise orders had been given 
to all the men. He contended that the defendants had 
been motivated by understandable fear rather than a 
desire to seize authority. 

Commander Coakley's fmal prosecution argument 
disputed Veltmann on every point. The prosecutor 
argued that the men had repeatedly disobeyed orders 
given over a three-day period. He contended that the 
defendants had discussed the matte'[ among themselves 
and urged others to join them and that this constituted a 
"collective refusal" to accept authority. The men who 
participated in such a refusal had entered into a con
spiracy to mutiny "whether they realized it or not," and 
fear was no defense for such a crime. Coakley concluded 
that. "any man so depraved as to be afraid to load 
ammunition" deserved no leniency. 22 

Apparently, Coakley's arguments were persuasive. 
The trial had lasted thirty-three days and produced a 
transcript of over 1400 pages. Theoretically, there were 
fifty separate sentences to decide. Yet on October 24 the 
trial board deliberated just eighty minutes, during 
which they also managed to eat lunch, and then found all 
the defendants guilty. The sentences were not immedi
ately annoLllced, but the board had unhesitatingly sen
tenced each man to fifteen years detention, reduction of 
rating to apprentice seaman, and dishonorable discharge. 23 

The trial board's decision was only the fmt step toward 
. fmal sentencing, however. Admiral Wright would 
review the decision, and his fmdings would in turn be 
reviewed by the advocate general's office in Washington. 
Finally, Secretary Forrestal would approve the final 
decision. At each stage, sentences could be reduced but 
not increased. On November IS Admiral Wright con
firmed the guilty verdicts but reduced the sentences of 
forty men because of youth or lack of previous miscon
duct. Five defendants had their confmement reduced to 
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Seated around the table in front of the 
fifty accused seamen are the navy officers 

who conducted the men's defense at th e 
Treasure Island court martial trial. 
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eight years, eleven to ten years, and twenty-four to 
twelve years. The remaining ten received the full 
fifteen-year sentences. 2 The men were then taken to <1 

Terminal Island Disciplinary Barracks in Southern 
California to begin serving their time. 

Expressing shock and outrage, the November, 1944, 
issue of the NAACP magazine, Crisis, reported that 
Thurgood Marshall and his staff were preparing a legal 
brief on behalf of the convicted sailors. The magazine 
also quoted Marshall as saying that the men were tried 
"solely beca use of their race and color." 25 Marshall was 
more circumspect in his brief. The document, addressed 
to the advocate general, repeated the defense objections 
to the mutiny charge and to the admission of hearsay 
evidence. In addition, it objected to the procedure of a 
mass trial for all fifty defendants, arguing that this made 
it difficult to determine degrees of individual guilt and 
iIUlocence. Marshall condemned the pre-trial publicity 
surrounding the case, particularly navy press releases and 
photographs which made it clear that all the defendants 
were black. Marshall also charged that Coakley had 
subtly injected racial prejudice into the proceedings. 
The prosecutor had questioned defendants from the 
North about their homes, for example, but not those 
from the South. Marshall argued that Coakley was at
tempting to give the impression that the incident was 
due to northern black ringleaders and troublemakers.2G 

On April 3, 1945, the NAACP counsel followed up 
his written brief with a personal appearance at the advo
cate general's office in Washington, D.C. Marshall dis
cussed his impression of the defendants, describing them 
as without "group cohesion" and "apart on everything, 
including intellect, respectfulness, ifyou please, and 
capability of making up their own minds." Half were 
under twenty-one, and a couple were "just plain kids." 
He again bitterly attacked Coakley's conduct at the 
trial, charging him with prejudice and w1ethical be
havior. Marshall commented that the defense lawyers did 
a good job, but he argued that as naval officers they were 

limited in the issues they could raise at the trial and 
hinted that discrimination might be one of those issues. 
Finally, he reminded the advocate general's staff that 
"the convictions will forever stand as a disgrace to the 
entire Negro personnel of the United States navy." 27 

Even before Marshall's personal appearance, an 
advocate-general staff memorandum had raised some of 
the same legal points as the NAACP brief. The memo 
also questioned the admittance of hearsay evidence and 
the loose definition of mutiny accepted by the court. 
Accordingly, on M ay 17, 1945 , Acting Navy Secretary 
Ralph A. Bard informed Admiral Wright that Forrestal 
wished the court martial trial board to reconvene and 
reconsider the case without using hearsay evidence and 
in light of a defmition of mutiny which required a 
"deliberate purpose to usurp, subvert or override" 
authority. In effect, Forrestal was agreeing with the 
original defense objections, but he was not throwing OLlt 
the case. He only asked the trial board to reconsider the 
decision. The board met briefly and on June 12 "respect
fully adhered" to its original vw:lict. One week later 
Admiral Wright approved the verdict and repeated the 
same sentence reductions he made the previous Novem
ber. OnJuly 13 Bard announced that the navy found the 
proceedings at Treasure Island fair and the sentences 
legal, but that the secretary of the navy would still con
sider mitigating factors. 28 

Wile the Mare Island case made its way through 
the navy's appeal channels, Forrestal began moving to 
liberalize the service's racial policies. In September, 1944, 
he replaced the commander of the black training facility 
at Great Lakes, and its rigid segregation policies began 
to change. In June, 1945, the bureau of naval personnel 
announced the full integration of all its training facilities, 
and in August the predominantly white members of 
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an integrated Great Lakes training batallion elected a 
black as their "honor man." In 1944 and 1945 black crews 
were assigned to some small combat ships, and inte
grated crews were tried on auxiliary vessels. In Decem
ber, 1945, Forrestal fmally ordered that "in the adminis
tration of naval personnel, no differentiation shall be 
made because of color." 29 

Forrestal's actions were undoubtedly influenced by 
growing evidence of racial tension and conflict in the 
navy. In December, 1944, a full-scale riot broke out be
tween black seabees and white marines on Guam. In 
1945 black seabees at Port Hueneme, California, staged 
a hunger strike to protes t discrimination. But the Mare 
Island "mutiny" remained the most publicized incident, 
and Forrestal was determined that there would be no 
repetition of the case. In December, 1944, he ordered 
that the task of ammunition loading henceforth should 
be given to "a cross-section of recruit-training grad
uates."30 

Forrestal's most significant action on racial matters 
was the appointment of Lester Granger as his "special 
representative" to study race relations in the navy. 
Granger, a black graduate of Dartmouth (Forrestal's 
alma mater), had served frve years as executive secretary 
of the Urban League. In the six months following his 
navy appointment in March, 1945, Granger travelled 
50,000 miles and visited sixty-seven naval installations at 
home and abroad. He consulted hundreds of officers 
and found many of them "anxious to remove barriers." 
He also talked to about 10,000 black sailors without their 
officers present. In these "heart-to-heart" discussions, 
the men spoke "freely and sometimes bitterly about con
ditions they faced daily." Granger made periodic re
ports to Forrestal and claimed to notice "very progressive 
changes" on a month-to-month basis. 31 

III this changing environment, it is not surprising that 
the navy brass increasingly viewed the sentences of the 
Mare Island defendants as unnecessarily harsh. When the 
war ended in August of 1945, there was no longer the 

The d~/e1tSe lawyers did agood job, 
but . .. as naval officers they 
were li/nited in the issues they 
could raise at the trial. 

same need to "set an example." On September 8, the 
chief of naval personnel recommended a reduction of 
the men's sentences by one year. On October 15, a 
Captain Stassen wrote a staff memorandum to Forrestal 
defending the Mare Island verdict and even arguing that 
a "non-colored" batallion would have received tougher 
treatment. Nevertheless, Stassen suggested the sentences 
be reduced to a total of two years for defendants with 
good conduct records and three years for all others, with 
credit given for the nearly one year already served.32 

Forrestal approved Stassen's recommendations on 
October 17, but that was not to be the secretary's fmal 
word on the matter. Granger and perhaps other staff 
members pressed for full anmesty, and they convinced 
the secretary to agree to this proposal by the end of De
cember. On January 6, 1946, Granger informed the 
Nel/! York Times that the selltences of most of the Mare 
Island defendants, along with those of thirty-six sea bees 
arrested on Guam, would be "set aside." On January 7, 
more than fifteen months after the original court martial 
sentences, the navy officially announced that forty-seven 
of the fifty Marc Island sailors had been returned to 
active duty and would be given honorable discharges if 
they completed their enlistments with good records. 
Two other defendants in navy hospitals presumably 
would be returned to active duty when released from 
treatment. One man was kept in detention because his 
conduct record "did not warrant consideration." The 
executive officer at the Terminal Island Disciplinary 
Barracks informed the NAACP that the men under his 
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"All restrictions . .. oIassignments 
for which Negro personnel are eligible 
are hereby l~{ted." 

care had been released and were "presumably over
seas. "33 

Granger also told the New York Times that the major
ity of black naval personnel still were "bitterly convinced 
that a general policy debarred them from advancing as 
rapidly as their abilities warranted." But he quite accu
rately predicted that such policies would soon disappear. 
On February 27, 1946, the navy issued Circular Letter 
46-48 which read: "Effective immediately all restrictions 
governing types of assignments for which Negro per
sonnel are eligible are hereby lifted. Henceforth they 
shall be eligible for all types of assignments, in all ratings 
in all facilities and in all ships ... in the utilization of 
housing, messing, and other facilities, no special or un
usual provisions will be made for the accommodation of 
Negroes."34Jim Crow no longer wore a navy w1iform. 

In the four years from early 1942 to early 1946, the 
navy had moved from having the most restrictive racial 
policy among the armed forces to the most liberal. The 
monumental change had been a three-stage process 
moving from almost complete exclusion of blacks to 
segregation and then to integration. Of course, reality 
never fully corresponded to official policy. Racial 
separation was incomplete in the early war years, and 
racism and de Jacto segregation persisted in spite of 
Forrestal's orders to the contrary. In I946 more blacks 
were still in the messman's service than any other naval 
branch. But the navy had taken a substantial step; it had 
removed its official sanction from segregation and white 
supremacy. When President Harry Truman ordered 
the complete integration of all armed forces in July, 

1948, only the navy was already in technical if not full 
compliance.35 

In the midst of the Mare Island trial, Walter A. Gor
don, a prominent black Berkeley attorney, observed 
that "any policy that brings about segregation based on 
race is bound to lead to points of conflict. "36 This was 
the lesson the navy had learned. The change in navy 
racial policies may have been partially due to manpower 
needs and the personal convictions ofForrestal and others 
in the service hierarchy. Pressure from civil rights 
groups and the black press certainly played a major role. 
But it was incidents such as the Mare Island "mutiny" 
that dramatized the ideological and moral inconsistencies 
of segregation and proved that black sailors would 
fIght back against racism. It demonstrated that a segre
gated navy meant a disorderly navy. Lester Granger 
believed that the release of the Mare Island defendants 
reflected "the anxiety of navy officialdom to justify its 
racial record. "37 The release of the prisoners also sym
bolized the navy's realization that it could no longer 
afford the hypocrisy of segregation. 

The photographs on pages 63 and 73 are Official US Navy photo
graphs. The newspaper pages are from the San Francisco Chronicle, 
July 19, 1944, pages I and 2. 
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