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"A Tuskegee Airman salutes the flag"

ROBERT WILLIAMS

From May 1943 to June 1945, 450 members of the 332nd Fighter Group were awarded more than 850 medals. Sixty-six of us died in battle; but our fighter group never lost a single bomber to enemy aircraft. 

What made the 332nd fighter group unique in American history was that we were an all African-American unit. We were the first African Americans allowed by our government to fly fighter planes. We were the group most commonly known as the Tuskegee Airmen. 

Yet, our unit would never have existed had it not been for the long tradition of -- and respect for -- lawful protest in our country. If it hadn't been for our freedom of the press and the right to speak freely, the Tuskegee Airmen would have never taken their proud spot in American history. 

That's why I cringe when I see Congress preparing to pass a constitutional amendment that would rewrite the First Amendment -- for the first time ever -- to ban a form of protest. It is particularly hard for me, as an American war veteran, to see this action taken in the name of patriotism. 

For while we as a country view our flag as the very essence of patriotism, it is in reality a symbol of that spirit. And if the proposed flag desecration amendment wins final approval, our flag will become a symbol without substance. 

Don't get me wrong. No one endorses the idea of burning the flag or desecrating it in any way. It is to me a very repugnant concept. But I find more threatening the idea that we would change the Constitution every time some American came up with a new repugnant way to protest. 

Why? Just remember that many people thought that the long struggle by African-Americans to win the right to fight for our country with dignity was unpatriotic. The years of long protest in the African-American newspapers and the years of efforts by prominent African-Americans Mary McCloud Bethune and Judge William Hastie were at the time seen by many in this country to be nothing less than repugnant. 

The country's attitude at the time was that the Negro soldier should accept his lot as a stevedore or laborer. Many Americans believed that African Americans lacked the intelligence and courage to fight for our country as pilots and officers. 

Nonetheless, in 1942, after the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor, I went to the recruiting station nearest my home in Ottumwah, Iowa, along with a White friend. As trained pilots, we wanted to sign up for the Army Air Corps to help defend our country. 

My buddy was given an application right away. But the recruiter looked at me and said, "Ain't no need wasting time on that boy. The Air Force ain't taking no n.....s." 

I didn't give up. It was, after all, my country, too and I was one of the 102 licensed Black pilots in the United States at the time. 

Soon I found myself in Tuskegee, Ala., where the federal government had responded to the long protest by the African-American community - and the reality of war -- by establishing the Air Force Flying School at Tuskegee. 

The government did not go so far as allowing us to fly or train with the White pilots, but we chose to fly in segregated groups because we had something to prove. And the struggle and compromise was worth it because we did just that: we proved that we were as good as or better than the others. I personally flew 50 missions in Italy with the 332nd Fighter Group and served as second-in-command of the 100th fighter squadron. 

The racism did not stop when we received our wings. Many in Congress continued to oppose the existence of our Fighter Group. And our Army Air Corps colleagues could be equally brutal. One day, I was leading my group on a mission to rendezvous with a group of bombers. I switched to their radio channel just in time to hear an anonymous voice say "Oh wee, look at those jigaboos go." 

But just as Bethune and Hastie had continued their protest in the face of widespread condemnation, we Tuskegee Airmen also persevered. We all fought and wrote and spoke until the racism of the Pentagon and the Department of War was finally overcome. 

Today, as I sit and recall the terrible attacks that we endured just to get the right to fight for our country, I am ever more certain that the elimination of any right to freedom of speech is dead bang wrong. 

Protest, after all, takes many forms and many shapes. Some of them may be seen as distasteful by some Americans. But if we change the Constitution to outlaw those less-than-acceptable forms of protest, then what we are doing is just as repugnant as the burning of the flag itself.

(over)


