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About the book

In "The Port Chicago 50," acclaimed author Steve Sheinkin unveils a

gripping and poignant narrative that centers around a pivotal yet often

overlooked chapter of American history during World War II. This true story

follows fifty African American sailors who, after a catastrophic explosion at

the racially segregated Port Chicago Naval Magazine, courageously stood up

against a system steeped in discrimination and injustice. Faced with the

harrowing decision to protest unsafe working conditions and demand

equality, these brave men found themselves embroiled in a landmark mutiny

trial that would challenge the tenets of military discipline and civil rights.

Sheinkin’s meticulously researched account not only sheds light on their

heroic struggle but also invites readers to reflect on the enduring legacy of

courage and the fight for justice in the face of overwhelming odds. Immerse

yourself in their fight for dignity and recognition, and discover how their

actions echo through the corridors of history to inspire generations to come.
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About the author

Steve Sheinkin is an acclaimed author and historian renowned for his

engaging narratives that bring historical events to life for young readers.

With a background in history and education, Sheinkin has dedicated his

career to exploring significant yet often overlooked moments in American

history through a compelling storytelling lens. His works, including

award-winning titles like "The Port Chicago 50," reflect a deep passion for

social justice and civil rights, intertwining thorough research with

captivating prose. Sheinkin's ability to illuminate complex themes and

inspire empathy in his readers has earned him recognition as one of the

leading voices in children's nonfiction literature.
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Chapter 1 Summary: FIRST HERO

### Summary of "First Hero"

On the morning of December 7, 1941, Dorie Miller, a Mess Attendant

aboard the USS West Virginia stationed at Pearl Harbor, was performing

mundane duties when the tranquility was shattered by a sudden attack. The

surprise assault by Japanese forces marked the beginning of the United

States' deep involvement in World War II. At 6'3" and weighing 225 pounds,

Miller had been known for his prowess as the ship’s heavyweight boxing

champion; however, his typical obligations centered on serving the

predominantly white crew by cooking and cleaning.

As the first torpedo struck the battleship, chaos erupted: alarms blared, and a

command rang out over the ship's loudspeaker, urging men to their battle

stations. Adrenaline surged through Miller as he raced to his assigned post,

only to find it had already been destroyed. He dashed to the deck and was

confronted by a spectral sight—a bright blue sky marred by enemy planes

and the resounding blasts of bombs causing devastation in every direction. 

Amid the turmoil, an officer called out for assistance with the wounded.

Miller immediately leapt into action, carrying injured sailors away from the

flames. When he stumbled upon a dead gunner, he instinctively took over
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the position at an anti-aircraft machine gun. Though he had no formal

training, he had observed the weapon being used before; he adjusted the gun

and aimed it skyward, successfully shooting down at least one Japanese

plane as the West Virginia continued to sustain critical hits.

As the ship began to list and take on water, the dying captain ordered an

evacuation. Miller continued his act of heroism by helping more

crewmembers escape before he finally jumped into the water himself.

In recognition of his bravery, Miller was nominated for the Navy Cross—the

highest military honor awarded by the Navy. In early 1942, Admiral Chester

Nimitz personally presented the medal to him, acknowledging the

significance of this honor for an African American sailor during a time when

racial discrimination limited opportunities in the military. Nimitz's ceremony

signified a turning point in the recognition of black soldiers' sacrifices and

contributions during the war.

Despite the accolades and his newfound status as one of the first American

heroes of World War II, Dorie Miller returned to his role as a mess attendant,

still constrained by the racial barriers of his time. His story exemplifies not

only extraordinary courage in the face of adversity but also the larger fight

against racial injustice within the military and society as a whole.
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Chapter 2 Summary: THE POLICY

Chapter Summary: The Policy

In the wake of Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor, the United States declared

war, plunging headfirst into World War II. President Franklin D. Roosevelt

reassured Americans that the fight was for freedom, not conquest. However,

the enthusiasm for service starkly contrasted with the reality faced by

African Americans, who were limited by the Navy’s longstanding policy

that only allowed them to serve as mess attendants. This policy was rooted

in a history of racial discrimination in the military that reached back to the

American Revolutionary War when George Washington initially barred

black soldiers due to fears of slave rebellions, despite their proven valor.

As America confronted the dire need for soldiers during the Civil War, the

policies evolved, integrating black men into segregated units, often led by

white officers. This pattern continued into the Spanish-American War and

World War I, where African Americans served primarily in non-combat

roles, despite many proving their capabilities in battle. By the time of World

War II, only 5,000 black men were in the Navy, echoing the historical

prejudice that shaped military policies.

Despite the War Department’s insistence that segregation was “satisfactory,”
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civil rights groups pushed for change. Secretary of the Navy Frank Knox

defended racial segregation as a practical necessity, believing integration

would jeopardize military efficiency due to entrenched societal prejudices.

President Roosevelt, balancing political pressures and the desire for African

American support, sought a compromise, eventually allowing black men to

volunteer for training. However, the majority remained relegated to

low-ranking roles, maintaining the systemic barriers.

Despite these restrictions, many young African Americans, motivated by

patriotism and the desire to prove their worth, enlisted. For instance, Jack

Crittenden, a high school graduate, inspired his peers with the notion that

given the chance, black service members would demonstrate their

capabilities. Likewise, Percy Robinson and Albert Williams, Jr. expressed a

shared hope that they would combat racial stereotypes by serving their

country. Martin Bordenave and Robert Routh also pursued military

opportunities, fueled by aspirations for a better future.

Joseph Small’s enlistment, stemming from a twist of fate, exemplified how

chance could alter one’s path. Previously a member of the Civilian

Conservation Corps during the Great Depression, Small displayed leadership

skills after mediating a potential conflict among his peers. This knack for

naturally commanding respect would later characterize his military service.

As the chapter unfolds, it foreshadows significant developments, particularly
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the brewing dissent against systemic racism within the Navy, culminating in

what would become one of the largest mutinies in its history, with Small at

the center. With the backdrop of World War II and the evolving role of

African Americans in the military, the narrative highlights their struggle for

recognition and equality against the tide of entrenched discrimination.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The struggle for recognition and equality against systemic

discrimination

Critical Interpretation: Imagine stepping into the shoes of those brave

African Americans during World War II, determined to fight for their

country's freedom while facing the dual battle of racial oppression.

Their unwavering commitment inspires you to confront your own

challenges with the same tenacity, reminding you that change often

requires courage and bold action. Just as they fought not only for

victory in war but also for their rightful place in society, you too can

advocate for fairness and inclusion in your own life and community,

knowing that your voice can pave the way for future generations.
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Chapter 3 Summary: PORT CHICAGO

Port Chicago

Joe Small and a group of young recruits, filled with a mix of excitement and

naivety, embarked on their journey to the U.S. Naval Training Center in

Great Lakes, Illinois. For many, this marked their first experience away from

home, with memories shared of youthful innocence, from their ages—too

young to vote or drink legally—to the novelty of three square meals a day.

Yet, that excitement quickly turned to stark realization as they faced the

ingrained segregation of the Navy.

Upon arrival, black recruits like Percy Robinson discovered the stark

divisions in dining and training. They found themselves in separate lines,

segregated by race, and sent to a newly constructed black-only training

center — a reflection of the Navy's reluctance to integrate. Despite some

efforts by their commander, Lieutenant Commander Daniel Armstrong, like

decorating the base with murals honoring black naval heroes, fundamental

inequalities persisted. Black recruits were systematically denied access to

advanced training opportunities afforded to their white counterparts,

revealing a deeply entrenched belief that they were intellectually inferior.

The recruits' experiences conveyed a harsh reality: black sailors were often
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viewed not as equal members of the naval force, but rather as second-class

citizens. Robert Edwards vocally highlighted this feeling of exclusion when

recounting a visit from the Secretary of the Navy, who inspected only the

white camps, reinforcing their sense of invisibility and unworthiness.

After twelve weeks of rigorous training, which included physical drills and

weapon exercises, the recruits were dispatched to what they believed would

be combat assignments. However, their hopes were dashed as they arrived at

the Port Chicago Naval Magazine—a remote and lackluster base far from the

promised sea battles. Upon discovering the mundane reality of their

assignment, an overwhelming disappointment set in. They were tasked with

loading ammunition and explosives onto ships, a far cry from the combat

roles they had envisioned.

Commanding Officer Captain Nelson Goss expressed disdain for the black

workers assigned to Port Chicago, viewing them as inferior in comparison to

white personnel. This mutual disdain—between a leader who didn't want his

assigned recruits and the sailors who wished to be anywhere else—created

an atmosphere of frustration. The recruits' primary complaint was a lack of

proper training for their jobs, as they received no instruction on safely

handling the explosives they were now tasked with managing.

The absence of guidance became a glaring issue, as the only training

provided to the recruits was limited to a basic overview, while their white
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officers lacked substantial expertise themselves. The Navy's dismissive

attitude toward safety protocols only fueled the men's fears, with many,

especially the younger recruits like Spencer Sikes, grappling with the

constant dread of a potential disaster.

Living under these conditions, the sailors felt trapped in a tense and

precarious situation where they had not only to fight for their respect in the

military but also to navigate their roles in the war effort. As they toiled away

in loading munitions with no proper training or oversight, the path toward a

catastrophic incident loomed ever closer, overshadowing their ambitions for

military glory with the very real threat of tragedy.
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Chapter 4: WORK AND LIBERTY

Work and Liberty

As the early morning sounds of clinking horseshoes roused him from sleep,

Joe Small found himself at Port Chicago, a naval base during World War II.

The noises were attributed to a fellow sailor named T.J., who occupied his

early mornings with barefoot, boxers-clad horseshoe pitching, hinting at his

desire for a mental health discharge, known as a Section Eight. Small, an

early riser by nature and upbringing on a sprawling New Jersey farm, took

on the responsibility of waking his fellow division members, a role he

assumed naturally based on his independence instilled by his father.

Joe’s upbringing shaped his character; from an early age, he had learned to

be self-reliant and assertive. A memorable incident from his childhood at a

truck stop set the tone for his boldness—when challenged by a truck driver,

he impulsively operated a large rig, causing chaos and a subsequent hasty

retreat. Following the death of his father, Small sought work as a truck

driver despite being only fifteen. With determination, he secured a job

without a license and managed to balance this work with school, through

which he faced racial prejudice but ultimately defended himself.

As a 22-year-old sailor at Port Chicago, Joe Small distinguished himself
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from his younger peers through his life experiences and a compelling

presence that earned him respect among his fellow sailors. His knack for

commanding attention naturally positioned him as an unofficial leader

within Division Four. Morning roll call was overseen by Lieutenant Ernest

Delucchi, a no-nonsense officer whose short stature and fierceness did little

to endear him to the men, although Small managed to maintain a good

rapport with him.

The division’s routine involved loading munitions onto ships, a task fraught

with danger yet pivotal for the war effort. Small’s role evolved from a

laborer on the pier to a skilled winch operator, allowing him to rise in his

responsibilities despite the barriers of racial discrimination that limited black

sailors like him. The loading process was chaotic, with the thud and clank of

bombs echoing across the pier, creating an environment where safety was a

lingering concern.

Despite his capabilities, systemic inequality meant that promotions eluded

Joe. The only ranks available to black sailors were minimal compared to

their white counterparts, but Small did not shy away from taking on

unofficial leadership responsibilities, often mediating between his division

and officers. As he came to accept additional duties, he remained undeterred,

embodying persistence and resilience.

Between shifts of grueling work, the sailors’ lives were punctuated by
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liberty days, offering brief escapes from their military duties. However, they

faced rampant racial segregation in local towns; establishments would refuse

service to black sailors, forcing them to navigate a hostile environment even

while wearing their Navy uniforms. The stark reality of racial discrimination

deeply affected Small and his fellows, igniting questions about the very

freedoms they were purportedly fighting for. For many of them, such

experiences led to disillusionment as they grappled with the realization that

their true enemies were not just overseas, but often within their own country.

As Small’s narrative unfolds, it embodies themes of resilience, leadership,

and the struggle for dignity in the face of systemic racism, set against the

backdrop of World War II's workforce demands and societal tensions.
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Chapter 5 Summary: THE LAWYER

In World War II America, Robert Edwards's experiences as an African

 American soldier were sadly common. Numerous letters received by black

newspapers laid bare the mistreatment of black troops. Soldiers reported

being subjected to humiliations such as waiting for white soldiers to finish

their meals before they were served cold leftovers, or being given only a

handful of seats in segregated theaters. At bases like Tuskegee Air Field,

where the first black fighter pilots were trained, racial discrimination

persisted with signs designating "white" and "colored" restrooms. 

The situation was even worse in towns adjacent to military installations,

particularly in the South. A poignant incident described by Corporal Rupert

Trimmingham illustrated the absurdity of segregation in the U.S. military.

While traveling, he and other black soldiers sought a meal but were refused

service at all restaurants—except one that required them to enter through a

backdoor and eat in the kitchen. Ironically, they watched German prisoners

of war being treated with warmth and courtesy, leaving Trimmingham

questioning why enemies were afforded better treatment than patriotically

serving soldiers. 

In response to these widespread injustices, Thurgood Marshall, the lead

attorney for the National Association for the Advancement of Colored

People (NAACP), emerged as a critical figure. The NAACP, established in
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1909, aimed to advocate for civil rights and equal opportunities for African

Americans. At just thirty-four, Marshall was already recognized as one of

the nation's leading civil rights lawyers. He provided a beacon of hope for

black servicemen facing discrimination, tirelessly working to aid those who

approached him for assistance.

Marshall's unyielding dedication to justice stemmed from his own painful

experiences with segregation growing up in Baltimore, Maryland. A

formative incident during his teenage years involved physical confrontation

with a white man while delivering goods, which landed him in jail. Despite

his frustration, his Jewish employer supported his fight against racism and

encouraged him to channel his energy effectively, which led Marshall to

embrace the law.

During the war, Marshall devoted himself to addressing an avalanche of

civil rights abuses against African American soldiers across the country. He

traveled extensively, juggling various cases that ranged from fighting

segregation laws to defending wrongfully accused black prisoners. He

documented cases like that of Lieutenant Nora Green, who suffered violence

and arrest for resisting segregation while trying to board a bus. Tragically,

the case of Private Edward Green, who was murdered without any

repercussions for the bus driver, further exemplified the systemic racism that

pervaded the military and civil society. 
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Marshall persistently protested against these injustices to the Justice

Department, underscoring the damage such treatment inflicted on the morale

of black soldiers fighting for their country. Yet, the government consistently

upheld the status quo, with officials claiming that any push for change

would disturb white communities and military personnel. 

<SENSE OF BUILDING TENSION> The persistent injustices faced by

African American soldiers—coupled with the lack of accountability from the

military and government—fueled a palpable frustration and anger within the

ranks. A black army chaplain lamented the ongoing "un-American

treatment," while warnings from sailors indicated a potential tipping point.

The stage was set for reckoning as the discontent amongst black servicemen

continued to grow, hinting that change was on the horizon if the situation

remained unaddressed.
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Chapter 6 Summary: HOT CARGO

In April 1944, Captain Merrill T. Kinne assumed command of Port Chicago,

 where he was charged with the crucial task of efficiently moving

ammunition from trains to ships amid the growing demands of World War II.

Despite prevailing prejudices against black sailors, whom he viewed with

skepticism regarding their ability to maintain satisfactory loading rates,

Kinne implemented a competitive strategy to encourage performance. He

posted daily tonnage stats on a chalkboard for each loading division and

incentivized the highest performers with rewards like free movie tickets,

driving home a culture of speed and competition.

The sailors at Port Chicago found themselves in an intense work

environment. Accounts from those involved, such as Percy Robinson and

Albert Williams, reveal the overwhelming pressure they faced. Joe Small

and other men expressed frustration at being pitted against one another by

the officers and felt this practice exacerbated the risks associated with

loading munitions. Lieutenant Delucchi, one of the supervising officers,

even perpetuated competition by betting on which division would load more

quickly, underscoring a culture where the urgency of the mission

overshadowed safety.

While the sailors recognized the essential role of their work—ensuring

American troops were supplied with ammunition—they were painfully
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aware of the racial dynamics at play. Black sailors were relegated to

dangerous jobs like loading ammunition while their white counterparts were

assigned to combat roles, a stark manifestation of segregation and

discrimination within the Navy. This sense of injustice was echoed by

Martin Bordenave and Willie Gay, who noted the racial disparity in

assignments, with black sailors relegated to laborious tasks deemed

unworthy of white sailors.

As the workload intensified, the tension on the waterfront escalated.

Incidents of negligence became commonplace, illustrated by Cyril

Sheppard's encounter with an inattentive winch operator and the dangerously

hasty unloading of bombs. The men endured perilous conditions while

feeling uninformed about the dangers they faced, such as the pressurized dye

capsules in bombs that caught them off guard during loading mishaps.

Joe Small bravely confronted the anxiety of his fellow sailors, voicing

concerns over the safety of their operations to Lieutenant Delucchi, who

brushed off the warnings with a casual disregard for the potential

consequences. The mounting stress of the situation foreshadowed an

impending disaster.

By mid-July 1944, Port Chicago housed 1,431 black enlisted men under the

supervision of only 71 white officers. As sailors continued their exhausting

work routine, an air of foreboding loomed over the base. On July 17th, while
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crews loaded the cargo ship *E. A. Bryan* with 8,500 tons of armaments, a

civilian plumber named Albert Carr felt uneasy witnessing the hectic scene

around him. His concerns about the operation's safety prompted him to leave

early.

Meanwhile, Spencer Sikes, a sailor enjoying his liberty, left for a date in

Berkeley, unknowingly choosing a pivotal moment to step away from Port

Chicago's chaos. As darkness fell over the bay, the loading operations on

both the *Bryan* and another ship, the *Quinalt Victory*, progressed under

the watchful eyes of officers, including Captain Kinne and Lieutenant

Commander Glen Ringquist. 

Following a typical announcement marking lights out for the enlisted men,

Joe Small and others settled in for the night, reflecting on the plans they had

made for the following day. Little did they know, their lives were about to

change irrevocably, with the dangerous conditions at Port Chicago leading

towards a catastrophic event that would mark a turning point for the sailors

and the Navy itself.
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Chapter 7 Summary: THE EXPLOSION

In the chapter titled "The Explosion," the narrative captures a harrowing

 night at the Port Chicago naval base where the tranquility of a typical

evening is shattered by a massive explosion at 10:18 PM. Joe Small, along

with other sailors, is roused from sleep by a sound that is quickly perceived

as bombing. The chaos begins with a thunderous blast that illuminates the

night sky, described by the witnesses as reminiscent of a spectacular

fireworks display. However, this initial awe gives way to horror as a more

violent explosion follows, sending shockwaves that shatter windows and

injure many men.

As the barracks collapse around them, the sailors scramble to escape, their

panic heightened by screams and the threat of further destruction. Percy

Robinson, injured from flying glass, and Robert Routh, blinded by debris,

are among those struggling to navigate the chaos. Their thoughts race back

to Pearl Harbor, evoking memories of sudden violence. Sergeant Glen

Ringquist, having just left the pier minutes before the explosion, witnesses

the disaster from his jeep, seeing flames rise high into the sky as the dark

fallout begins.

The impact of the explosion is felt far beyond the base; even those in a

nearby town mistake the sound for part of a movie. Panic ensues as the

audience at a local theater tries to make sense of the unfolding disaster.
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Morris Rich, one of the sailors in a café, is thrown across the room by the

force of the blast, instantly realizing the fatal consequences for his

shipmates.

As emergency response unfolds, Captain Kinne and his officers spring into

action, attempting to control fires ignited by debris. Despite initial reports of

chaos, Kinne later reflects on the orderly response of the crew. Men work

together under the glow of truck headlights, tending to the wounded in an

atmosphere of camaraderie amidst the chaos. 

Some sailors rush to volunteer for rescue efforts, but many, like Percy

Robinson, are quickly halted by their injuries. The chapter concludes with

the somber realization that the pier and the ships have vanished, leaving only

calm waters where destruction had reigned moments before. This transition

from chaos to eerie silence marks a pivotal moment in the chapter,

underscoring the profound impact of the disaster on all those present.

Event Description

Explosion
Occurrence

A massive explosion occurs at the Port Chicago naval base at 10:18 PM,
initially perceived as a bombing.

Initial
Reactions

The sound is likened to fireworks before fear takes over as a second,
more violent blast follows, causing chaos.

Injuries Sailors like Percy Robinson and Robert Routh suffer injuries from debris
and glass amid the collapsing barracks.
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Event Description

Witness
Accounts

Sergeant Glen Ringquist watches the explosion from a distance, noting
the flames and dark fallout.

Panic
Beyond
Base

The explosion is felt in nearby towns, causing confusion and panic
among civilians attending a movie.

Emergency
Response

Captain Kinne and his officers respond to manage the chaos and control
fires while maintaining order among the crew.

Rescue
Efforts

Despite injuries, some sailors attempt to assist with rescue operations
while others are impeded by their wounds.

Aftermath The chapter closes with a reflection on the transformation of the scene
from chaos to an eerie silence, marking the devastation's impact.
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Chapter 8: THE INQUIRY

### Summary of Chapters on the Port Chicago Disaster

The Inquiry

That night at the hospital, Robert Routh underwent the traumatic procedure

of having his left eye removed due to injuries sustained during the

catastrophic explosion that obliterated Port Chicago. Spencer Sikes returned

to find remnants of the blast, including glass shards that could have killed

him had he been asleep. The devastation visible at sunrise revealed a

landscape of rubble, twisted steel, and the remaining battleship's stern jutting

from the water, marking the site of one of the largest man-made explosions

in history, which resulted in 320 fatalities, predominantly black sailors

involved in loading ammunition.

In the aftermath, the Navy faced heavy media scrutiny. Reporters described

the carnage—broken barracks, scattered debris, and the grim task of

recovering dismembered bodies from the bay. Captain Nelson Goss

provided a press briefing, confirming the overwhelming loss of life and

expressing the Navy's inability to determine the explosion's cause, as no

survivors remained to testify. Admiral Carleton Wright recognized the
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contributions of the men who died, emphasizing their bravery in the face of

danger.

Four days later, a Navy court of inquiry convened to investigate the cause of

the disaster, but the absence of living witnesses posed a significant

challenge. It became evident there had been two explosions—one smaller

and one massive—which suggested a failure in handling explosives.

Testimonies from white officers indicated that the black sailors handling the

ammunition were deemed temperamentally and intellectually unfit for such

tasks, leading to careless practices. Notably absent from this account were

the voices of the black sailors themselves, who did not get the chance to

provide their experiences or insights.

Transferring the surviving black sailors to a nearby base, the Navy left them

in limbo. Joe Small and his comrades, consumed by grief and anxiety,

speculated about the cause of the explosion and feared returning to similar

work conditions. Acts of humor masked their dread, with members

improvising antics at night to cope with their tensions.

Simultaneously, the U.S. Congress considered compensation for the victims,

but racial politics complicated matters. John Rankin, a segregationist

representative, reduced the proposed compensation after objections arose

regarding the race of potential beneficiaries. An editorial in the Pittsburgh

Courier underscored the sacrifices made by black servicemen and questioned
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the nation's conscience regarding racial equity during wartime.

In New York, Thurgood Marshall received a flood of letters from African

American servicemen detailing instances of racial injustice within the

military. While frustrated by these injustices, he urged resilience among

black Americans, advocating for immediate action to combat discrimination

rather than waiting for a more opportune time.

As August rolled in, Joe Small and fellow sailors were relocated to Mare

Island Naval Shipyard, where they braced for their next assignment. Their

anticipation was overshadowed by fear of a return to ammunition work, as it

felt similar to courting the same fate as their fallen friends. A list requesting

a transfer circulated within their barracks, though its nature remained

disputed.

When the men received new gloves reminiscent of those used during the

loading at Port Chicago, anxiety heightened. The Navy later alleged that a

clandestine meeting occurred among the sailors that evening, but Small and

others insisted their discussions were open about how to respond to

impending orders.

Struggling between the dangers presented by returning to ammunition

handling and the need to obey military orders, Joe Small deliberated his

decision. Faced with no changes in safety and the same officers, he

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


ultimately decided he could not return to the work conditions that had

previously cost so many lives. This marked a pivotal moment as tensions

mounted among the sailors, setting the stage for significant challenges

ahead. 

In these chapters, the aftermath of the Port Chicago explosion encapsulates

the tragedy of loss, the struggle for recognition and justice, and the

burgeoning resistance of black servicemen against systemic inequities within

the military.
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Chapter 9 Summary: COLUMN LEFT

On August 9, 1944, the men of Joe Small's division were unexpectedly

 called for lunch early, signaling the onset of a momentous day. As

Lieutenant Delucchi made his way to their barracks, he spotted the USS

Sangay, a large ammunition ship docked nearby, foreshadowing the tasks

ahead. However, as his division began to assemble outside the barracks,

many sailors freshly bandaged from a recent explosion displayed reluctance

in forming up quickly, prompting Delucchi to urge them into line.

The path ahead forked: to the right, the normal routine awaited, but to the

left lay the loading dock for ammunition—a task the men were increasingly

hesitant to undertake. Amid growing uncertainty in the ranks, Small's refusal

to comply triggered a wave of dissent. Delucchi confronted him, drawing

attention to the larger implications of their disobedience, specifically how it

reflected on their racial identity and the support of Black leaders across the

nation. Small’s outright refusal and the echoing support from his fellow

sailors marked a significant, collective turning point—if he wouldn’t go,

neither would they.

The situation escalated when Chaplain Jefferson Flowers attempted to

intervene, appealing to the men’s sense of duty against a backdrop of war.

The sailors stood firm, challenging the comparison to soldiers at the front

lines, insisting that they felt disenfranchised and misused, unable to defend
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themselves in the face of such orders. Delucchi returned, expressing his

disappointment in the sailors’ courage and emphasizing their oath to obey

orders. Yet, despite his authority, the men remained defiant.

Commander Joseph Tobin later confronted the sailors individually,

emphasizing the seriousness of their refusal. While some complied and

reported for duty, Joe Small and many other sailors stood resolute,

unyielding in their collective decision to not handle ammunition, which they

believed signified a moral stand against systemic oppression.

Concurrent to this, Lieutenant Carleton Morehouse assembled Division

Eight, only to face a similar wave of refusals. As Lieutenant James Tobin

called upon Division Two, the trend continued with almost the entire group

opting to disobey orders to load ammunition. By the end of the day, out of

328 sailors summoned from the three divisions, a staggering 258 refused the

orders, showcasing a potent act of civil disobedience amidst the military

hierarchy.

Ultimately, the sailors were ordered to pack their belongings and were taken

under guard to the riverside. As tensions simmered, Delucchi briefly spoke

to Small, seeking his influence over the men of Division Four. However,

their conversation would later become a contentious point, with Delucchi

hoping Small could rally compliance among the disgruntled sailors as they

headed to what essentially became their “floating prison.” This pivotal
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moment not only highlighted the ongoing struggles regarding race and

authority within the military but also set the stage for a burgeoning

awareness of civil rights among Black service members.
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Chapter 10 Summary: PRISON BARGE

In the chapter titled "Prison Barge," prisoners aboard a barge find

 themselves in a precarious and tense situation as they navigate the

consequences of a peaceful protest against unfair working conditions in the

Navy. Joe Small, one of the men aboard, highlights the overcrowded and

nervous atmosphere, describing their confinement as being "packed in like

sardines." Conversations among the men reveal a split on whether to

capitulate to authority by returning to their labor, particularly loading

ammunition. Small encourages solidarity, advising a young sailor against

returning to work individually, emphasizing that doing so would brand him a

"traitor."

As the days pass with no clear communication from their officers, frustration

builds among the sailors about their treatment. Small notes that the desire to

challenge authority grows, with some men openly defying the marching

orders to meals. As tensions rise, Small feels compelled to take action to

prevent potential violence between the prisoners and the Marines guarding

them. He organizes a meeting where he passionately argues for compliance

with orders to avoid provoking their superiors, asserting, "We’ve got the

officers by the balls." His speech brings a temporary calm, fostering a sense

of unity as they discuss their uncertain future, ranging from possible

transfers to the more dreaded consequence of disciplinary action.
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On the third day, the stakes escalate dramatically when Admiral Carleton

Wright, the commandant of the Twelfth Naval District, arrives to address the

prisoners. He delivers an intimidating speech that threatens mutiny charges

with a death penalty for disobedience, an unfamiliar concept that deeply

unsettles the men. Many are horrified at the gravity of the situation,

grappling with the realization that their peaceful protest could lead to severe

consequences far beyond what they envisioned.

The moment becomes critical as their lieutenants demand allegiance, with

some men feeling the pressure to conform to the expected response. Joe

Small faces a significant choice: he nearly joins the line of those ready to

comply but ultimately decides against it, valuing his principles over

compliance. In contrast, Percy Robinson, deeply affected by the admiral's

threat, resolves to return to work, highlighting the desperation and confusion

faced by the men as they navigate their discontent within the Navy.

In the end, a stark divide emerges—out of 258 men, 214 choose to follow

their orders while only 44 stand firm in their defiance, accentuating the

tension between duty and the desire for change amidst an oppressive

environment. The chapter concludes with a bitterly humorous exchange that

underlines the absurdity and fear underlying their situation, as the unwilling

group grapples with the looming threat of violence from their own

command.
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Chapter 11 Summary: THE FIFTY

In this section, the narrative unfolds with Joe Small and forty-three other

 sailors being marched back to a prison barge after their refusal to resume

dangerous ammunition loading tasks at Port Chicago. While the others are

housed together in the brig, Small finds himself in solitary confinement.

Four days later, he is summoned by Admiral Carleton Wright, who believes

Small’s leadership can influence the others to return to work. However,

Small passionately refuses under the same unsafe conditions, leading to a

volatile exchange between him and Wright, cementing Small's reputation as

a mutineer—a label he finds unjust, as he believes their refusal was a

legitimate response to a life-threatening work environment rather than an act

of rebellion.

Meanwhile, Robert Routh, a sailor blinded in the Port Chicago explosion,

follows the evolving situation from his hospital bed, empathetically

supporting his fellow sailors. Back in the brig, Small’s determination is

unwavering; he reiterates to his comrades that he would rather face

execution than return to a potentially fatal job. Despite Small's perspective

that their actions didn't constitute mutiny—defined by the Navy as a direct

challenge to authority—Captain Nelson Goss and Admiral Wright perceive

it differently, attributing their refusal to irrational fear. Goss’ report

highlights the presence of so-called “agitators” among the men, reinforcing a

narrative grounded in racial discrimination and misunderstanding.
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As the Navy processes the aftermath of the sailors' insubordination,

Secretary of the Navy James Forrestal is advised to impose minor

consequences on those who returned to work. However, the fifty remaining

sailors are officially charged with mutiny, branded as conspirators against

their superiors. The prosecution, led by Lieutenant Commander James

Coakley, seeks to position Small as the primary instigator of the alleged

rebellion. Coakley's investigation involves interrogations that aim to

establish a narrative of organized resistance, despite testimony from multiple

sailors portraying a lack of premeditated conspiracy.

When Joe Small is called for questioning, he maintains that the refusal to

work was spontaneous and uncoordinated, a response borne from shared

concerns rather than orchestrated rebellion. Yet, officers, convinced of

Small’s leadership role, attempt to link him to the events on the barge with

an emphasis on unity among the men—a point they misinterpret as a sign of

conspiracy rather than solidarity.

As preparations for the court-martial begin, the Navy hastily assembles a

defense team, led by Lieutenant Gerald Veltmann. The defense team is thrust

into a high-stakes situation with a tight timeline, leaving them little

opportunity to communicate with the accused before trial. Despite the

pressure, Veltmann remains optimistic, noting that the atmosphere among

the defense team is surprisingly calm in the face of grave charges that could
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lead to execution.

In summary, this chapter delves deep into the complexities of leadership,

fear, and racial dynamics within the military, as the narrative builds toward

an upcoming court-martial that will challenge the very principles of justice

and equity in a racially charged environment.

Key Events Description

Refusal to
Work

Joe Small and 43 sailors refuse to load ammunition at Port Chicago due
to safety concerns, leading to their imprisonment.

Solitary
Confinement

Small is placed in solitary confinement, reinforcing his stance against
unsafe working conditions.

Meeting with
Admiral
Wright

Admiral Carleton Wright seeks to persuade Small to influence others to
return to work, but Small refuses, solidifying his label as a mutineer.

Support from
Robert
Routh

Robert Routh, blinded in a previous explosion, follows the events and
supports Small and the other sailors from his hospital bed.

Context of
Mutiny

Captain Nelson Goss and Admiral Wright misinterpret the sailors'
actions as cowardice while Small views them as justified resistance.

Charges of
Mutiny

Despite minor consequences suggested for some sailors, 50 are
officially charged with mutiny, being branded conspirators.

Questioning
of Joe Small

Small asserts that the refusal to work was spontaneous, but officers
attempt to link him to organized rebellion.

Defense
Team
Preparation

Lieutenant Gerald Veltmann leads a defense team under pressure,
facing a tight timeline and grave charges.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


Key Events Description

Thematic
Exploration

The chapter highlights leadership, fear, and racial dynamics within the
military, leading toward a court-martial.
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Chapter 12: TREASURE ISLAND

Summary of Treasure Island: Court-Martial Proceedings

On September 14, 1944, the tense atmosphere on Treasure Island in San

Francisco Bay set the scene for a historic military court-martial involving

fifty sailors accused of mutiny. These men, clad in navy uniforms and

surrounded by a spectacular view of the San Francisco skyline, were not

there to appreciate their surroundings. Instead, they faced serious charges

stemming from their refusal to handle ammunition at Port Chicago,

primarily due to safety concerns following a tragic explosion in 1944 that

had deeply affected the naval community.

The court-martial, presided over by Rear Admiral Hugh Osterhaus and six

other high-ranking officers, was unprecedented in scale and drew attention

from the press, as the Navy was keen to project transparency and caution

against future insubordination. Each of the fifty accused sailors pleaded “not

guilty” when called upon.

The prosecution, led by Lieutenant Commander James Coakley, aimed to

assert that a conspiracy existed among the sailors to collectively refuse

orders. He opened with Commander Joseph Tobin, who detailed the events

of August 9, the day the sailors effectively stopped working. Tobin
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recounted his efforts to clarify that disobedience, especially regarding

ammunition handling, was unacceptable. His testimony illustrated the

sailors’ deep-seated reluctance to follow orders related to their safety,

reflecting an underlying tension about racial issues among different ranks

and responsibilities within the Navy.

Gerald Veltmann, the defense attorney, countered this narrative by probing

the specifics of the accused's actions. He sought to highlight that while the

sailors resisted one particular order, they did not exhibit a broader intent to

undermine the chain of command, which is crucial to qualifying as mutiny.

His aggressive questioning of Tobin attempted to establish that the men had

not behaved riotously or dangerously, instead painting a portrait of men

acting out of fear rather than rebellion.

As the trial progressed, Coakley summoned Lieutenant Ernest Delucchi,

who testified that he had heard derogatory comments from several accused

sailors, asserting that they were defying orders. Delucchi's claims were

potentially damaging, suggesting a willingness among the sailors to unite

against authority. However, Veltmann skillfully undermined Delucchi's

testimony by pointing out that he could not definitively identify the speakers

of the threatening language, nor could he be certain that they were among

the accused. This critical distinction could determine the outcome of the

trial, as it pointed to a lack of conclusive evidence to prove the sailors’ intent

to mutiny.
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Amid the proceedings, the defense strategy focused on creating reasonable

doubt about the allegations and emphasizing the context of fear and racial

discrimination that influenced the sailors’ actions. Throughout the day, the

courtroom bore witness to a clash of perspectives, as the defense and

prosecution battled not just over facts, but over the interpretation of those

facts within a broader societal context. The trial was about much more than

military discipline; it touched on issues of race, authority, and justice within

the Navy during a tumultuous time in American history.

As the chapter unfolded, it became evident that the trial would not only

determine the fate of the fifty accused sailors but also serve as a commentary

on leadership, responsibility, and the complexities of military service in an

era marked by segregation and inequality. The outcome remained uncertain,

with both sides presenting compelling, if contrasting, narratives about the

events that had transpired at Port Chicago.
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Chapter 13 Summary: PROSECUTION

The Mutiny Trial on Treasure Island, amid the backdrop of World War

 II, garnered little media attention compared to the American military efforts

overseas. However, for African Americans, this trial symbolized deeper

issues of racial discrimination within the Navy. Activists like Irma Lewis a

nd Joseph James, president of the San Francisco NAACP, expressed

 concerns about the implications of the case, particularly around the Navy's

segregation policies. Navy officials, including Secretary James Forrestal, r

ecognized that the segregation policies might not only undermine morale,

but also waste resources. Supported by President Roosevelt, Forrestal

initiated an experiment to integrate black sailors into predominantly white

crews on twenty-five ships.

As the trial unfolded, prosecutor James Coakley called for witness

 testimonies from black sailors, particularly those who had refused to load

ammunition. The crux of Coakley’s argument was to prove that the accused

sailors had conspired to mutiny, suggesting a premeditated plan. Sailor Edw

ard Johnson's hesitant testimony, though initially seemingly

 incriminating, faltered under cross-examination by defense lawyer Veltman

n. Johnson couldn’t pinpoint any specific individuals or corroborate

 that a conspiracy existed, suggesting instead that the refusal stemmed from

fear rather than a coordinated effort.
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Coakley attempted to bolster his case with testimonies about a list circulated

among the sailors, purportedly stating they were willing to work but refusing

to handle ammunition. The ambiguity of the wording—whether it was

"refuse" or simply "don’t want to" handle ammunition—became crucial, as

Veltmann highlighted the distinction that could frame the document as either

evidence of conspiracy or merely a request for a change in duties.

Central to Coakley’s narrative was Joe Small, whom he labeled the

 ringleader of the mutiny. However, testimonies about Small’s alleged

influence on the sailors were inconsistent. While some witnesses recalled

Small speaking to maintain discipline after tensions escalated, Veltmann

argued that Small’s comments were intended to prevent further unrest rather

than encourage disobedience.

As the trial dragged on, repetitive witness testimonies failed to substantiate

Coakley's claims convincingly, eliciting boredom from the judges.

Meanwhile, families of the accused began rallying for support, drawing the

attention of the NAACP. Activist Thurgood Marshall emerged as a

 prominent figure, emphasizing the lack of substantive evidence for mutiny

and accusing the Navy of racially motivated prosecutions. In early October,

Marshall decided to intervene directly in the trial, signaling a growing civil

rights movement response to the injustices faced by the accused sailors.

Key Aspects Details
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Key Aspects Details

Setting Mutiny Trial on Treasure Island during World War II

Media
Attention

Little coverage compared to military efforts; highlighted racial
discrimination in the Navy

Activists Irma Lewis and Joseph James (NAACP)

Navy
Recognitions

Secretary James Forrestal acknowledged issues with segregation and
initiated integration experiments

Prosecutor James Coakley

Cruicial
Testimony

Edward Johnson's hesitant testimony did not support claims of
conspiracy

Key Witness Joe Small, labeled as the ringleader; inconsistent witness testimonies
diminished Coakley's argument

Defense
Strategy

Veltmann emphasized the distinction in wording regarding refusal to
handle ammunition

Family
Support Families rallied for the accused; NAACP involvement increased

Civil Rights
Movement

Thurgood Marshall's intervention highlighted a broader response to
racial injustices
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Courage in the face of injustice

Critical Interpretation: The ordeal of the Port Chicago 50 exemplifies

the courage it takes to stand up against systemic injustice. Even when

faced with persecution, the sailors chose to voice their concerns about

racial discrimination, illuminating the struggles for civil rights within

the military. This chapter nudges you to reflect on your own capacity

for bravery when confronted with unfairness, encouraging you to

advocate for what is right, not only for yourself but for others who

may lack a voice. In your daily life, let this lesson inspire you to

challenge the status quo, speak out against inequality, and take action,

reminding you that change often begins with a courageous stand.
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Chapter 14 Summary: JOE SMALL

In the ongoing trial of the fifty accused sailors, prosecutor Joe Smallcoakley

 concluded his case on the tenth day, prompting defense attorney Veltmann

to begin presenting witnesses. Given the gravity of the charges—potential

death sentences—Veltmann was determined to afford every defendant the

opportunity to defend themselves. He was particularly concerned about

maintaining the judges’ focus, so he called Joe Small, who was portrayed as

the alleged ringleader, to testify first.

During his testimony, Small recounted the chaos following the explosion at

Port Chicago, articulating the fear and disorder that gripped the men in the

immediate aftermath. He described how he sought to aid injured comrades

amid the destruction, underscoring the prevailing fear among the sailors in

the weeks leading to the pivotal day of August 9th. Veltmann strategically

emphasized this fear to challenge the prosecution's narrative of a

premeditated mutiny.

Veltmann then pressed Small about any alleged conspiracy to refuse loading

ammunition, to which Small denied any participation. He maintained that

there were no meetings aimed at organizing a refusal to load, affirming he

did not try to persuade anyone else against it. This testimony was crucial as

it directly contested Coakley’s accusations of a secret plot within the ranks.
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The discussion shifted to the board meeting Small held on a barge before the

August 9 incident. While Small claimed he was merely enforcing orders

from Lieutenant Delucchi to maintain order among the sailors, Coakley

sought to portray Small as manipulative and in defiance of the Navy’s

commands. Small explained that any discussions about refusing orders

stemmed from general trepidation among the men rather than a coordinated

plan to mutiny.

Amid Coakley's aggressive cross-examination, Small upheld his account

firmly despite repeated attempts by the prosecution to elicit a concession of

guilt for inciting disobedience. Coakley's insistence on Small's refusal to

march to the ship reflected the prosecution's view of his leadership role in

the alleged mutiny. Small contended that his hesitation was due to logistical

confusion rather than a refusal to comply.

Outside the courtroom, civil rights attorney Thurgood Marshall observed the

proceedings with critical interest. While he respected Veltmann's courtroom

abilities, he questioned the defense strategy, believing it inadequately

addressed the systemic racial issues that played a significant role in the

events at Port Chicago, such as unequal treatment and hazardous working

conditions. This sentiment resonated with the defendants, who felt that the

defense’s focus failed to acknowledge the underlying injustices that

contributed to their predicament.
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As the trial unfolded, Small and his fellow defendants grew increasingly

frustrated by the restrictive nature of the proceedings, which limited their

ability to express the full environmental context of their actions. Small

lamented that critical information regarding the Navy's treatment of black

sailors was suppressed, preventing a comprehensive understanding of the

circumstances leading to their refusal to load ammunition. The atmosphere

in the courtroom felt oppressive and unjust, leaving the defendants feeling

like children accused by authority figures of wrongdoing, regardless of the

truth.
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Chapter 15 Summary: THE VERDICT

In the aftermath of the Port Chicago explosion, which resulted in the death

 of over 300 sailors, a court-martial trial unfolded, focusing on fifty African

American sailors accused of mutiny. The presiding officer, Gerald Veltmann,

spent weeks calling each defendant to the stand, aiming to dismantle the

notion of a unified conspiracy among the young men. The sailors' varied

reasons for their actions, alongside their individual backgrounds, illustrated

that they were not a cohesive group of mutineers but rather a collection of

frightened and inexperienced individuals.

Testimonies revealed that many of the men were unfit for the dangerous task

of loading ammunition. John Dunn, weighing only 104 pounds and deemed

too light for the job by medical staff, was coerced by Lieutenant James

Tobin to do so. Similarly, Julius Dixson, who had dizziness issues, was also

forced into duty against his medical advice. Ollie Green, another sailor

recently wounded, was nursing a fractured wrist and expressed fear about the

safety of loading ammunition. His candid admission during

cross-examination, revealing concern about reckless handling of ammunition

and the potential for another explosion, drew significant media attention.

Despite each sailor's distinct testimony, a recurring theme emerged:

profound fear of ammunition after the explosion. Many had signed petitions

requesting a change of duty out of fear, rather than as an act of rebellion.
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However, the prosecutor, James Coakley, struggled to establish that this was

a coordinated mutiny, failing to extract confessions or evidence of a

conspiracy despite aggressive questioning.

As tensions in the courtroom escalated, Thurgood Marshall, observing the

trial's proceedings, became increasingly concerned about the implications for

the Navy's treatment of black sailors. He declared that the circumstances

surrounding the trial were indicative of broader systemic injustices, pointing

out the segregation in assignments and the disparities in how sailors were

treated based on race. Marshall called for an investigation into the Navy's

practices and the conditions that led to the Port Chicago disaster.

As the trial neared its conclusion, Coakley presented his closing arguments,

framing the sailors' refusal to load ammunition as a premeditated act of

mutiny. In contrast, Veltmann defended the men by illustrating the lack of

evidence supporting claims of conspiracy. He highlighted individual cases,

like Dunn and Dixson, emphasizing their medical disqualifications as proof

that they could not be deemed mutineers.

In a dramatic conclusion to the proceedings, despite the defense's adamant

claims of innocence and the absence of any substantial evidence of mutiny,

Admiral Osterhaus announced that all fifty men were found guilty. They

each received identical sentences, marking a pivotal moment in the history

of military justice and the treatment of African American servicemen. The
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outcome highlighted the systemic issues within the Navy, as the story of the

men at Port Chicago resonated deeply with broader themes of racial

inequality and injustice in America.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Courage in the face of adversity

Critical Interpretation: Imagine standing in a courtroom, your life

hanging in the balance, and instead of caving to fear, you choose to

speak your truth. The sailors at Port Chicago exemplified what it

means to confront not only personal fears but systemic injustice. Their

willingness to testify about their experiences, despite potential

repercussions, serves as a powerful reminder that courage is not the

absence of fear but the resolve to act in its presence. This chapter

inspires you to find your voice in difficult situations and to stand up

for justice, not just for yourself, but for others who may not have the

strength to do so.
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Chapter 16: HARD LABOR

In the aftermath of the Port Chicago disaster, a group of sailors, known as

 the Port Chicago Fifty, faced severe consequences for their actions.

Overwhelmed by the guilty verdicts handed down during their court-martial,

the men struggled to comprehend the reality of their situation. Cyrilsheppard

described the moment of hearing the verdict as one filled with terror, while

Joe Small noted that, despite feeling shaken, he was not surprised by the

outcome. Their sentences, collectively fifteen years of hard labor and

dishonorable discharges from the Navy, left many in tears and pondering

their futures. The youngest among them, Jack Crittenden, reflected on the

years he would lose and the fate of his parents.

Hoping for a reprieve, they awaited Admiral Wright’s reviews, which

resulted in a slight reduction of sentences for some of the youngest men,

while Small and others faced the full term. In November 1944, the fifty men

were transferred to Terminal Island, a grim facility for prisoners convicted of

serious offenses. Each man was given the long court-martial transcript that

served as a painful reminder of their wrongful trial. Small articulated their

disbelief in the rigged nature of the proceedings, reinforced by Admiral

Osterhaus’s candid remarks overheard by Gerald Veltmann during the trial.

The Port Chicago Fifty’s only ally was civil rights lawyer Thurgood

Marshall, who viewed their convictions as a blatant miscarriage of justice.
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He argued that the trial highlighted the Navy's discriminatory treatment of

black sailors, calling for a thorough investigation into systemic racism that

put them in precarious positions without proper training or safety measures.

Marshall directly communicated with Secretary of the Navy James Forrestal,

demanding accountability, but Forrestal dismissed claims of racism, citing

logistical reasons for the exclusive assignment of black sailors to hazardous

labor.

Meanwhile, tensions were building across the military, as other incidents of

racial conflict, such as rioting on Guam and hunger strikes by black sailors

at Camp Rousseau, brought national attention to the Navy’s treatment of

African Americans. These events forced Forrestal to reconsider his stance on

racial segregation within the Navy, eventually leading to policy changes

aimed at integrating black sailors into regular crews and promoting equality

— although these adjustments did little to influence the fate of the Port

Chicago Fifty.

As the prisoners adjusted to life in Terminal Island, maintaining their

camaraderie, they focused on staying out of trouble, knowing Marshall was

preparing an appeal on their behalf. In April 1945, Marshall presented their

case to a board of officers, emphasizing the lack of truth in the prosecution's

claims and the illegitimate nature of their trial proceedings. Despite pressure

for justice, the board members ultimately assured Marshall they would

consider his arguments but postponed any resolution.
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Amidst this, Navy lawyers began to align with Marshall’s views,

scrutinizing the trial’s transcript and identifying significant errors in

admissible evidence. Nonetheless, in June 1945, the board voted to uphold

the original convictions, shattering hopes for a reversal. By July, Marshall

received the devastating news that his appeal had been officially rejected.

As the world celebrated the end of World War II in August 1945, the Port

Chicago Fifty remained confined, waiting for news that would never come.

Despite Marshall’s persistence, Forrestal rebuffed attempts for further

discussions regarding their case, asserting that no additional evidence

warranted a new inquiry. Trapped in a cycle of injustice, the men’s fates

hung heavily as they continued their hard labor, symbolizing the broader

struggle for racial equality within the American military during a tumultuous

era.
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Chapter 17 Summary: SMALL GOES TO SEA

In the aftermath of World War II, the story of the Port Chicago mutineers

 continued to reverberate, much to the irritation of Secretary of the Navy

James Forrestal. Public pressure grew as petitions and demands for justice

flooded in, prompting some members of Congress to call for an

investigation. Civil rights advocate Lester Granger reported on the Navy’s

integration efforts, urging that the release of the Port Chicago sailors would

demonstrate the Navy’s commitment to real change. Eleanor Roosevelt,

attentive to the case, subtly encouraged Forrestal’s reconsideration by

sending him a NAACP pamphlet and a note advocating for careful handling

of the sailors' situation.

By early January 1946, Joe Small, one of the mutineers, suddenly found

himself being transported away from Terminal Island prison. Unaware of his

destination, he and other sailors were loaded onto a Navy ship, only to

awaken the next day out at sea. Shortly thereafter, it was publicly announced

that the convicted mutineers had been released and returned to active duty.

This sudden shift followed Forrestal's strategy to minimize the controversy

without admitting any mistake had been made—a decision that left many

puzzled, as it contradicted the gravity of their earlier sentences.

Despite their release, the men remained labeled as mutineers. Within a

month, the Navy began a historic shift towards integration, officially lifting
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all racial restrictions on assignments for Black personnel. This change set a

precedent that encouraged President Harry Truman to enact Executive Order

9981 in July 1948, promoting equality in the armed forces and marking a

significant step towards broader civil rights gains. However, civil rights

leader Thurgood Marshall cautioned that this was merely the beginning of a

long struggle against racial injustice.

Small’s experiences aboard ship reflected both the struggles and potential of

racial integration. As one of the first Black sailors many white servicemen

encountered, he faced tension that culminated in a fierce fight with a

prejudiced shipmate named Alex from Alabama. After an intense brawl, they

found common ground and became close friends, demonstrating how

personal connections could challenge entrenched biases. Together, they

defied social norms, notably when Alex insisted on sharing beers in defiance

of the racial segregation still prevalent in society.

This bond illustrated a crucial turning point—not solely for Small and Alex,

but as a microcosm of the larger societal changes unfolding in the United

States post-war. The relationships formed during this time highlighted the

growing need for equality and respect across racial lines, hinting at the civil

rights movements that would soon gain momentum in the following

decades.
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