
Merrimack River 

I, 11 , - ,, 1 I• • F• bruary 27, 2004 FREE 

,, C OM MUNITY NEWSrAP ER CoMr.\1\'Y 

Spring, vintage styles 
set to come down the 
runway at Firehouse 

benefit show 

Dressed 
for success 

By Gage Cogswell 

I 
,·, still February. The shonest month of 
the year is a day longer this leap year, 
and i1 seems rndless. doesn't it? And 
we haven't even had that much snow ... 
ycL There 's sti ll March and then April 
and even pan of May to get through 

before winter weather finally vacates the area. 
The Firehouse is addressing the problem by 

presenting irs benefit Cabin Fever Fashion Show 
Feb. 28 to help assuage the bon.-dom resulting 
from being cooped up for roo long. Fashion 
show producer Diane Gage, who is also the 
owner of Moxie Fasfuon Consignmeni in Row-
1cy. is coordina1ing die sho\\·, which wiU com-
iine ,·image fashions with a prei-iew of the very 
11~1 spring fashions just reaching area rerailers 
1d from local designers. 
lt will be a little different. 
'A straight fashion show GUJ Ix: tedious." says 

'J'-~ whose comp3ny Proteam Ew::ntslias p~ 

Scn1i11g Greater Nc wb111yporl www.merrimackrirercurrent.com 

A member of i:he elite Tuskegee Ainnen, 
Luther Mcllwain shares his story of discrin1ination 

7, 



STAFF PHOTO BY NICOLE GOODHUE 
Tuskegee Ainnan Luther Mcilwain holds an old photograph including him and more than 20 of his fellow ainnen. Only two in 
the photo, including Mcllwain, are still living today. 

By Rob Marino 

0 
n a hot South Carolina day in Sep-
tember 1943, a young Luther Mell-
wain and several other students 
were sitting on the green of a col-
lege campus in shorts and T-shirts. 

"This black guy came on the campus with a 
pilot's cap, wings on his shirt and gold bars on his 
shoulders and I had never seen a black officer in my 
life," the Methuen resident recalls. "We all ganged 
around this guy and it was like nirvana, it was like 
serendipity, it was I ike any of those kind of words." · 
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The officer told Mcilwain he graduated from Tuskegee 
Pilot School and that he was given 30 days to come home 
and visit his relatives before being transferred to the De-
troit area to train for combat flying. If he completed his 
training, the officer explained to Mcilwain he would then 
go overseas. 

Interested in signing up for the pilot school, Mcilwain 
was directed by the officer to visit the local recmiting office. 

"Later on that afternoon, 1 went and talked to some of the 
guys around campus and I found out where the recruiting 
office was, and I was so damn scared of being in South 
Carolina. I didn't go anywhere because 90 percent of the 
boys at the college were from South Carolina and they 
would talk about lynching. They schooled me about not 
going into stores on Main Street and purchasing anything," 
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Tuskepe Alnnan Luther Mcllwain goes through folders of photos and thank-you notes Imm his various speaking engagements. 

he says, adding bis friends called him Yank. "They 
said. 'Don't be walking into no restaurant because the 
police will beat you up. That's the way it is down 
here.'" 

Despite the warnings of his peers, Mcllwain found 
himself walking from campus to the recruiting office 
on Main Sire.et When he got there. he got far from a 
warm welcome from a group of white military men. 
"They looked up and with a Southern dialect, said. 
'Nigger, what you want?' I'm ready to run. Can you 
imagine? It's 9 o'clock in the morning and there's 
seven or eight guys all bigger than me and this guy 
looks up from his desk and says, 'Nigger, what you 
want?' Like I'm the damn scum of the Earth. 

··one of them said that the United States Anny was-
n't going to trust a nigger like me and then another guy 
said to me, 'A guy like you needs to be put on a fann 
and put behind a mule to plow because that's aU you' re 
good for. What the hell do you know about flying? 
You're not going to be trusted. You can't learn to fly 
anyway. You're ignorant."' 

It's a personal experience shared by many other 
black men, Mcllwain says, all with the capability to 
become pilots, but who were never given the chance. 

For this black man, however, luck was on his side. 
Mcilwain went on to became a member of the elite 

all-black Tuskegee Airmen. He served in the all-black 

unit from 1943-47, earning a rare triple rating as bom-
bardier, navigator and rated weather observer. He was 
one of four black officers assigned to train the first 
group of O}'\Dg officers f<Jf th~ Chinese Air Force, flew 
with the British Royal Air Force in tests O\'Cr 1hc At-
lantic Ocean. and placed first in a post-war competition 
of combat-style maneuvers. 

Mcllwain, now 83, will talk about his WWII experi-
ences March 13 when he' ll be the featured speaker at 
the fifth lecture in the series "Personal Stories of Early 
Aviation" held by Plum island Community Airfield, 
Inc. \PICA). 

Early struggles 
Born outside of Columbia, S.C., Mcilwain and his 

family moved to South Lawrence when he was 3. At 
age 8, Mcllwain's family moved in with his aunt and 
uncle in Methuen when the Great Depression hit. Liv-
ing in the same home today where his relatives lived, 
Mcilwain reflects on a childhood lhnt centered around 
a tight-knit family and plenty of hard work. 

"This house had no electric lights, no running water 
and there was a well out back." he recalls. ··My job, be-
cause l was the only boy, was to make sure that there 
was plenty of wood so that mother could start the stove 
and cook:· 
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'H~w many white 
guys would have 

~ ·t11rough ' 
what! told you 
about the first 

time I went to the 
recruiting office 
to get on that 
train? I cried 
many, many 

~mes, because 
that's the only 

relief I could get. 
Who the hell was I 
going to complain 

to? I'm in 
Fayetteville, N.C. I 
don't even know 
where that is.' -

www.n1crrim.11,;kri,cri.:11rn:nt.c11m 

The 
Black 

Birdmen 
By Rob Marino 

B efore Rosa Parks' made headlines in 
1955 for refusing to give up her seat on 
a Montgomery, Ala. bus to white peo-
ple and before Manin Luther King Jr. 
gave his hailed "I Have a Dream" 

speech in 1963, the Tuskegee Airmen were al-
ready making history in the pursuit of civil rights. 

An elite ail-black flying group of fighter planes 
and twin-engine bombers that flew many combat 
missions in North Africa and Europe during 
World Wa, II, the Tuskegee Airmen earned global 
veneration for their tremendous track record. As 
bomber escorts, they are reputed to have never lost 
a bomber to enemy fighters during missions over 
Europe. 

The tails of their air.:raft painted red, the 
Tuskegee Airmen soon were reven."'O by white 
American bomber crews as "The Black Redtaii 
Angels." The Germans, who both feared and re-
spected the airmen, called them "Schwartze Vo-
geimenschen" or "Bird Blackmcn." , 

With an OUISlaDding combat n:cord includillg • 
more than l,SOO missions. 66 airmen gave their~~ ' ; 

::•1r:11,- in combo, and 32 ""'"'coprured as prisooeu • j 
of war. They were recognized by receiving ovc:r - •, "'1 

850 mc:Ja\s, i.nc\udi.ng the Presi.denti.a\ U nit C \ra-
tion., th~ highest :.iwartl th:it can be given to a mih-
tUI)' unit 

But lxfon: proving tht:>nbdYc:s to the wor\d 
with u,eir stellar performance, the T uskcgee Air- ,\ I 
men would be shunned. laughed at and everything , 
elSc in between. The dedicated and determined 
young men who enlisted to become America's 
first black military airmen did so at a time when 
tnany people thought black men lacked intelli- ·:1 
gence, skiU, courage and patnousm. ., 

Some congressmen, however, championed~ · 
cause of blacks to serve in the Air Corps and . 
sought the passage of a law that would ultirruud1 ,,_ 
create the Tuskegee Airmen. Approved April 3, ~ 
1939, the law provided for the large-scale oxpan- ; 
s,on of the Air Corps, with one section of the ia\f 
authorizing the establishment of training progJIIIIS ;: 
in black coUcges to employ blaclcs in various ...-,:-:-
of Air Corps suppon ser.ices. • 

' 

On Jan.16.1941, the War Depanment an-
nounced the formation of the 99th Pursuit 
Squadron, a black flying unit to be trained at : I 
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Tuskegee Airman 
Luther Mcilwain 

holds an old photo-
graph including him 
and more than 20 of 

his fellow airmen. 
Mcilwain is the third 
from the left in the 

front row. 

STAFF PHOTO BY 
NJ(X)LE GOODHUE 
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Raised with a solid work ethic, Mcilwain 

eventually ~cnt on to college in South Caroli-
na. It was while he was attending college that 
the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor on Dec. 7, 
J 941. It wasn' t long after the historic attack 
that many ofMcllwain 's fellow college stu-
dents started getting drafted. Some recei ved 
exemptions for studying dentistry, medicine 
and science or for signing up to be in the re-
serves. Mcilwain didn ' t get an exemption, 
however, and soon began wondering what the 
future had in store for him. 

"They were taking juniors and seniors who 
were older than I was, but who 

don't worry. Good things wi ll happen. "' 
The mother assured him she would inquire 

about the matter wi th her boss and told Mcil-
wain to return the following evening. Upon 
doing so, Mcilwain learned he should go to 
Fort Jackson, the biggest Army encampment 
base in the state. The next morning, he was 
chauffered to the base 14 miles away where he 
took a physical and medical exam. 

Three days later, he was asked to return to 
thc,base to take a four-hour written exam, 
which he passed. 

"By now, I'm going by the Army bus that 
comes into town that I found about," Mcilwain 

were also examples tO me in col-
lege. They'd come back on cam-
pus after basic training and they ' d 
be privates," Mcilwain says. "But 
I wasn't stupid. I knew that my fa-
ther hadn't struggled to make 
enough money to send me and my 
sister to college to get an educa-
tion for it not to be recognized and 
to be doing what the juniors and 
seniors were doing." 

'My message to 
the kids in the 

says. " I had to ride in the 
back of the bus, but it' s al-
right. It's the Army bus." 

After he passed the exam, 
he was instructed to return to 
Fort Jackson the next morn-
ing to be s,1r·om in and was 
told to bring only a change of 
underwear, his shaving kit 
and his toothbrush. Armed 
with two meal tickets and 
sealed orders, he was put on a 
train for Fort Bragg, N.C. · 

schools is don't 
let barriers 

deter you. Don't 
give up before 

the miracle 

Many ofMcllwain' s college 
peers coming from basic training 

happens.' 

were cleaning barracks and priv-
ies, he says. 

"If they hadn' t got caught fby the draft). six 
months later, they'd a had a degree." Mc ilwai n 
says. "It was really disillusioning. so I won-
dered what the hell I was going to do, but I _)lad ' 
a stroke of luck." · 
Train ride 

Afler he was rejected at the recruiting ofiice. 
a despondent Mcllwain went to the house of a 
gi rl he was dating. Knowing that she was at 
work, it was actually the gi rl 's mother. the 
chief cook for the state ' s game warden, whom 
Mcilwain wanted to see. 

" I cul class that day and went to her house 
and I sat on the step and I was crying like 
hell ," Mcilwain says. adding th,· mother soon 
anivcd home. ''She want~d to know why I was 
cry ing and I told her. so she fed me and said. 
' You go home and ge t a ni~hl · s sleep and 

When he got th~re. two white 
soldiers _showed him to an 

empty barrack used to store Army bunks. 
"There was nobody in there:· Mcllwairi 

say:;.-"One of the soldiers said, 'This is where 
·we were told to put you.' In the middle of the 
floor they threw two mattresses and said, 
·Now. lay do\\11! ' They took another mattress 
and they put it on top of me and that's how 
two guys woke me up in the morning. sleeping 
under a damn mattress. Talk about ill treat-
ment." 

Mcllwain savs he then waited several 
months to be c;Iled to Tuskegee. However, that 
all changed one afternoon. With his packed 
duf11e bag bv his side. Mcilwain was taken in a 
command c;, by his captain and major to 
FayettesYille. N.C. to catch a train. Once again 
with several meal tickets and sealed orders in 
hand. he attempted to board tbe train when he 
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I T1JSKEGEE, FROM PAGE 5 
was approached by an angry white Pullman 
porter. Stepping back, he says he almost_ fel~. 

The station manager also expressed hts dis-
pleasure at having a black man board the train 
and had a lengthy private discussion with the 
major and captain before Mcllwain was allowed 
aboard. As he boarded, Mcllwain says the con-
ductor warned him not to cause any trouble. 
What happened next, however, was anything but 
ordinary for Mcllwain. 

"This white Army major said, 'I want to wish 
you luck and happy flying,' and he hugged me," 
Mcllwain proudly remembers. "I felt like a mil-
lion dollars. It just felt so good." 

Mcllwain adds, "How many white guys would 
have gone through what I told you about the first 

-time I went to the recruiting office to get on that 
train? I cried many, many times, because that's 
the only relief I could get. Who the hell was I 
going to complain to? I'm in Fayetteville, N.C. I 
don't even know where that is." 

It 's at this point where Mcllwain starts to 
laug?· "Don't think I'm all serious," he says, re-
flectmg on a more light-hearted encounter. 

~'When I got on the train, there was a small, 
skinny black guy in a Pullman porter's uniform 
and he laughed with me and he put his arms 
aro~d ~y shoulder and he says, "C'mon budd 
we re gomg to take care of you.' He sa·d Y, 'Y ' C l , ou re iortunate, because you've got a 1 
b rth t l · • ower e . o s eep m one mght and an upper be 
sle~p m another night, because none of the rth to 
white people are going to bother ou ,, m . 
recalls, laughing. "There's alway~ so~ M~Uwam 
keep you going." ething to 

SEE TUSKEGEE 
1 PAGE 7 
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Mcllwain will be speaking at an upcoming I 
Plurn Island Airfield event. · · 
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: ~ TUSKEGEE, FROM PAGE 6 . """ ... 
::Sefore the miracle 
;;: Indeed, _~cIIwain did keep going. In 1943, 
;.;opon recei~mg his flying wings at graduation, 
•:Jje was assigned as a combat-flying instructor. 
- In 1944, he was the first black aviator to be sent · 

; the University of Chicago of . . · , 
· ~ eteorology to become a rated · 

A TRAIL 
officers at the base, Mcilwain-had to sleep in an 
attic room of a black minister's home in a black 
neighborhood of Dayton. 

"I had to take the bus back and forth," he re-
calls. "I couldn't stay at the base, but they had 
room enough for the whole city of Dayton." 

Also in 1945, Mcilwain was assigned as the 
lead ~avi'gator of a group of 21 B-

·~ eather observer in a class of200 
: :White flying officers. He was the 
; : only black officer in his class. 
: ·': "I could sit anywhere in the 
; :':lass and I could eat in the dining 
>Gall wherever I wanted to sit, but ',.,. . . • ;ttiey had no prov1s10ns for me to ,. 
, ; ~ eep," he says. "So they had a 
;:.[.eep with two white soldiers who 
-:ased to take me at 5 o'cJock to the 

"I ·could sit 
anywhere in 

the class arad 
I could eat in 

the dining hall 

25 Bombers to escort the casket 
of captured Gen. Jonathan Wain-
right for a burial.ceremony. In 
1946, Mcilwain placed first in an -
air show competition held at San 
Angelo Air Force Base in Texas 
where 50 bomber squadrons were 
selected from various Air Force 
bases in the country to compete in 
combat-style maneuvers. 

; .. . 
!black section of Chicago to a res1-

.' ~ ential black hotel and that's · 
::;,here I stayed for three months." 
:;: But that didn't stop him from 

wherever I 
wanted to· sit, 
but they had 

no provisions for 
me to sleep," 

Honorably discharged in 194 7, 
Mcilwain is one of the few triple-
rated military flying officers in 
the U.S. Army Air Corps. His 
military accomplishments are 

: w oving forward. In 19'44, he was 
: ~ne of four bJack officers ~o be 
,~lssigned to the Midland Air Force . 
:13ase in Texas to train the _first group offly1~~ 
~.,..,r. 'or the Chinese Alf Force . In 1?45, ~, ,cers ,, A force 
-... d ra ·Jed to the Wright-Patterson Jr . 
"'\JfaS e ' · · h R yal Air ~- . Ohio to fly with the Bnt1s o . 
' ase l1J . sea and rescue expenmen-f orce to perform auA, I (c Ocean along with 
t;tion rests over the t an I 

fie U.S. Naval Air f o~ce . rovisions for black 
Again with no sleepmg p 

documented and on display at the 
National Air and Space Musuem 
at the Smithsonian Institute in 

Washington D.C. He is also feature_d in the. 
Tuskegee Airmen Oral Histo~ P~oJect that s 
part of the National Park Service_ s e1:forts to es-
tablish a historic site at Moton Field m 
Tuskegee, Ala. · 

In addition, statues, monument~ and museums 
paying tribute to the Tuskegee Airmen can be 

SEE TUSKEGEE, PAGE 10 
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Tuskegee Ainnan Luther Mcllwain displays the amiy of visuals he uses when making presentations to classrooms. 

TUSKEGEE, I ROM rAGL 7 

found ar the hisroric For1 Wayne in Detroit. the 
U.S. Air Force Academy in Colorado Springs, 
Colo .. and rhe Wrighr-Parrerson Air Force Base in 
Ohio. 

Rerircd after working for the New York City 
Police Depar1rnent for 20 years, Mel/wain has 
served on rhfl•e Mass:.ichusclts governor's staffs 
and as a special assistant lo the mayor of Methuen 
for 22 years. He also has taught black military 
hisrory courses al Harvard University. 

Mel/wain is also part of the New England 

chapter of the Tuskegee Ainnen, Inc. Established 
in I 972, Tuskegee Airmen, Inc. is a nonprofit or-
ganization that gives our $60,000 in scholarship 
money each year to 15 high school students who 

·are interested in aviation. 
Just as imponant, however, Mcilwain con1int1L'S 

to share his stories and experiences with as many 
people, schools, groups and organizations us he 
can. 

"My message to the kids in the schools is don '1 
let barriers deter you," he says. "Don't give up 
before the miracle happens." 

Looking back at hi s ~xperic:nccs - for b<..·th:r 
and for worse - Mcilwain won't s:1y wh1..·1hcr it 
was worth it. ln:-.1cad. he suggests talking I(\ tht' 
likes of Secretary of State Colin Powell (" ho he' s 
mel and spoken with se1·er:il times) anJ tv the 
country's black generals. 

··They come 10 our ..,·on,·l·n1ions ou1 \lf n:'Yt'r~ 
cnrc." he says. "\\.'t:'rl' like kings bt:1..·ausl' lh,:y 
know that we paved the way. Had we 1:!ileJ. they 
woult..l have lll'\'Cr gouen the: ... ·haw,.:t.\ probably. tv 
Jo what they ' re doing. Thai', the way lh< ball 
bounces." 

The 
Black 

Binlmen 
BIRDIIEJC, Fh M ; 1 1 l -l 

Tt1skeeee. Ah. the home of the 
Tuskegee lrlSl.'11u. S!a!ted by 
Booker T. \\'a.sh:nc~on. the ITh-r>-
ture was one of the-1ml bbtl 
schools to OJ'<."" aiicr the Ci, ii 
War. 

From 194:? to l~. mN~ th2n 
900 pilots gr,..Jilili.'ll from the , 
Tuskegs" Army Au Fidd. JhcsJ1 
-150 of\\ ham were srot o, ·,::rs.,as 
for combat assig.m."l!L \ klre ti= 
I 0.000 bl.Jck na, ig:,iors. t,,,,m-
bardiers and gun.n~ ' cre'\"\'S \\'t're 

tr:lina:l 31 x l.;,·t,:d miliUJ) b.lx-s 
e!S<"' h..-re in the cvcnay. 

[l..-,;pi:c allo,,i ng bbd.s to 
~c. IlOle\t'.'fl~ . .\ irC1..)f'f'S\' --JS 
immune lo th.: prc,"Jkn,x ~fr...,,l 
S('l_rn:--:.ition. Sirx--c tfl\.-rr \\\.'fl: 00 

bi;c,·,,11k ,:rs inth.: . .\irClllJl", 
whik' Llflt-1"$ ,, ere J...'-"'-l~'Tk.-J dx-
dutY 0f cr.uninf!. Uh."ft:by Ju:oim:= 
an ~k-nk."fll of ;J(i.11 in, ... ~nt1l~ IL' 
get the pn':,.:r.lln st:1n,·d. \\ h1k 
racia.l ink""t:r.Jt it)n m.1~ s.JUnJ liL~ J 
~it.;, m tlk·· nf:_ht J m., ·t1txt. 11 ·s .,.•k.1f 
that in th<· I \).llls. th,tr "ere pkn-
ry ofpeork no1 on tx.ml ".'th th.,, 
ick.1 of Air Corp:,. tr.1inm~ tllf 
M.ad, 111<,1. In fa, t. tht'n· \1 :1..;n' t > 
\\h..-,k 11..lt off.iith in Uk· l"ll t ll'".: iO\.·J. 
ht.""rll~' \\ hy 11 \, 1., 1m1tJlf~ Juhf\:J 
th,· "TU>k<1,,'<' L,ix·nnl<'tll .. 

JiU\\ \."\t"f. \\ h:Jt \\ .L'\ .1111.' '-1'••'-·t.:J 
··~\.[X'rirtlt'JU'" failun- ~ tt'\J Ill 

wh.Ju:diri .. -J :,o.lk.'t."'-'-'' · T '--'1.J~ . 1h<' 
Ttt,~1..').?.t"t" Atml<'n - Jl."-) '-·.1 1! ... -J 
the "L~11<·ly Lli,:ld' an: h,~hl~ 
n:g-.mit.x.l for 1..'hall ... ·n~m ... i.! r;:-...-1~1 
\'it.' \\~ \\ lul,: hn\'lf'1: :1 w1lli~1~, 
ll) lidll anJ pn~t,·t ;\Jn,·rw.311 h't\.•-
Jvm~ lh3r tJk·~ urkn Wl.'' '-"" ·1 t"fln-
1k·J h.l t."njoy dh.'tn.,d v1., 
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