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) i 1 i ~ U. S. Ss MURZIM,
o/o Fleet Postoffioce,
s : N San Francisco, Calif.
‘! . 26 November, 1943.

Mr. Walter White,
Exeoutive Seoretary, NAACP,
Washington, D. C.

Sir: !

Though I have often semrched for some such sourse of
information, it was only recently thet I happened to secure a
copy of W. M. Kiplfl(.nger's, "Washington Is Like That", and read
the chapter entitled, "Negroes end Equality", which, I am sure,
gave me a far better insight on conditions as they au‘t:un.uy exist
and names of the most influential colored citizens, who, as your=-
self, are named, that made them exist in the vieinity of America's
nerve center, Washington.
- T Even now, that I have read the chapter, I am not aufa what
it was, exactly, that I did want. Possibly it was that I.wished
to write you in hope, however falnt, that I might hear from
someone who has ascended the heights that I aspire to in my own
field and, in so doing, gain inspiration. More important, however,
is the fact that I want to tell somebody who matters and is in
! a position to understand my resotion, how another colored American
| 1 feels about this so-called 'race problem':

The things thet I have to say will deal most épeo;fionlly
with the service as I have been a member of the Coast Guard for 7
over four years and have done extensive travel and more extensive

study into the actual case of things as they exist for members of
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our race in service life. I am 23 years of 'age, have completed-
- two years of college and am an amateur writer who deals prinoi-
" 3
- pally with fietion. In this field I had already had minor

—

successes and have been told from séveral informed quartera that

I may well consider it as a means of making a living in future

life. However, these facts have little to do with what I wish to
‘1 talk about most - the Negro in military life, part.ioularlily Naval.
i “You will understand, of course, that I do not consider what I have
to say as covering the whole field but as covering that reasonably
small portion of it with which I have ’oome in contact. This, I
-can assure you, will be longer than you probably have time to read
but may I ask that you bear with me until I have finished? I hope
that something I may say will make it worthwhile.

To begin - when I first Joined the service, I was fairly
young, thoroughly untutored in the ways of the world but anﬂo"@dﬁ
with the bgnefit of excellent family training and background and
a falr eddl:ation. I had no idea of what service life was like nor
of what I could 't;;oome as a result of having joined (which I' dig,
on my fathert's advioe,las a means of gaining experience which
would benefit me in later life and in my last two years of college
work which I intended to pursue upon completion of my enlistment
but which was annuled with the coming of war before.theat f)ﬁne]j.
However, I was soon informed of the fact that I was a mess-attendant,
a 'server-of-foods', a 'seagolng-houseboy' in general. At first
I acoepted this status without question since none of the other

colored personnel seemed to desire gny other field. Later, I began
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wondering why. White boys who had come in along with me were ~
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going into ditra\-ent branches and though I rl.‘eli: they had no more
eapabilities t.han‘ I, were succeeding. Occasionally I would ask
about it, even officers, and the 5eneral‘ answer wes, "You gJust
an't,”thats all . . .", with no rurther attempt at explaining the
matter. I knew, of oourse, of pred.judice but strangely enough, -
it did not appear. that predjudioce was:the cause of the attitude.
It was simply the accepted thing that colored personnel should be
messboys, nothins else.

rimlly, it dewned upon me - it was the boys themselves.
I began to dook upon them, my shipmates, acquaintances on other
ships, in a new light. I discovered that (and you will r&nmb’ob,
this was in peacetime) the average school training the group had
was about the fourth of fifth grade; that, in addition to tﬁis,
they had 1ittle or no desire to branch c;ut or learn anything that :
required any mental ablility whatsoever. It was a simple thing to
wash dishes, serve tables and the like and they were satisfied
with it.

I studied the situation as thoroughly as I could, arrived

.at a theory and finally worked out a plan of action through results

of which I could test my theory. I would be a 'guinea pig'.
At that time, when drills in signals, morse code and

-uamaphox;e, were held, it was tl_ze custom that everyone was forced

to attend except colored persomnel; who could if they wished. None
of them, evidently, wished to but rather considered themselves

lucky that they could stay away from such 'boring' things. I’

" attended religiously with the result that, in time, I was more

proficient than most of the white crew members. It did me little.
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i good where I lea:&o} but it was something that I knew, nonetheless
other things took my interest “and I learned them - numerous things,
‘ ole'rioal routine,_ deck-work, navigation - anything tﬁat I oould do.
- My mates regardedl me, to 'eay the least, as 'ocrazy® ror.go'ing out of
my way when I could have been asleep. The white members of the
orew, however, pugan to show me much m.ore. res%)eut and took much of
~ their time to show me tliings. When I left that, my first, ship, I -
was fairly well versed in genax_-ai" ship routine.
Aboard the next, a still larger ship, I discovered the
seme state among colored personnel. They were friendly enough
w;l.th me but rather regarded me with awe. When, eventually, the
officera took an interest in me, they wrote and asked that my ;-at.e
be changed to seaman but the letter was evidently 'piegonholed' as
I have never heard from 1t since. I was finally rated steward, third
class since that was in my field, the only ratiﬁg I could have had
Tnt that time, I fourd rthat, rather than trying to hinder me, the
=iy whii?o\personnal was more than glad to lend me a hand in nnyt_hins
I undertook. W.hun war broke but, I was tranaferred from the galley
where I ocooked and stationed in the ship's office where I performed
the duties of a yeomen for six months. At the end of that time, I was
given the rating_or second class steward, "
But with the war came a new eolore&}ﬁn( in the sert::tca. He,
I might say, offered exoellent opportunity for study. For the most
' part, though much better educated, he was flatly demending = he
had no'interest._ whatever in things that the service, prior to that
time, had held 'hallowed', regulations and such. Consequently, he

{
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; a raiod badly. Some who were not actually capable of holding a new ~
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. rating would demand a chance at them and, in aco&rdance ;d.'r.h the

| Naval aorvico's\n}ew.ponoy, wm\ild be given a chance. .I am sorry to

(. - say that due to practiocally gothing but innttantiop and indolence

a great portion of them flopped miserably. There were some, however,

who grasped the opportﬂnity and have progréssed‘:wondorrully well. =

Of those men, I am proud be;:ause they have helped me perfect my

é theory. Those who failed seldom hesitated li.n wailing that they

A were viotims of disorimination. That attitude did much to hoighten'

tension and to make it harder for willing men to eptain new levela.
Meanwhile, I was transferred from the east to_‘tha west

coast and to sea. At this writing, I am still on that duty m;d

very close, at present, to the actual war front.

On this ship, the MURZIM, my greatest opportunity has

presented itself. For instance, when we left the Stat‘es. we were

in convoy where striot ability is required in signalling.’ Most of

our signalmen were green and had never before had experience ﬁhdor

.

[7 fire so I volunteered to help and two days out of San Francisco, was
taken permenently out of the galley and put on signal watch mre I
stay;d for over a month until we had reached our ﬂrst port ‘on this
side. .

That started me off. I was immediately rated steward first
class (could, at that time, have changed my rate to signalman, -but
deoided against it) and upon our ship's reoei;in&' new signalmen who

| t had been in this area and were as efficient as need be, I was relieved

', | of that duty and, at my own request, placed in the ship's office
where I was feirly well at thome. Flnally the idea was conceived

that we should have a ship's paper and, on account of my experience

e g 5

at writing, I was named editor of that. I am still in this capacity™
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and have an office of my own. It seems that the paper has proved
1tself one of the most iniporﬁan.t things asboard ship. ; ;
I can safely say that I belleve I\em one of the most
respected men on board Efa ship in spite of the fact that e very
large majority bf our orew is oomposaa oi' goutherners. Not long

?ago, I was voted the best shipmate, the most popular and/mst. ‘versatil
‘men aboard. In addition to this, the Captain has done something - : 5

gor me that has happened to very few colored men in the Coast Guard.
He wrote a strong letter into Coast Guard Headquartsrs in Washington
asking that I begiven the opportunity ef attending the Coast Guard
Academy in New London, Conn. with view to becoming &n officer. He
specified that I was oolﬁred in t(ha letter but I must say that I
have yet to see a more commending letter.

A;ln now, with this opportunity as a goal, I walt and hope £
that it will be granted. I know thet no matter how feeling about
me aboard ship runs, it may not go through due to conditions in
Headquerters over which he would have no power. Someone might not
thinl?” the idea feasible and kill it then and there. However, if i%
doar-cume\t\l:rough and I receive the oﬁportunity, I am sure -that
I will do my best to get through and feel that, with my experience,
I can get through and, as a result, be in a position to help
others of my race who will come elong.

You ses, Mr. Wt;ite, what I really would like most is an
opportunity to be stationed in some position thut I-might coms in
contact with a number of boys already in or about to be\‘induutod
into Naval service where I could help them become the fiype of men

that the Navy reelly wants and will give every possible chance.
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That is not the sort who come in with a chip on their ahouiﬁor ¢

but those who are willing to -apply thpméalvea wholeheartedly in
~s 3 ;
( - order to achieve the numerous ends open tg them. I belleve,

e o | 4
honestly, that there is not man in service better fitted for

o |

this sort of job better than I and certainly know that there are nons
N who could possibly appreciate the opportunity moresc. This, howaver.
though I hope for 11;‘ 80 much, seems a vague hope to me = I some=~ \
4 how cannot belleve thit it will be approved of regerdless of the fact
that I know of two or three colored offt‘éers already in the Coast
Guard. I oconstantly nurse the reafr tﬁat someone who has no idea
of the possibilities of someone who has studied the situation in
such a.station as I mame or of the help that I feel I can rendo.r,
will paaé Judgemont_‘. against it. 1In that case, there is nothing
I ocan do save accept the verdioct as final and go on ﬁalping those
that I can in my present position which, actually, is vastly
inferior to that of an officer regardless of the esteem in which I
mignt.}‘e held aboard the ship.

~Now ;. . . that I have written what I have, I am inplinéd .
to believe tl:at you might have .gotterd the oplnion-that I m'nriting
merely tq_pat myself 0;1 the back. I assure you, however, that 1t
is not that but rather that I have tsed myself, the 'guniea pig!,
es an example to show you what our young men in service could do if
they applied themselves. There are others that I \coul"ﬁ“ne.me. who,
! though younger in service than I, have listened to me and are now
i well on their way up in the fields cpen to us.

I discover too,. thet my principal objeot in this letter was to
inform you of my findings in the hope that, in your position, might

be able to pass it on to someone who is affiliated with men about to
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enter Navel serive and who oould\, by so doing, help some or .them
N i along., I am sure_phat if the matter were thoroughly outlined to
( s the, there would be a much smaller ‘'casualty' list among those who
] ‘ . enter with high ambitions.

And now, Mr. White, I had had my say, whatdver it might mean
to you. IV can only hope that by having done this, putting it in the
hands of someqpe. who is able, I have done a pit toward halpinls W
someone who,- otherwise, would not have been helped save by bitter
experienoe; That done, I am sagistied.

Would I be asking too much to request an answer? I would at
like to know that you have received the letter amd if you do ri,nd_
time to answer, please do so via air meil. It seems that we get
that sort much more rapidly and it has the added advantage of belng
longer. ;

Thanking you for your time, I remain

¥ ' Yours very truly,

> Alexander Pl Haley,
i Steward, first olass,
U. 8. Coast Guard.

s,

s A ST

~

H b ; B

20DUCED FROM THE COLLBECTIONS OF THE

MANUSCRIPT DIVISION, LIBRARY OF CONGRESS




