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History has been a subject that I have enjoyed since high school.  Now in 2004, my favorite subject is still history.  A few years after retiring from the U.S. Army, I started reading more about blacks in American history. The discovery of men who served in the military, specifically the Buffalo Soldiers, provided a good match with my military interests. While researching these soldiers, I discovered another group of black men, the Tuskegee Airmen, who served in the Army’s Air Corps.  

In November 2003 while volunteering at Crispus Attucks Museum in Indianapolis, I met one of the Tuskegee Airmen - Lt. Pompey LeCardo Hawkins. Mr. Hawkins was selling and signing his book entitled The Tuskegee Experiment.  I introduced myself when I purchased his book and he was happy to sign my copy.  I took Lt. Hawkins’ book home and placed it on the bookshelf. Then, on Sunday, December 7, 2003, an article in the Indianapolis Star newspaper entitled He Taught Fighters and Fought Racism featured Lt. Pompey Hawkins. This motivated me to read his book and I noticed a note he wrote to students after the acknowledgements. It said: I am not a writer, never was and this late in life, there’s not much time left to learn. He was 89 years old when he published his first book. After reading his message, I knew he was speaking to me. I had earned a graduate certificate from the University of Cincinnati at the age of 52. Sometimes we think that only young people are students.  Hawkins message gave me the courage to start my book about the Buffalo Soldiers. I contacted Lt. Hawkins and he invited my wife and me to his home for a conversation.

On Saturday, July 24, 2004 we met with Pompey and Margaret Hawkins at their home.  We brought our camera and a tape recorder.  Our conversation started around 1:00 pm and ended 3½ hours later.

Pompey was born in Atlantic City, New Jersey and Margaret was born in Norfolk, Virginia but moved to New Jersey when she was young. They met on the beach in Atlantic City where he had a photography shop. In his book, he writes about his life.  His father was a surgeon who studied in Germany, his mother was a housewife, and he had three sisters.  Margaret and Pompey were married at Chinook Field (near Chicago) in 1942. When he joined the Army, they went to Tuskegee and she worked as a clerk typist in the office of the Colonel at the Army Airfield. She helped illiterate blacks complete job applications. 

At Tuskegee, Pompey was a gunnery officer and his eardrums were shattered from the constant noise on the airfield. He told us that he was the first black officer in the Army Air Corps and is currently the oldest Tuskegee Airman.  In 1943, he left Tuskegee and went to Mississippi then to Jefferson Barracks, Missouri. When Margaret traveled to Missouri to join him, she sat in the wrong waiting room in Birmingham, Alabama. She was pregnant but the white men cussed at her until someone from Travelers Aid escorted her to the waiting room for blacks. When she got in the train compartment, she never left until she got to St. Louis. All of the other passengers that she could see were white military men.

Their first son, Pompey, Jr.  was born in 1943. He was the first African American baby born at Jefferson Barracks Hospital. They returned to Tuskegee where their second son, Rene, was born in 1945. Pompey said that during those times, he operated on a “short fuse.” He sent many letters and photographs to the Inspector General’s Office in Washington DC and they knew him personally. The military considered him a “rebel.” Pompey attended flight school in Miami and was commissioned as a Second Lieutenant. Later, he was court marshaled but won his case. After that incident, he requested to be discharged from military service.

They returned to Atlantic City but jobs were scarce. Margaret’s father was a service worker at a hotel and Pompey was able to follows in his footsteps. One day, while serving food to a couple who was in bed, he asked the man if he wanted his boiled eggs cracked and the man said yes. Pompey cracked the egg but the man said to him “Nigger, this egg is not done.” Pompey turned the whole tray over on the couple and the Bunsen burners on the tray inflamed the bed. He walked out of the room and out of the hotel. His sister lived in Indianapolis and told him that it was a city with a good economy and plenty of jobs. 

They moved to Indianapolis where Pompey worked in electronics and photography at Naval Avionics. Later, he worked for Honeywell as the first black engineer. Their two sons played a variety of sports at St. Thomas Aquinas Elementary School and Cathedral High School.  When the elementary school students planned to go to Rivera Country Club to swim, the black students were not allowed to go. The school officials decided that none of the students would go.  Margaret also told us that they were not allowed to sit at the restaurant counter at Warwick Drugs Store on 38th Street so they just didn’t shop at that store.


When their son, Rene, was killed in Vietnam in 1966 at the age of 21, they moved from their home at 626 West 38th Street to their current location. Pompey had built their home on 38th St. brick by brick. The loss of their son had a devastating impact on them.  

He began writing his book in 1998 and was inspired by Florida’s compulsory multicultural education system. The educators suggested that he put his story in a book. Every year, he and several other Tuskegee Airmen are invited to speak at a high school in Owensboro, Kentucky. This was the same town, in the 1940s, where he could not stop and get a cup of coffee because of the color of his skin. Now, he is in the headlines of their newspaper and is treated like royalty. We asked him if he thought his light skin-complexion had made a difference. At first, he adamantly said no but later, stories revealed that during their travels, he was able to go in some places and buy food when his wife and children could not. 

Lt. and Mrs. Hawkins have been married for 62 years. We asked what was the secret to their success. He said that he listens to her; then, they both agreed that she does what she wants and he does what he wants. They looked at each other lovingly throughout our visit. Margaret shared several photo albums and her travel journal with us. In 1990, they traveled in their RV to Mazatlan, Mexico. She wrote descriptive details about their adventures. Their many photo albums included pictures of her parents, their two sons, her days as a nurse, and their travels. Pompey had taken photographs of Nat King Cole and Louis Armstrong. He said that William Holden and Clark Gable were upperclassmen when he was in Officer Candidate School (OCS) School in Miami.
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We had an interesting and informative afternoon with an energetic and happy couple. Margaret told us that she would be line-dancing at the Indiana State Fair in August. We went to the Fair and Carmon line-danced with Margaret and her group. 

Margaret Hawkins in the background with white shoes – August 2004.

It was great to have a conversation with American heroes like Mr. And Mrs. Hawkins. They are part of the greatest generation - a name most fitting and a hard act to follow.

Details About the Tuskegee Airmen

The rigid patterns of segregation prevailed throughout World War II but black solders were needed for the war. The Tuskegee Experiment began on July 19, 1941 when 966 black military aviators were trained at an isolated training complex near Tuskegee, Alabama and at Tuskegee Institute. Once a cadet completed training at Tuskegee Moton Field, he was assigned to Tuskegee Army Air Field for completion of flight training and transition to combat type aircraft. About half of the men, under the leadership of West Point graduate Colonel Benjamin O. Davis, Jr. (son of Buffalo Soldier, General Benjamin O. Davis, Sr.) were part of the 99th Fighter Squadron and fought in North Africa. Other pilots were assigned to the 332nd Fighter Group that flew combat along with the 99th Fighter Squadron in Italy. Additional men were trained at Tuskegee for aircrew and ground crew duties such as flight engineers, gunners, mechanics, and armorers.  Some were sent to Texas and New Mexico for training as navigators and bombardiers.

The Tuskegee Airmen have the reputation of never losing a bomber while escorting over 200 bombing missions in World War II. Flying P39s, P40s, P47s, and their custom-painted Red Tailed P51 Mustang, they destroyed more than 260 aircraft, sank a destroyer, and demolished numerous installations.   
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