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L t. Col. Phelps.
   Perhaps the fi gure is an allegory for the dis-
crimination that black soldiers went through during 

World War II. Or the struggles, past and present, that all black 
Americans are born into. Or the uphill battle that is life in its 
most general form.
 But for Daniel Keel, Lt. Col. Phelps represents the one man 
who made the failure of black airmen, immortalized by history 
as the Tuskegee airmen, a lasting goal.
 “He was born in Texas, he was raised in Texas, and he 
expected to die in Texas,” Keel said Phelps, the deputy 
commander of Midland Army Airfi eld, told nearly 30 black 
bombardier trainees as soon as they stepped onto the base in 
September 1944.
 “And that if we Negroes didn’t know our place while we 
were in his state of Texas, he’d spell it out for us.”
 Such widespread racism within the U.S. military at the 
time is what kept Keel — a Boston man who began calling 
Clermont, Florida, home soon after his 1998 retirement — 
stateside during his service from 1943 to 1946 despite some 
white combat pilots having as little as one hour of training in 
their aircraft.
 And it’s the same reason only 450 black pilots — 66 of 
whom were killed in action and 32 taken prisoner — were 
sent into combat during the war. How could black people fl y 
planes, one rationale of the time asked, if their brains are so 
much smaller than white people’s?
 “The Tuskegee airmen proved to the world that if a Negro 

was given the opportunity — with a good education, hard 
work and a little luck, of course — we could do the job as well 
as anyone else,” said 93-year-old Keel, one of the surviving 
hundreds of the original 15,000 to 20,000 pilots, navigators, 
bombardiers, mechanics, cooks and others considered as origi-
nal Tuskegee airmen, the fi rst black aviators in the U.S. Army.
 “We had myth and many obstacles to overcome — and 
overcome them we did,” he added, as if reciting a speech from 
memory. “And we believe that our performance during World 
War II played an important role in President Harry Truman 
ordering the Armed Services desegregated in 1948.”
 Born in Mineloa, New York, in 1922, Keel’s family moved 
to Boston soon after. Keel was still a young child when his 
parents separated, leading him to spend fi ve of his elementary-
school years with relatives in rural South Carolina, away from 

the safety of the more racially progressive North.
 Keel said his time in the South better prepared him for the 
military’s trials than his Tuskegee classmates because many of 
them had lived solely in the North.
 “If I was walking down the sidewalk and you was coming 
down the side[walk] with a group of men and there was not 
enough room to pass each other, I had to get off the sidewalk 
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in the street while you passed me,” he said.
 By the sixth grade, Keel had made it back home, and a con-
tinuing path in education led him to studies in aeronautical 
engineering at Boston’s Northeastern University. But the draft 
snagged him in 1943.
 Despite the draft-board employee instantly declaring 
“Navy” upon seeing Keel’s race, his education was good 
enough to get him assigned to the Army Air Forces, which he 
had heard offered better conditions and pay.

 After basic training in Biloxi, Mississippi, Keel arrived at 
the famed Tuskegee Institute in Tuskegee, Alabama, in De-
cember 1943 for six weeks of academic training.
 Then it was off to nearby Tuskegee Army Air Field, where 
Keel got his fi rst fl ight experience, in the popular Piper Cub 
monoplane. The training felt more like an experiment, though, 
with psychological and physical tests, like on blood pressure, 
being given constantly.
 “We were test patients — let’s not kid ourselves. We 

As racial tensions grew 
at Midland Army Airfi eld 
over the Tuskegee 
bombardier trainees 
there, the airmen sent a 
letter to the War Depart-
ment in September 1944 
requesting transfer or 
relief from duty if the 
discrimination didn’t 
stop. Keel signed second 
(above), and Detroit’s 
fi rst black mayor, Cole-
man Young, was third.
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thanked the good Lord that Mrs. Eleanor Roosevelt was 
around,” Keel said, noting how the fi rst lady staunchly sup-
ported the Tuskegee effort. “If it wasn’t for her, we feel pretty 
sure … that we wouldn’t have been sent overseas.”
 The Tuskegee area is likely the most well-known training 
location of black air personnel during the war, but they also 
spent time at several other bases across the country, including 
the Texas air bases Hondo and Midland.
 Hondo is where Keel and his almost 30 classmates spent a 
good chunk of 1944 learning how to be navigators until moving 
on to Midland that September to also become bombardiers, or 
those who aim and release bombs from bomber planes.
 That fi rst morning in Midland is when Lt. Col. Phelps 
began instructing the members 
of Keel’s class — all offi cers — on 
what they weren’t allowed to do, 
including eat in the offi cers mess 
hall.
 So for lunch that day, they 
went instead to the cadet mess 
hall. There, they watched white 
person after white person getting 
food until fi nally receiving their 
meals last.
 “By this time,” Keel said, “we 
were so angry that we told the 
mess sergeant and his crew to 
take the food they were bringing 
us and shove it, walked over to 
the offi cers mess and demanded 
that we be fed.”
 The white offi cers there were 
shocked, not even knowing that 
the black airmen were on base 
because they had arrived just that 
morning. The sergeant in charge 
of the mess hall told them they’d be treated the same as the 
other offi cers, and the following dinner and breakfast didn’t 
present any problems.
 But after breakfast, Keel said, Phelps and a few others came 
to the class’ quarters, demanding to know why they disobeyed 
orders to eat in the cadet mess and telling them they’d be 
court martialed.
 In response to the racial hostility, one of Keel’s classmates 
wrote a letter to the War Department in Washington D.C., 
and at the end of the letter, Keel’s signature is second only to 
the author’s.
 (The third signature came from Coleman Young, who 
would be arrested in the April 1945 protest at Freeman Army 

Airfi eld in Indiana to desegregate the offi cers club there and 
would eventually be elected as Detroit’s fi rst black mayor, 
serving from 1973 to 1993.)
 Several others from the class cosigned, and the letter was 
placed on the base commander’s desk to be sent to Washing-
ton. The subject line: “Racial discrimination and violation of 
expressed war department policies.”
 “It is our feeling that failing to receive the common courte-
sy extended [to] offi cers and gentlemen, that we be transferred 
to a station at which we will be accorded decent treatment or 
that we be allowed to request relief from active duty with the 
Armed Forces,” one part reads.
   A general arrived a few days later and gathered the base’s 

white offi cers for a meeting on 
how the black airmen should be 
treated, Keel remembered.
   “We were told that the discus-
sion became so heated that a 
fi stfi ght broke out amongst some 
of the white offi cers in the base 
theater,” he said, “and the only 
way the general could quell the 
melee was by having the National 
Anthem played.”
   In the end, the general told 
the assemblage that the black 
offi cers should be treated with 
respect and dignity.
   But two weeks later, Phelps 
ordered the class to perform 
a gas-mask drill, requiring the 
masks be worn in their barracks 
between 1 and 5 p.m., the hottest 
part of the day, Keel recalled.
   Keel’s room, being on a corner, 
had two exposed walls and thus 

two open windows, so he and his roommate invited four oth-
ers to come inside to “spend a miserable afternoon.”
 When Phelps came to check on them after three hours, the 
six in Keel’s room had their masks removed, and Phelps, red in 
the face, again threated a court martial.
 Keel remembered one of his classmates responding with: 
“‘Lieutenant colonel, sir, Army regulation states that the drill 
you’re putting us through now shall be carried out once every 
six months. Now if you check our records, you’ll see that just 
before we left Hondo, we had this drill, so therefore, we’re not 
required to have it for at least another fi ve months.’
 “That ended that court martial.”
 As training continued stateside, the Tuskegee men began to 
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hear rumors about the “lousy job” being done by their coun-
terparts in combat, Keel said.
 Such assessments came at least partially from a push to 
remove the pilots from combat, based on alleged poor per-
formance, by Col. William Momyer, commander of the 33rd 
Fighter Group. The 33rd included the 99th Fighter Squadron, 
which comprised the fi rst black American combat pilots and 
was deployed to the North Africa front in April 1943.
 A War Department study on Momyer’s accusations, though, 
showed that the pilots in the 99th, while fl ying their P-40 
fi ghter planes, performed just as well as white pilots of the 
same aircraft.
 Additionally, the fi rst black American pilot group, the 332nd 
Fighter Group, is famous for superb bomber protection during 
the war and is often credited with never losing one to enemy 
fi re — though the latter claim, while widespread, is untrue.
 The 332nd did, however, lose far fewer bombers — 27 — 
than the average of 46 of the other six groups within the 

Fifteenth Air Force during the war, according to the Tuskegee 
Institute, now called Tuskegee University.
 This can be attributed to the practice of Tuskegee pilots 
staying close to their bombers instead of leaving them vulner-
able by pursuing stray enemy planes to pick up additional kills 
and possibly the status of ace.
 Benjamin Davis, one of the original Tuskegee pilot gradu-
ates who commanded the 99th and eventually the 332nd, told 
his pilots that “the fi rst one of his men he saw or heard chasing 
after an enemy airplane once it was leaving the fray, he would 
personally have them court martialed and grounded,” said 
Keel, a member of the 477th Bombardment Group, the second 
and last of the Tuskegee wartime groups but didn’t deploy 
before the war ended.
 In spite of Phelps, Keel and his class completed bombardier 
training at Midland. But by the second half of 1945, as the war 
was winding down, they were sent back to Tuskegee to learn 
how to fl y bombers because there weren’t enough black pilots 

Among Keel’s decorations 
is the Congressional 
Gold Medal (in hand), the 
highest recognition given 
by the U.S. Congress. All 
Tuskegee airmen were 
awarded the medal in 
2006 “in recognition 
of their unique military 
record, which inspired 
revolutionary reform in 
the Armed Services,” 
according to the House bill 
that gave the award.
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to be coupled with all the navigators, Keel said.
 Though back at Tuskegee, the struggles continued. When 
Keel and nine others walked into the fi rst day of one class, 
the instructor, who was also black, had 10 X’s written on the 
board and said the 10 of them would soon no longer be in the 
program.
 “First thing that came out of our mouth: Lt. Col. Phelps,” he 
remembered. “That rascal’s tentacles had followed us all the 
way over to Tuskegee Army Air Base.”
 Indeed, the 10 were thrown out of pilot training, but they 
appealed it to the regional general in charge and were put back 
into the program, Keel said. The instructor was fi red.
 Later, with the help of another instructor, a veteran captain 
of the 332nd who had fought at the front, Keel made it through 
fl ight training. That meant he needed to complete only his 
cross-country instrument fl ight check and a written test to 
graduate, which came with a promotion from fl ight offi cer to 
second lieutenant.

 The day before his fl ight test, in August 1945, a terrible cold 
struck him, and a classmate’s recommended remedy, a shot of 
Alabama moonshine, landed him in the hospital for a week.
 Running out of time before the upcoming graduation, Keel 
made up the fl ight check by helping an instructor fl y the base’s 
football equipment to Camp Lejeune in North Carolina for the 
game there against the Marines.
 After completing the written test, Keel had the scores he 
needed. He went to sign off on his fl ight record, labeled as 
“very satisfactory,” but his academic record was blank.
 “I said, ‘This cotton-pickin’ form is blank,’” Keel recalled. 
“‘You don’t expect me to sign a blank piece of paper, do you?’ 
The man behind the desk said, ‘You want your wings this com-
ing Monday morning?’ ‘Sure I want them,’ I said. ‘Then my 
advice to you is to sign this blank piece of paper because if you 
don’t sign this blank piece of paper, you will not be receiving 
your wings this coming Monday morning.’”
 Keel graduated with the wings around Oct. 1, 1945, mak-

The Congressional Gold Medal struck for the Tuskegee airmen depicts (from left) an o!  cer, a 
mechanic and a pilot. The eagle “symbolizes fl ight, nobility and the highest ideals of the nation,” 
according to the National Museum of the U.S. Air Force, and the years 1941 and 1949 present 
the range in time when U.S. military units were still segregated.
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ing him one of the very few Tuskegee airmen to be a 
navigator, bombardier and pilot. But he didn’t get the 
promotion.
 And with his discharge in February 1946, the military 
would never see use of Keel’s training. “If it hadn’t been 
for prejudice, I’d have been overseas as a navigator-
bombardier in 1944. … Not a single pilot ran into as 
many obstacles as I did to get their pilot wings, and I 
was the fi rst one to get out when the opportunity pre-
sented itself.”
 The civilian world didn’t see the expertise, either: 
Keel did get his commercial pilot license, but he 
“could see aviation doesn’t hold any future for Ne-
groes at all.”
 So he switched to electrical engineering, earning his 
journeyman and master’s licenses and running his own 
electrical contracting business in Boston until retiring.
 In his golf-club, gated subdivision in Clermont, Keel 
lives with his wife of 72 years, Barbara, and the two have 
eight children, fi ve grandchildren, seven great-grand-
children and two great-great-grandchildren.
 His fl ying days aren’t completely behind him: In July 
2015, he got to ride in a World War II-era Vultee BT-13 
Valiant trainer plane over Belleview, Florida, thanks 
to the organizing efforts of the University of Florida’s 
Samuel Proctor Oral History Program.
 “It’s momentous in the changes that have happened 
[since] his original experience of just having to fi ght for 
every second and being as marginalized of his accom-
plishments of that time,” said Deborah Hendrix, the 
program’s technology coordinator. “It just felt like all 
those years of history were rolling back.”
 Keel doesn’t necessarily wish he had been sent to war 
— “Who would want to be shot at?” — but if fate would 
have so chosen, he said he would have done his best to 
disprove all those who expected failure for no other 
reason than skin color.
 “I fi gured if I’m going to do it, I want it to be the best 
job I can do,” Keel said. “That was it.”
 His most meaningful takeaway from being a pioneer 
in a racially divided America is not what he and the 
Tuskegee airmen did but what lessons the accomplish-
ments can bestow on future generations.
 “Get yourself a good education — not to become a 
pilot because let’s face it: In the Tuskegee experiment, 
there were doctors, nurses, someone had to teach us, 
someone had to train us, someone had to take care of 
those airplanes. … Get yourself a good education be-
cause it’s the key to everything.” s

In his home’s o!  ce, Keel holds a family photo (also at bottom) comprised 
mostly of his children. Altogether, he and his wife, Barbara, have eight, plus 
fi ve grandchildren, seven great-grandchildren and two great-great-grandchil-
dren. Below: A hat depicting a P-51 Mustang fi ghter plane rests on the o!  ce’s 
fi ling cabinet.
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