THE PORT CHICAGO
DISASTER AND
ITS AFTERMATH

On the night of July 17, 1944, two
transport vessels loading ammunition at the
Port Chicago (California) naval base on the
Sacramento River were suddenly engulfed in
a gigantic explosion. The incredible blast
wrecked the naval base and heavily damaged
the small toun of Port Chicago, located 1'%
miles away. Some 320 American sailors were
killed instantly. The two ships and the large
loading pier were totally annihilated. Several
hundred military personnel and civilians were
injured, and millions of dollars in property
damage was caused by the huge blast.
Windows were shattered in towns 20 mles
away, and the glare of the explosion could be
seen in San Francisco, some 35 miles away. It
was the worst home-front disaster of World
War II. In fact, it was the most powerful
man-made explosion prior to the atomic bomb
dropped on Hiroshima a year later.

Of the Navy personnel who died in the blast,
most—some 200 ammunition loaders—were
black. Indeed, every man handling ammuni-
tion at Port Chicago was black, and every
commissioned officer white. This was the
standard operating procedure in the segre-
gated Navy at that time.

Three weeks after the disaster, 328 of the
surviving ammunition loaders were ordered to
work loading ammunition; but 258 of these
men refused, saying they feared another
explosion. All of the refusers were immediately
incarcerated and during the next few days
naval officers cajoled and threatened the
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resisters. Finally, 50 men were singled out,
charged with mutiny, court-martialed, con-
victed, and handed sentences ranging from 8
to 15 years imprisonment.

A mass campaign to gain the release of the
men was organized by Thurgood Marshall
and the NAACP Legal Defense Fund. After
more than a year of struggle, and the ending of
the war, the Navy finally agreed to set aside the
remainder of the sentences and the men were
released from prison and sent overseas for a
year of “rehabilitation.” In effect, they were
sent into exile before being allowed to return to
their famalies.

A few years ago, while doing research for
another article, I came across a small pamphlet
entitled “Mutiny? The Real Story of How the
Navy Branded 50 Fear-shocked Sailors as
Mutineers.” The pamphlet was published in
1945 by the NAACP Legal Defense Fund and
it recounted the disaster at Port Chicago and
the alleged mutiny by the black seamen. I had
never heard of this incident, and I was
fascinated. Turning to standard historical
reference works I was surprised to discover
very little information beyond an occasional
mention. Curious that such an obviously major
event had attracted so little attention from
scholars, I began going to libraries and
reading old news clippings. The more I read
the more intrigued I became.

Eventually I learned that many of the
records pertaining to the disaster and the
“mutiny” were now declassified and were
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available in various archives, mostly on the
East Coast. Subsequently I received a
Guggenheim Fellowship which made it possi-
ble for me to wvisit archives and track down
survivors to interview. The following account
is based on these primary documents and oral
histories collected from survivors.

lack men have found themselves

in every American war since the war

for independendence, although black
spokesmen have not always been en-
thusiastic supporters of America’s for-
eign adventures, especially during the
Philippines campaign at the turn of the
century and the Vietnam conflict. Black
men were never welcomed into the
military with open arms; their participa-
tion was often allowed only after a fierce
struggle with a racist military and politi-
cal bureaucracy, and the tasks black
soldiers were given were sharply re-
stricted. Black recruits were employed
chiefly as laborers and menials serving
the needs of white troops and officers.
For example, during the Civil War it was
only after a series of military reversals
and a strident campaign by black and
white abolitionists that the North agreed
to use black troops. Some 500,000 blacks
contributed their services to the Union
cause; 300,000 of these were employed
as servants and laborers. Or again: of
some 380,000 black troops who served in
World War I, 340,000 were assigned to
labor battalions, stevedore battalions,
supply regiments and other service units.
Black soldiers were essentially the day
laborers of the American military ma-
chine. Indeed, black soldiers have found
that their position in the military paral-
lels their position in civilian life: blacks
are a source of cheap, subordinated labor
in both domains. Indeed, if we think of
the military as an employer, then the
black struggle within the military has
been in part a struggle for the democrati-
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zation of labor usage. Segregated units,
discrimination in pay, discrimination in
promotions and ratings, the lack of black
officers—these and other grievances of
black soldiers correspond closely to the
grievances of black workers in civilian
life.

But whereas civilian workers may
resort to various forms of protest, includ-
ing strikes, to improve their conditions;
the forms of protest allowed in the
military are virtually non-existent. Pro-
test is instead treated as insubordination,
refusal to obey orders, or even mutiny,
and punished accordingly. Thus, protest
and resistance in the military has been
much more risky and difficult to organize.

Many examples of black men being
victimized by racist forces—such as the
Brownsville case of 1906 and the mob
attacks on black soldiers during and after
World War I—are relatively well known,
but much less familiar are the instances
of active resistance on the part of black
servicemen in wars prior to Vietnam.
These acts of resistance are a hidden part
of the heritage of popular struggle
against racial oppression. The Port
Chicago rebellion is perhaps the most
spectacular example during World War
L1, but Port Chicago was not an isolated
incident. Within the Navy alone there
were several other examples of mass
protest and resistance: A two-day
hunger strike by 1,000 Black Seabees in
March 1945 to protest Jim Crow prac-
tices-and the lack of promotions; the
so-called Guam riot of December 1944 in
which black sailors armed themselves to
resist harassment by white shore patrol-
men and marines; and the case of 15
Seabees who in October 1943 were
dishonorably discharged because they
dared to speak out against discrimina-
tory treatment in the Navy. The Army,
too, was wracked by frequent racial
disorders during the war.
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Port Chicago is located on the Sacramento River approximately 35 miles north of San

Francisco-Oakland.

hese instances of protest and resis-
tance cannot be separated from the
state of the black struggle in U.S. society.
On the eve of World War II black
America was in a watchful, skeptical
mood. The Garvey movement had re-
awakened a sense of racial pride in many
Afro-Americans, and the labor and
radical movements of the Thirties—in
which many blacks participated —had
demonstrated the importance of collec-
tive action. Italy's invasion of Ethiopia in
1935 and the rise of Hitler's racist regime
had attracted black attention to the
developing international conflict. Popu-
lar confrontations, such as the Joe
Louis—Max Schmelling fight, and the
Jesse Owens Olympic victory in 1936
(and Hitler's public snub of Owens) also
sharpened black consciousness.
But economic depression and ram-
pant racial discrimination at home con-
tinued to pre-occupy black leaders, the
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black press, and the black community
generally, and shaped the black response
to the war. Unlike World War I, in which
a leader such as W.E.B. Du Bois could
urge the black community to “forget our
special grievances and close ranks shoul-
der to shoulder with our fellow white
citizens ... fighting for democracy,”
World War II was from the very begin-
ning regarded by most black spokesmen
as a struggle on two fronts. A. Phillip
Randolph took the lead in January 1941
when he began organizing the March on
Washington movement to protest dis-
crimination in the war industries and
segregation in the armed forces. Early in
1942 the Pittsburgh Courier inaugurated
its immensely popular “Double V” cam-
paign, calling for victory over the fascists
abroad and victory over racism at home.
Later that year the Courier published the
results of an opinion poll which found
that almost 90 percent of those ques-
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tioned felt that blacks should not soft-
pedal demands for complete freedom; a
survey of 1,000 blacks in New York
found that more than one-third of those
interviewed believed it was more im-
portant to make democracy work at
home than to defeat Germany and
Japan.

The impatient and skeptical mood of
black America was further apparent in
the refusal of blacks in many com-
munities to meekly accept discrimination
in housing and employment, or police
brutality, or harassment by white mobs.
In the summer of 1943 these issues
sparked racial disturbances in Los
Angeles, Detroit and New York—the
latter precipitated by an incident in
which a white policeman shot a black
soldier in Harlem. Just a few short miles
from Port Chicago, in December 1943
the lack of adequate recreation facilities
for black servicemen in the town of
Vallejo, California, led to a clash between
black and white sailors in which several
men were injured. In sum, as America
entered World War 11 black people were
in no mood to put aside their grievances,
and instead were actively opposing every
manifestation of racism.

BLACKS IN THE NAVY

A brief look at the situation of blacks in
the Navy offers further insights. Black
men have served in the U.S. Navy since
the American Revolution, but following
World War I the Navy attempted to
exclude blacks altogether, replacing
them with Filipino stewards. The Navy's
growing need for stewards and messmen
led to a reversal of this policy in 1932, but
black recruits were still limited in num-
bers and relegated to the most menial
tasks. There were no black officers and
the number of black sailors above mess-
man level was negligible. Black organiza-
tions protested this situation but changes
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did not occur until the advent of World
War II. Historian L.D. Reddick has
suggested that during the course of the
war the Navy's racial policies evolved
through three stages: In the first stage
the Navy virtually excluded blacks except
in the messman branch. As manpower
shortages developed and criticism by
black leaders and organizations
mounted, the Navy in April 1942 re-
luctantly agreed to accept blacks for
general service but within a completely
segregated system of training and assign-
ments. Finally, in June 1945, partly as a
result of rebellions such as occurred at
Guam and Port Chicago and continued
pressure by black organizations and the
press, the Navy announced that it was
abolishing segregated training camps
and assignments. To be sure, the man-
power needs created by the war provided
the motive force behind this progression
from exclusion to segregation to integra-
tion, but Reddick concluded that it was
the struggles undertaken by black sailors
themselves, supported by the press and
black people’s organizations, which set
the pace and direction of change.

With so much said by way of describing
the general social and military context,
let me now turn to an examination of the
Port Chicago rebellion itself, a case which
has received scant attention from histor-
ians and social scientists, and one in
which many of the racial issues came to a

head.

PORT CHICAGO

Following the outbreak of the war in
the Pacific the need for additional
ammunition handling facilities on the
West Coast became urgent. A site for a
new facility was selected near the small
town of Port Chicago. Construction was
authorized in June 1942 and the first
ammunition ship was loaded at the new
magazine on December 8, 1942, a year
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and a day after the attack on Pearl
Harbor. Over the next several years Port
Chicago became the most important
ammunition handling facility on the
West Coast, loading hundreds of thou-
sands of tons of ammunition of all types
onto ships for the Pacific campaign.
Indeed, Port Chicago remained impor-
tant through both the Korean and
Vietnam wars.

By July 1944, there were 1,431 black
enlisted personnel at Port Chicago, 71
officers, and 106 Marines who guarded
the base. In addition there were some
231 civilians who were mainly skilled
workers such as carpenters, locomotive

engineers, crane operators, etc. Most of

the black enlisted personnel—who were
chiefly young draftees in their late teens
or early twenties—were organized into
work divisions consisting of about 125
men each. Each division was headed by
white lieutenants, with black petty of-
ficers acting as foremen of the working
gangs. The divisions were housed in
two-story wooden barracks located over
a mile from the loading pier.

Loading went on around the clock in
three shifts. Typically, a division
would load ships for three consecutive
days, seven hours per day. This would be
followed by a “duty day” when the
division would be assigned other work
such as cleaning up the grounds or
unloading dunnage (timber used in
stowing bombs in boxcars and ships’
holds). In the afternoon of the duty day
there might be a lecture, an educational
film or a drill, followed by some free time
for the men to handle personal chores
such as laundry, letter writing, etc. The
men were required to stay at the base
during duty day in case of emergency.
The following day the division would
resume loading for three more consecu-
tive days, at the conclusion of which they
would have a day’s liberty during which
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they might leave the base. Consequently,
during an eight-day period a division
would have six days of ammunition
loading, a duty day, and one day of
liberty. »

On the loading pier the usual practice
was to assign one work division to each
ship being loaded. The division would be
broken into five work gangs, one foreach
of the ship’s hatches. The gangs in turn
would be broken into two squads, one on
the pier and one in the hold of the ship.
In addition one man would be assigned
to operate the winch for that hold and
one man would act as hatch attendant to
signal the winch operator.

Men not actually employed in ammu-
nition loading for various reasons might
be assigned as compartment cleaners or
mess Cooks.

Ammunition was brought onto the
pier in railroad boxcars. One or two men
would be assigned to “break out” the car,
using a sledge hammer and pinch bar to
remove dunnage that shored up the
bombs.* The rest of the squad would
then manhandle the bombs onto the
pier—large bombs would be rolled
down an incline or removed by electric
“mules,” and small bombs and boxes of
ammunition might be passed hand to
hand or transported by handtrucks. The
ammunition would be placed in nets or
on pallets on the pier so it could be
hoisted by the ship’s booms through the
hatch and lowered into the hold where
another squad stowed it away. The
bombs would be stowed layer by layer,
slowing rising from the bottom of the
hold to the hatch. During these opera-
tions the pier would be jammed with
boxcars, locomotives, tons of bombs and
high explosives, and men scrambling
about everywhere.

* The men who broke open the boxcars had one
extra reward for their efforts: they got the names
and addresses of women workers at ammunition
plants who sometimes wrote them on the
dunnage. More than once a lively correspond-
ence followed.
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Aerial view of Port Chicago Naval Magazine and loading pier before the explosion in July, 1944. U.S.

Navy photo.

The types of ammunition handled
included everything from small arms
ammunition to artillery projectiles,
depth charges, incendiary bombs, frag-
mentation bombs, and huge block-
busters weighing as much as 2,000
pounds each.

Unloading boxcars and stowing bombs
and explosives into ships’ holds was
back-breaking, heavy labor. Port
Chicago was a “workhorse base,” as one
informant put it. “This was solid work,”
he continued. “You'd go down in that

ship and you build yourself all the way -

up—just packing until you find yourself
way up on top.” “We were a mule team,”
another man said. Still another man
described Port Chicago as a “slave outfit,”
adding that “We were considered a
cheap labor force from the beginning.”

OUTPUT VS. SAFETY

From the beginning the new base was
under pressure to continually expand
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and increase its output in response to
wartime needs—and the operation was
beset by difficulties. In the first place, the
loading platform on the pier was too
narrow for safe work. This led to
overcrowded working conditions and
slowed the pace of loading. In May 1944
the loading platform was widened, but
the workload on the pier was immedi-
ately doubled; now for the first time fwo
ships were being loaded simultaneously
on either side of the pier instead of one,
as had been the previous practice. This
meant twice as many men and twice as
much ammunition were on the pier at a
given time, and correspondingly in-
creased the hazards of the work.
Second, there were grave questions
about the competency of the officers at
the base. In testimony before the naval
court of inquiry that investigated the
explosion, it was revealed that many of
the officers at Port Chicago had no
previous training in handling ammuni-
tion and no training or experience in
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commanding enlisted men. Many of
them were reservists called to active duty
from civilian life and given only scanty
training of any type.

Third, the constant war-time pressure
to increase efficiency and output was
translated into speeding up the pace of
work. Captain Nelson Goss, the com-
manding officer of Mare Island naval
station of which Port Chicago was a
subcommand, required that loading
crews achieve a goal of ten tons per hatch

r hour of loading. In practice this goal
was seldom achieved, and at the court of
inquiry which investigated the explosion
there would be considerable debate as to
whether such an objective was unreason-
ably high and might have encouraged
unsafe practices and rough handling in
an effort to attain it.

The pressure to increase tonnage
became more intense when Captain
Merrill T. Kinne came on board as
officer in charge of Port Chicago in April
1944. Kinne initiated the practice of
posting daily rates of loading for each
work division on a blackboard in the
dock office. Kinne explained that he got
the idea for the blackboard from the
Navy practice of competition in target
practice where scores are kept on the
number of shots fired and hits made. 1
have never felt,” he stated at the court of
inquiry, “that it would be possible to
maintain a satisfactory loading rate with
the type of enlisted personnel assigned to
Port Chicago unless every officer in a
supervisory capacity keeps continually in
mind the necessity for getting this
ammunition out.” .

It also came out during the court of in-
quiry that junior officers, according
to one of them, “had received some
rather sharp letters [from superiors]
concerning our lack of efficiency from
the standpoint of lack of tonnage.” Such
criticism combined with Kinne's black-
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board encouraged the junior officers to
promote competition in loading ammun-
ition between the various work divisions.

When asked if the posting of tonnage
figures encouraged competition and un-
due haste the officer above replied: “I
would say there was a tendency to be a
little rough in order to be a little quicker
in stowing.” The officer added that at
one time the divisions with highest
efficiency in loading were rewarded with
free movies. Several other junior officers
agreed that competition between divi-
sions existed and some admitted that the
practice led to rough and unsafe
handling of ammunition.

The incredible fact that forced com-
petition existed was corroborated in my
interviews with Port Chicago survivors.
“We were pushed,” one informant said.
“The officers used to pit one division
against the other, and the officers them-
selves used to bet on their division
putting on more tonnage than the other
divisions. I often heard them argue over
what division was beating the others. So
we were pushed by the petty officers to
get the tonnage in. They were in turn
pushed by the officers.”

Although no other informant men-
tioned betting among the officers, most
agreed that the pace of work was fastand
competition between the work divisions
was fostered by the officers. “There was
always a tonnage thing,” one man said.
“You always knew what the division did
in front of you. If they put on x number
of tons that meant you had to do more.”
Another man described the officers as
“tonnage minded,” and he reported that
the officers pushed the men to work
faster. Still another informant recalled
that tonnage figures were posted on a
blackboard.

The men were goaded into competi-
tion by threats of punishment or loss of
privileges. Two informants recalled that
the division with the best loading record
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