
    

SOULSOLDIERS
A PIONEERING EXHIBIT EXPLORES THE WIDELY VARIED EXPERIENCES OF

AFRICAN-AMERICANS DURING A CONTROVERSIAL WAR.  BY ELIZABETH HOOVER

Soldiers in Vietnam
do the “dap,” 

a stylized greeting
used to signify 
a shared black 

culture and racial
unity, 1969.

 



rience of Vietnam, a truth the exhibit bears
out, as it highlights the diverse ways that
black people thought about and lived
through the war. Among the stories it tells is
that of Muhammad Ali, who refused in-
duction in the draft, stating that serving
was against his Islamic beliefs.
In 1967 he was convicted of
draft evasion, his title as world
heavyweight champion was
taken away, and he was fined
$10,000 and sentenced to five
years in prison. Four years lat-
er his sentence was overturned
by the U.S. Supreme Court,
which ruled that he should not
have been drafted in the first
place. But the display also ac-
knowledges career officers like
Frederic Davison, a World War
II veteran who commanded
the 199th Infantry Brigade in
Vietnam, and Colin Powell,
who served as assistant chief
of staff of operations for the
U.S. Army during the war.
Says Black, “‘Soul Soldiers’ is
about the viewpoints of all
African-Americans, including
those who believed strongly in
the war and loved the military
dearly.”

In this country, people of
African descent have always
been at the fore of patriotism,
fighting in every major cam-
paign, among them early con-
flicts such as the French and
Indian War and the American
Revolution. They went with
courage, drawn by the promise of eman-
cipation and, later, the chance to become
full citizens of a country that they had
helped build. By the Vietnam War, black
America finally had those long-delayed
rights—at least on paper. So the reasons
African-Americans volunteered began to

re-enlisted, a rate twice that of whites. In
the early stages of the war, support was
strong among African-Americans; a Gallup
poll of the same year reported that three
out of four black Americans surveyed said
they supported the draft and believed that

the selective service was fair.
It did not take long for per-

ceptions to change as the war
persisted and it became clear
that black America was shoul-
dering a heavy, even unfair bur-
den. During the buildup in
Vietnam 60 percent of eligible
blacks were drafted as com-
pared with 30 percent of
whites. In 1966 Secretary of
Defense Robert McNamara
launched Project 100,000, an
initiative that “salvaged” re-
cruits who had originally
scored too low on their induc-
tion exam by tutoring them for
the classification test—or sim-
ply lowering the standards.

Chris Moore says he was
shocked to learn about the
“subterranean motivations of
my government.” He adds,
“They said they were teaching
these young men job skills, but
the only skill they learned was
how to kill.” Project 100,000,
coupled with college defer-
ments, resulted in high num-
bers of African-Americans be-
ing drafted. With their lower
scores and, as a result, fewer
opportunities for advancement,
many of the inductees were

shipped directly to the front lines. This led
to disproportionately high casualty rates
among black soldiers. From 1961 to 1967
African-Americans made up roughly 10
percent of the troops but sustained 14 per-
cent of the fatalities. In 1965 alone, blacks
accounted for one out of four combat

change. For many, a career in the military
was a good job opportunity, one that of-
fered a greater chance for advancement
than could be found in the private sector.

“You had black men leading white men
into battle—that was revolutionary,” Black

says. Those officers “were like CEOs, and
black CEOs just weren’t happening in
corporate America at the time.” By and
large, African-Americans were satisfied
with their service in the military, as wit-
nessed by their high rates of re-enlistment.
In 1966, 66.5 percent of black soldiers

A fresh perspective.”
Black also has a per-

sonal investment in the
project. His brother
Jimmy McNeil, 16
years his senior, com-
pleted two tours in
Vietnam. When Mc-
Neil was murdered
in 1971 Black was
only 10, so he nev-
er got a chance to
ask his brother
what it had been
like to fight in that

unpopular war. In
his introduction to the companion cata-
logue to the exhibit, Black writes: “I of-
ten wonder how someone who served in
Vietnam for two years could wind up
stabbed to death in New York City. I have
often wondered about the other African-
American ‘little brothers,’ or sisters, sons,
daughters, wives, mothers, and fathers of
Vietnam veterans.”

The exhibit was shaped in part by a 21-
person committee consisting mainly of Viet-
nam veterans and their families. Committee
member Chris Moore served in Vietnam in
an Army construction unit from 1970 to
1971, and is now a producer for Pitts-
burgh’s community television station,
WQED. He says being on the committee
was an honor. “African-Americans have
been some of the first to fight and die for
this country, and our contributions are often
overlooked,” Moore says. “I think it’s im-
portant to document that we were there
and that we fought.”

There is no such thing as the black expe-

munist-controlled North
Vietnam. By the time the
last marines pulled out of
Saigon in 1975, more
than 7,200 black mili-
tary personnel had lost
their lives. Those who
survived would never
forget what they’d
been through. Black,
a 46-year-old native
of Cincinnati, sought
to convey the stories
of the veterans as
well as those of the
families and commu-
nities that were affected by their service.
“The 1960s was a watershed decade in
America for both blacks and whites,” says
Black. “I wanted to look at the African-
American experience during that time, but
not in the popular, expected way, which is
to tell the story through the lens of the civ-
il rights movement. Instead, I wanted a
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THERE IS NO SUCH THING AS THE BLACK
EXPERIENCE OF VIETNAM; THERE WERE MANY
WAYS THAT PEOPLE THOUGHT ABOUT THE WAR. 

Among the nearly 200 objects included
in “Soul Soldiers: African Americans and
the Vietnam Era,” a traveling exhibit organ-
ized by the Senator John Heinz History
Center in Pittsburgh in conjunction with
the Smithsonian Institution, there are uni-
forms, photographs, letters home, medals,
and good-luck charms. However, one type
of war paraphernalia is conspicuously ab-
sent: There isn’t a single gun.

That outcome is the result of a decision
on the part of the Heinz Center’s curator for
African American Collections, Samuel W.
Black. “This is not an exhibit about guns or
battles,” he says. “We get enough of that.
This is about people’s lives and how the
war changed them.” Some 50,000 African-
Americans served in the Vietnam War,
which the United States entered in 1961 to
aid South Vietnam’s stand against Com-

Above: a poncho jacket
with BLACK AND PROUD

stitched on its breast
pocket. At left: Susie M.
Stephens, who served as a
clerk typist, retired as a
sergeant major in 1991.

A cartoon from a 1967 Pittsburgh Courier, one of several editorial 
cartoons in the exhibition, illustrates Martin Luther King, Jr.’s 
growing opposition to the Vietnam War.



deaths. This was a “wake-up call for the
black community,” Black says. By 1967 the
re-enlistment rate among African-American
soldiers was down to 33 percent, and by
1969 more than half of African-Americans
were declaring the draft racist.

While civil rights groups like SNCC (the
Student Nonviolent Coordinating Com-
mittee) and CORE (the Congress of Racial
Equality) had escalated their protests
against the war, the more mainstream organ-
izations like the NAACP and the
Urban League had worked out
what amounted to a gentle-
man’s agreement with Presi-
dent Lyndon Johnson: They
would refrain from officially
coming out against the conflict in
Vietnam, and the President would
continue to support antipoverty pro-
grams, which deeply benefited the
large numbers of African-Americans
who still lived below the poverty line.

because they saw the impact
the war had on African-Amer-
icans,” Black notes.

In addition to featuring
King’s famous speech, “Soul
Soldiers” explores other types

of black protest on U.S. soil. Most people
are probably familiar with the Kent State
shootings, during which four students were
shot and killed by National Guardsmen
during an antiwar demonstration, but many
may be surprised to learn that in a similar
protest just a couple of weeks later at the
historically black Jackson State College in
Mississippi, two African-American students
were shot and killed. There are also photo-
graphs and press coverage of the actress
Eartha Kitt, who shocked the guests as-
sembled at a 1968 luncheon at the White
House to discuss juvenile delinquency
when she spoke out against the war. She de-
clared that the reason young men were
committing crimes was that they “are angry

On April 4, 1967 Dr. Martin
Luther King, Jr., broke that agree-
ment in a speech at Riverside
Church in New York.

King preached, “We were tak-
ing the black young men who
had been crippled by our society and send-
ing them eight thousand miles away to
guarantee liberties in Southeast Asia which

they had not found in
southwest Georgia and
East Harlem.” King
was widely criticized
for fusing the causes
of peace and civil
rights, but eventually

groups like the Urban
League followed
suit. “These lead-
ers didn’t de-
nounce the draft
because they were
anti-American but T
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EARTHA KITT SHOCKED GUESTS AT THE WHITE HOUSE
BY SAYING THAT YOUTHS WERE COMMITTING CRIMES

BECAUSE THEY WERE ANGRY ABOUT THE WAR. 

Eartha Kitt with 
President Lyndon B.
Johnson at the White
House in 1968. Her
comments there would
stall her career.

A woven bracelet
made from bootlaces
was worn by a
member of the Mau
Maus, a black 
nationalist group of
soldiers in Vietnam.
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and their parents are angry because ...there
is a war on—and Americans don’t know
why.” Shortly thereafter she was blacklisted
from American film and television for sev-
eral years.

The war inspired many musicians to
compose songs of
protest, so listening
stations are provid-
ed for visitors to the
exhibit, where they
can hear songs such
as “Backlash Blues”
by Nina Simone,
and “War” by Edwin
Starr, an Army veter-
an who had served
from 1957 to 1960.
Of course Marvin
Gaye’s 1971 What’s
Going On, an album
devoted to social state-
ments about the environment, inner-
city poverty, and the war, is included,
along with a photo of his brother,
Frankie, whose service in Vietnam
inspired the record.

As community leaders started
linking the causes of civil rights
and peace, so too did soldiers sta-
tioned overseas. Wallace Terry, an
African-American reporter for
Time magazine whose work is
featured in “Soul Soldiers,”
found in 1969 that “the spirit of
black militancy has enveloped
the GI on the battleground in
much the same manner as I
have seen it involve the stu-
dents on the college campus-
es.” More than half the
African-American officers Ter-
ry surveyed thought blacks
shouldn’t be fighting in Vietnam because
they should be at home, fighting for equal-
ity. Many soldiers he interviewed felt that
Vietnam was a race war, engineered by

tioned,” Black says. “Knowing this gives us
a greater understanding of that decade.” On
Army bases in Asia, groups like the Mau
Maus published newspapers and lobbied

for better treatment of
black soldiers. The race
riots at home were mir-
rored overseas. In 1968,
two years before the fa-
mous Attica prison up-
rising, black prisoners
at a U.S. Army incar-
ceration unit in Long
Binh in South Vietnam
rioted, attacked the
predominantly white
guards. Elsewhere,
racial violence escalat-
ed into riots on base
camps and naval ves-

sels throughout the war.
While white soldiers displayed

Confederate flags, African-Amer-
ican GIs stitched together
African-themed banners. In re-
sponse to the military’s informal
segregation—the armed forces had
been officially desegregated by
President Harry S. Truman in
1948—they formed social clubs
and lived together in hooches
(makeshift huts) named things like
Hekalu, which means “temple” in
Swahili. There were also countless
individual acts of cultural expres-
sion; among those included in the
display are Jeff Anthony’s careful
stitching of the words BLACK AND

PROUD on his jacket, and the bracelets
called “shackles” that soldiers wove
from bootlaces.

African-American soldiers ex-
pressed their solidarity by flashing the
black power salute, calling each other
“blood” or “brother,” and “giving up

the dap,” a series of complex handshakes
still in use today, particularly among men

whites to pit people of color against each
other.

“The fact that there were African-Amer-
ican soldiers organizing to struggle for civ-
il rights within the military is rarely men-
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IN THE END, THE EXHIBITION IS ABOUT HOW 
INDIVIDUALS—SOLDIERS, CIVILIANS, POLITICIANS,

FAMILY—WERE CHANGED BY THE CONFLICT.

By 1970 Navy recruiting posters such
as these issued the call to a wider pool
of possible recruits, focusing on both
African-Americans and women.
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in the hip-hop culture. Moore re-
calls that feeling of camaraderie. “It
was like, ‘Brother we’ve got to get
out of this place. Hey, you look like
me and I look like you. We’re in this
together.’”

That feeling of solidarity came
flooding back to Moore and a group
of veterans when they visited the ex-
hibit. The first thing they heard was
the sound of a helicopter taking off, a
sound the staff at the
Heinz Center had
worked closely with
the committee to make
authentic. “Walking in,
there was that immedi-
ate recognition. That
was the sound,” he re-
members. “Then there
we were, a bunch of
gray-haired rascals giv-
ing up the dap—or at
least trying to remem-
ber how to do the dap.”

More than 30 years
have passed since the
last of the U.S. military
personnel left Viet-
nam, but black Ameri-
ca, which sent so many
young men to the war, continues to grap-
ple with the memories. Black explains:
“Those men came back and were changed
completely, forever. They were dumped
back into the black community. We are
still dealing with these issues today.” In
addition to health problems, Black cites
high rates of unemployment and home-
lessness among veterans.

Although the exhibit sheds new light on
how African-Americans collectively experi-

ry, in Chicago and remain there from April
18 to July 27, 2008. Other pending venues
include the African American Museum in
Dallas and the Birmingham Civil Rights
Institute in Alabama.

A companion book, Soul Soldiers:
African Americans and the Vietnam 
Era, edited by the exhibit curator Samuel
W. Black, is available now in bookstores 
or visit www.pghhistory.org. a

Elizabeth Hoover’s article “The Triple Nickles”
about black paratroopers appeared in the 
Fall 2007 issue.

enced the Vietnam
War, it is ultimately
an expression of

how individuals—generals, privates, doc-
tors, nurses, politicians, civilians, family
members—were fundamentally altered by
the conflict. Working on the exhibit was, in
part, a personal odyssey for Black: “It has
given me some degree of understanding
about my brother, and a way of connecting
with him that I didn’t have while he was
alive.”

“Soul Soldiers” will travel to The Du-
Sable Museum of African American Histo-
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Troops stand outside a
“hooch” in Camp Tien

Sha in 1969. Hekalu
means “temple” in

Swahili. Inset: Pfc. 
Jimmy McNeil, the late 

eldest brother of 
“Soul Soldiers” curator

Samuel W. Black. 




