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“Willing to Die Fighting for Our Rights:”
The Chronicle of the 34th Naval Construction Battalion



Frank A. Blazich Jr. 

Stories in California newspapers on 3 March 1945 carried headlines blaring 
“Negroes on Hunger Strike at Hueneme: 1,000 Navy Men Refuse Base 

Food,” and “Hueneme Seabees Go on Hunger Strike.”1 The next day the story 
appeared in the Midwest and on the East Coast: “Negro Veterans on Hunger 

Abstract
During World War II, the United States Navy permitted Blacks to serve 
outside of the messman branch, notably in the new Naval Construc-
tion Force, or Seabees. The 34th Naval Construction Battalion was 
the first Black Seabee unit and served twenty-one months in the Pa-
cific. Discriminatory policies of the navy’s Bureau of Yards and Docks 
drove the Black Seabees to work with the National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People and the Black press to seek redress. 
The battalion staged a hunger strike that brought the discrimination to 
the attention of the highest levels of navy leadership. Rather than dis-
band the unit, the Navy implemented changes to address the issues.
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Strike at Camp in West.”2 The Black Seabees of the 34th Naval Construction 
Battalion (34 NCB) endured twenty-one consecutive months of overseas service 
in the South Pacific and over two years of repressive, discriminatory treatment 
known only to select members of the Black community. Their hunger strike, 
however, culminated in racial personnel policy changes at the highest levels of 
the Navy Department. 

When the Bureau of Yards and Docks (BuDocks) commissioned 34 NCB 
on 23 October 1942, the battalion represented the first large unit organization of 
Black sailors. It comprised 880 Black and 280 White sailors from 37 states and 
the District of Columbia, thereby also making the 34 NCB the navy’s first large 
segregated unit in World War II, and largest group of Black sailors ever assembled 
in one unit.3 After only twenty-nine months, though, the corrosive influence of 
racism, aided and abetted by the organizational ignorance and dismissiveness 
pervasive within the U.S. armed forces at the time, produced a racial incident of 
national significance. 

The legacy of the battalion has not been researched and analyzed deeply within 
the historiography of the U.S. military. Historiography on Blacks in the U.S. Navy 
in World War II is somewhat limited, often framed within larger histories of Black 
service or focused on individuals or small groups.4 Segregated army units, though, 
are increasingly subjects for historical monographs.5 Recent studies also examine the 
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3. John P. MacBean Jr. to H. F. Ransford, 21 October 1942,” Record Group (RG) 1, Box 
1, Official Seabee Collections–34th Naval Construction Battalion (34NCB), U.S. Navy Seabee 
Museum Archives, Port Hueneme, CA (SMA).

4. Morris J. MacGregor Jr., Integration of the Armed Forces, 1940–1965 (Center of Military 
History, 1981); Bureau of Naval Personnel, The Negro in the Navy (Historical Section, Bureau of 
Naval Personnel, 1947); Bernard C. Nalty, Strength for the Fight: A History of Black Americans in the 
Military (Free Press, 1989); Chris Dixon, African Americans and the Pacific War, 1941–1945: Race, 
Nationality, and the Fight for Freedom (Cambridge University Press, 2018); Thomas W. Cutrer and 
T. Michael Parrish, Doris Miller, Pearl Harbor, and the Birth of the Civil Rights Movement (Texas 
A&M University Press, 2018); Richard E. Miller, The Messman Chronicles: African Americans in the 
U.S. Navy, 1932–1943 (Naval Institute Press, 2004); Paul Stillwell, The Golden Thirteen: Recollec-
tions of the First Black Naval Officers (Naval Institute Press, 2003); Robert L. Allen, The Port Chicago 
Mutiny: The Story of the Largest Mass Mutiny Trial in U.S. Naval History (Heyday Books, 2006); 
Robert J. Schneller Jr., Breaking the Color Barrier: The U.S. Naval Academy’s First Black Midshipmen 
and the Struggle for Racial Equality (New York University Press, 2005); Mary Pat Kelly, Proudly We 
Served: The Men of the USS Mason (Naval Institute Press, 2015).

5. J. Todd Moye, Freedom Flyers: The Tuskegee Airmen of World War II (Oxford University 
Press, 2012); Bradley Biggs, The Triple Nickles: America’s First All-Black Paratroop Unit (Archon 
Books, 1986); Kareem Abdul-Jabbar and Anthony Walton, Brothers in Arms: The Epic Story of 
the 761st Tank Battalion, WWII’s Forgotten Heroes (Broadway Books, 2004); Linda Hervieux, 
Forgotten; The Untold Story of D-Day’s Black Heroes, At Home and at War (Harper, 2015); Brenda 
L. Moore, To Serve My Country, To Serve My Race (New York University Press, 1996). 



Frank A. Blazich Jr.

372     THE  JOURNAL  OF

broader struggle for acceptance and Black contributions to the entire armed forces 
during and after the conflict, and the navy’s actions within that broader story.6 

The largest group of Black sailors outside of the messman’s branch in the 
navy, the Black Seabees represented an experiment in race policy and a methodical 
movement to integration. The contributions of Black Seabees to that movement 
have remained obscure, though.7 Within the literature of the navy and integration, 
the wartime history of 34 NCB opens a window to the postwar Civil Rights 
Movement blending grassroots activism and agency combining forces with civil 
advocacy groups and the press. These men, trained to build and fight, played an 
integral part in the history of the African Americans “Double Victory” against 
fascism abroad and against racism at home. 

Interwar Black Sailors
The navy had a history of racial exclusivity in the first half of the twentieth 

century. From 1913 to 1921, Blacks represented a scant 1.2 percent of the entire 
enlisted strength. Between August 1919 and December 1932, moreover, the navy 
halted all Black enlisted recruiting. Thereafter, it recruited only to fulfill annual 
messman branch quotas. Messmen wore uniforms and insignia different from other 
enlisted sailors to emphasize their lower caste. As of 1940, messmen represented 
2.3 percent of the navy’s total enlisted strength of 170,000 men.8 By comparison, 
Black sailors comprised approximately 15 percent of the navy’s manpower during 
the War of 1812 and 20–25 percent of the U.S. Navy’s enlisted strength in the Civil 
War.9 By December 1941, the entire number of Black sailors rated, (i.e., in a distinct 
occupation) outside of the messman branch numbered a scant forty-three men.10

The wars in Europe and the Pacific increased the demand for Blacks in 
American military service. The Black press, and influential Black voices, notably 
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the National Urban League and the National Association for the Advancement 
of Colored People (NAACP), fought for change. On 26 July 1940, NAACP 
special counsel Thurgood Marshall wrote Secretary of the Navy Frank Knox and 
Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson, urging both men to take steps to prevent or 
remove discrimination against Blacks in the defense industry and in the armed 
forces.11 The Chief of the Bureau of Navigation (BuNav), Rear Admiral Chester 
W. Nimitz, replied that “After many years of experience, the policy of not enlisting 
men of the colored race for any branch of the naval service except the messman 
branch, was adopted to meet the best interests of general ship efficiency.” Nimitz 
added that the policy also served the best interest of the men themselves.12

With a presidential election due in November, however, military service 
became a fulcrum for action. Having served as assistant secretary of the navy 
during World War I, President Roosevelt knew the service’s racial policies and 
practices. Passage of the Selective Training and Service Act of 1940 in September 
included language allowing Blacks and other racial minorities to enlist in armed 
forces or be drafted without issue of discrimination. Weeks later, the White House 
issued a statement that the army would accept Black representation in all branches 
in proportion to the nation’s Black population.13

Knox turned to the General Board of the Navy in September 1940 for insight 
about why Blacks should not be enlisted for general service. The board, an advisory 
body of senior admirals, produced a response mirroring BuNav’s, which Knox 
accepted.14 At a conference at the White House between Roosevelt and civil 
rights leader A. Phillip Randolph on 18 June 1941 regarding race discrimination 
in defense industries, Randolph brought up the navy’s lack of Black representation. 
Roosevelt turned to Knox, who claimed that “because men live in such intimacy 
aboard ship that we simply can’t enlist Negroes above the rank of messman.”15 
Mixed crews, in Knox’s opinion, constituted an “experiment” that could not be 
conducted during a time of national defense. Randolph replied that if a tenth of 
the population was dissatisfied “over discriminations and injustices to which they 
are subjected in national defense, there can be no genuine national unity.”16
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spondence Relating to Discrimination in the Navy, 1941–1944, National Archives and Records 
Administration, College Park, MD (NARA). 
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Basic Documents, Vol VI: Blacks in the World War II Naval Establishment (Scholarly Resources, 
1977), 22–27.

20. Guglielmo, Divisions, 32; BuNav, Negro in the Navy, 4; MacGregor, Integration, 62.
21. Telegram from Walter White to Frank Knox, 9 December 1941, Group II, Box A654, 
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Subsequently, on 2 July, Knox established a committee to investigate 
whether naval service enlisted personnel adequately represented the nation. 
He requested corrective suggestions if the committee found evidence of 
discrimination on grounds of race, creed, color, or national origin.17 Verbal 
instructions limited the committee’s inquiry to the relationship between the 
navy, the marine corps, and the Black community.18 The committee’s majority 
report to Knox on 24 December argued that enlisting Blacks for anything 
other than mess attendants “leads to disruptive and undermining conditions.” 
The report concluded that “within the limitations of the characteristics 
and intelligence of members of certain races, the enlisted personnel of the 
Naval Establishment is representative of all the citizens of the United States. 
Therefore no corrective measures are necessary.”19

The minority report of 31 December, written by Addison Walker, special 
assistant to Assistant Secretary of the Navy Ralph Bard, argued that a “man’s 
right to fight for his country is probably more fundamental than his right to vote.” 
He suggested recruiting a small number of Blacks as an experiment where they 
would serve on small vessels assigned to naval stations or yards. This also would 
be useful if the navy had to accept enlistment from the Selective Service Rolls 
and position the navy to broaden opportunities “for a minority group which is 
becoming increasingly articulate in its demands.”20 Even before Walker’s report, 
though, NAACP Executive Secretary Walter White telegrammed Knox and 
asked if the declaration of war on 8 December had or would cause any policy 
change allowing Blacks to serve.21 BuNav replied that there had been no change, 
and none was contemplated.22 White shared the telegrams with Roosevelt and 
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23. Walter White to Franklin D. Roosevelt, 17 December 1941, Group II, Box A654, 
NAACP, LOC.

24. Mark Etheridge to Franklin D. Roosevelt, 31 December 1941, Group II, Box A654, 
NAACP, LOC. 

25. Guglielmo, Divisions, 32–33; BuNav, Negro in the Navy, 5.
26. BuNav, Negro in the Navy, 5; MacGregor, Integration, 63.
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asked him to order the navy to abandon its policy against Black enlistment as 
anything but messmen.23

Roosevelt referred White’s letter to Mark Etheridge, chairman of the 
Committee on Fair Employment Practice, and asked him to respond. Rather than 
reply to White, though, Etheridge shared his insight into recent meetings with 
navy officials on Black service with Roosevelt. He suggested patrols using Black 
crews in the Caribbean, or on harbor craft, as an alternative to the navy’s strict 
segregation policy. Etheridge warned that the rigid position on Black service “is 
untenable and indefensible … . The Navy Department is not alert to one of the 
major moral issues of the present war,” he continued. “It appears to be overlooking 
the fact that we must have some thing to fight for as well as something to fight 
with.”24 Endorsing Walker’s report, Roosevelt referred Etheridge’s letter to Knox 
on 9 January, suggesting BuNav might “invent something” for Black enlistees.25 
A week later, Knox asked the General Board to provide a plan for placing 5,000 
Blacks in non-messman billets.26

As the navy developed its revised race policy, a new organization within 
BuDocks took form. Senior officials had recognized that international law 
prohibited civilian contractors working on bases in the Pacific to take up arms, lest 
they be summarily executed as guerrillas. On 28 December 1941, Rear Admiral 
Ben Moreell, BuDocks’ chief, notified BuNav that civilian contractors could not 
be utilized for advanced base construction work in combat zones, necessitating the 
organization of military construction forces of uniformed personnel under direct 
military command. Moreell detailed a plan to organize naval reservists enlisted 
in the V-6, general service classification, into three battalions of 1,072 personnel, 
commanded by Civil Engineer Corps (CEC) officers, to build and defend 
construction projects outside the continental limits of the United States. The 
design of the battalions included all ratings needed to operate as a self-sufficient 
unit. BuNav approved Moreell’s request on 5 January 1942, thereby creating the 
Construction Battalions, or Seabees (“CBs”). 

Successful execution of a two-front war required the navy to construct a vast 
number of overseas military installations, necessitating numerous trained construction 
personnel for the Seabee ranks. BuDocks requested additional battalions on 21 
January, even before the initial battalions were manned.27 The next day, Moreell 
wrote to Commander John R. Perry, CEC, whom he had tasked to stand up the 
Seabees, explaining that Rear Admiral Randall Jacobs, BuNav chief, “wanted to 
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33. BuNav, Negro in the Navy, 7–8; MacGregor, Integration, 64–66; MacGregor and Nalty, 
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know whether we would be willing to accept colored workers for our construction 
battalions.” Moreell could “see no reason why we should not take these colored 
workers.”28 Since the navy lacked sufficient ratings, Morell offered an avenue for 
skilled Black workers to transfer their civilian talents into the service.

The General Board hearings the next day broached the subject.  Jacobs did 
not want Blacks for general service, but he would accept them for construction 
battalions, if the navy must enlist Blacks. Advised that BuDocks was willing to 
establish a Black construction battalion, the navy had a viable path to bring in 
more Black personnel. Officers from BuNav feared bringing 5,000 Black men 
into construction regiments could lead to service at sea though.29 The General 
Board therefore reported on 3 February that it could not submit a plan. The 
board “strongly” recommended that Blacks be accepted for enlistment only in the 
messman branch. If this was discrimination, it was “part and parcel of similar 
discrimination throughout the United States.”30

Roosevelt declared the report “unsatisfactory” and asked Knox to return the 
recommendations to the General Board. On 18 February, the board asked BuNav 
for possible stations or assignments for Blacks outside the messman branch. Two 
days later, Jacobs asked Chief of Naval Operations (CNO) Admiral Harold R. 
Stark for guidance. Stark replied that Blacks should enlist in the naval reserve 
and be assigned to one of three options: construction battalions; shore stations 
for various general labor work; or yard craft. Stark preferred the first two, with 
the third only if forced to assign Blacks to billets afloat. Admiral Ernest J. King, 
commander in chief, U.S. Fleet (CINCUS), concurred.31

On 7 March, Jacobs wrote to the General Board. He noted that recruitment 
was underway for six construction regiments. One such regiment could be 
manned entirely by Black reservists. If Black recruits indeed filled a regiment, a 
second would be considered.32 The General Board’s revised report of 20 March 
still considered segregation an essential administrative principle and advocated 
that “wide latitude be granted the several administrative authorities as to rate 
of enlistment, method of recruiting, training and assignment to duty and that 
progressive experience determine the total number [of Black servicemen] to be 
enlisted.” Roosevelt approved the report at month’s end but told Knox that the 
two of them would determine the rate of Black enlistment.33
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On 7 April 1942, the Navy Department announced that Black volunteers 
would be “accepted for enlistment for general service in the reserve components” 
of the navy, marine corps and coast guard. These men would be utilized in 
naval district craft, shore establishments, in navy yards, “and in the Navy’s new 
construction crews and companies which will be employed in developing bases 
outside the United States’ continental limits.”34 The NAACP took a narrow view 
of the construction battalions as unskilled labor battalions but hoped that “having 
made a beginning, the navy will have the vision to move on to the use without 
restriction of all loyal Americans in every branch of the service.”35

The navy’s policy retained segregation and longtime policies of keeping Black 
men in the reserves as transient manpower for emergencies rather than permanent 
professionals. According to historian Thomas Guglielmo, this policy shift 
underscored “the experimental and perhaps temporary nature of [Black men’s] 
wider inclusion in the navy.”36 Nevertheless, a door had opened. The Seabees, a 
new organization, devoid of culture and tradition, had the potential to make the 
racial experiment a success.

 
Black Seabees

On 19 April 1942, Moreell wrote to Jacobs about the plan for Black Seabees.  
Moreell recommended that enlistment of Blacks proceed immediately and 
that the Navy Recruiting Service mark all Black volunteers for assignment to 
the Twenty-First Battalion for training at Naval Construction Training Center, 
Norfolk, Virginia, on 4 August. All commissioned and warrant officers, chief petty 
officers (CPO), and petty officers first-class would “be of the Caucasian race,” 
thus releasing the second- and third-class petty officer ratings to Black personnel. 
Should insufficient Black personnel be recruited for the battalion, Moreell 
suggested using seamen or firemen ratings in lieu of petty officers.37

With enlistments for Black volunteers in the V-6 class of the Naval Reserves 
commencing on 1 June, the Navy Recruiting Service issued guidance in mid-
May for members slated for the Twenty-First Construction Battalion. Recruits 
would be divided among four construction and one headquarters companies. The 
latter would be assembled from the northeastern division of the nation, with one 
construction company from the central division of the nation, and the remaining 
three from the southeastern and southern divisions. This would ensure most of 
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the battalion would be from below the Mason-Dixon line, including all states 
comprising the former Confederacy.38

BuDocks realized, however, that it had no experience with Black personnel. 
Lieutenant Commander Claire C. Seabury, CEC, reached out to the Army 
Morale Office for information on colored troops; he also wrote to Commander 
Harry A. Bolles, CEC, executive officer for Naval Construction Training Center, 
Camp Allen, Norfolk, Virginia, where the first Black Seabees would train. Seabury 
relayed to Bolles several points about the army’s experience with Black personnel, 
emphasizing the importance of segregation and being prepared for criticism from 
the Black press and community. The army’s “consensus,” according to Seabury, was 
that Blacks were poor combat soldiers due to emotional instability. Venereal disease 
would be a serious problem for Black personnel. Southern Blacks could be handled 
by White officers. Northern Blacks performed best under Black officers. Special 
privileges, grants, and meeting requests from Black personnel only complicated 
matters; better to emplace general principles and stand by them. Seabury closed 
asking Bolles to treat the memo as confidential, noting, “We are under strict 
obligation to the Army not to disseminate any of the information.”39 Seabury, 
however, routed the information to Captain John G. Ware, CEC, commanding 
officer of Camp Allen, who assured Seabury it would be “of much benefit to our 
training program.”40 The army’s advice thus became the governing guidance for 
the men of 34 NCB. Misinformed and overtly racist, it would prove corrosive to 
Black Seabee morale and the navy’s first attempt at mass racial integration.

 
Battalion Establishment

On 26 September 1942, over 1,000 Black recruits reported for six weeks 
of basic training. The men who would constitute 34 NCB represented over 
seventy construction trades. Almost half of the battalion, 350 Black and 100 
White recruits, came from Texas.41 Over the ensuing weeks, the men trained in 
navy customs and courtesies, manual of arms, marksmanship and bayonet drill, 
marching, weaponry, and other aspects of modern warfare. Over 300 of the recruits 
received second- and third-class petty officer ratings for their trade skills.42 The 
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Black members included at least fifty-
two college graduates or college students 
who volunteered as ordinary seamen.43

To command the Black recruits, 
Perry chose CEC officers, CPOs, and 
first-class petty officers from Southern 
states. As Perry explained to Bolles, “I 
think the officers should watch the petty 
officers rather closely to see that they 
handle the negros properly. I know that 
the chief [Moreell] wants to make them 
a crack battalion, one which will be proud 
of themselves and to the Seabees.”44 

Philadelphia-born John Peter 
MacBean Jr. was selected as the battalion’s 
commander. A naval reservist and veteran 
of World War I, MacBean studied at 
Cornell and then worked as an engineer. 
After a brief period in Pennsylvania, 
he and his wife spent the 1930s in Mississippi and Florida before returning to 
Pennsylvania in 1939, where MacBean was superintendent for Rolling Rock 
Farms. Commissioned as a CEC lieutenant commander on 11 September 1942, 
he went on active duty at Camp Allen. While not a Southerner by birth, MacBean 
was decidedly racist and concurred with the army guidance on the handling of 
Black personnel.45

On 23 October, 34 NCB officially commissioned at Camp Allen.46 After 
completing preliminary training, the unit transferred to Advance Base Depot (ABD), 
Port Hueneme, California, for operational service in the Pacific. At Camp Bradford, 
MacBean aligned the battalion’s racial policies with those of the installation and 
the civilian community. The theater for motion pictures featured segregated seating, 

34th Naval Construction Battalion  
plaque [Courtesy of the U.S. Navy 
Seabee Museum]
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as did the beer garden.47 At the battalion galleys, MacBean ordered the chow line 
segregated, in his view a “necessary” action “to prevent race disturbances … .”48

The leadership of the NAACP learned of the situation in 34 NCB in late 
November 1942. Mailman Specialist Third-class Roscoe Conklin Carroll wrote 
to NAACP Secretary White on 26 November. Carroll, formerly the president 
of the Atlantic City Chapter of the NAACP, was the senior NAACP member 
in the battalion, if not in all the Seabees. “I have been fed up with quite a few of 
the discriminatory practices aimed at the Negroes in this outfit for some time and 
have stated such. But for all of us, I will say that we have almost given up hope for 
any better treatment,” he told White. “When a country is at war, strong protests 
are ignored if you are a member of the armed forces—some call it treason.” The 
significant issues Carroll detailed included Whites always receiving priority over 
Blacks, signs for “white” and “colored” on all toilets, the use of “N-----” and “darky” 
by CPOs, and the lack of any Black CPOs or petty officers first-class. Ominously, 
Carroll mentioned that, with feelings running high, some Black sailors were “just 
waiting for the chance to set foot on some foreign soil so that they can take the 
law into their own hands.” After asking White to initiate an investigation by the 
NAACP, Carroll added, “The situation is dynamite and though I gave what I 
thought was a fair picture, it really is a whole lot worse.”49

Once at Port Hueneme, the racial tensions boiled over. As recalled by 
Storekeeper Second-class Wellington Childs, when he and his Black Seabees 
woke on 3 December, their first full day in camp, they found a dozen White sailors 
telling them the head was for Whites only. Noting there was no sign on the toilet, 
the Black men questioned the claim. One of the White sailors, Construction 
Mechanic First-class Mario Pete Cucchiara, proclaimed “that the officers gave 
them the authority.” Childs reported that Cucchiara added that “it would take 
more than a war to make him mix with us,” and “that he would rather be with 
the Japs than to be with the n-----s.” In the ensuing argument, the White chief 
master of arms ordered all the Black Seabees to march to the brig for thirty-six 
hours’ confinement prior to Captain’s Mast, a non-judicial punishment hearing. 
MacBean stated succinctly, “you boys from the south should know better, and 
you boys from the north, I am going to teach you better, there is going to be 
segregation in this battalion and you are going to like it.”50

At Captain’s Mast on 4 December, five men received sentences for being 
“unruly, insubordinate, [and] inciting riot” by arguing over the segregated latrines. 
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Eleven men received five days of confinement; for some, including Childs, it was 
solitary, on bread and water. Gunner’s Mate Third-class Adolphus R. Price Jr. 
received three days solitary confinement on bread and water for “tearing down 
signs at latrines,” while Seaman First-class R. L. Gardner received the same for 
“using [the] ‘white’ head” and disobedience.51 

Other Black Seabees now wrote to the NAACP in New York City. In an 
unsigned group letter, the authors explained how, with preliminary training 
complete, “the future outlook for us became very gloomy. Instead of having an all-
Negro battalion we found that we were at the mercy of a few noncommissioned, 
half illiterate southern whites.” As volunteers, the Black men shared an ambition 
to make the battalion “a credit to our country,” but because of racial discrimination, 
“we are denied the opportunity to obtain our goal.” The men asked the NAACP to 
continue fighting until the navy tradition of preventing Blacks from rising to the 
ranks of commissioned officers was terminated.52

Carpenter’s Mate Third-class Julius L. Hibler, who left Southern University in 
Louisiana to volunteer for the battalion, wrote to White on 2 January 1943: “I fear 
very much there is going to be trouble between the Negro and white sailors.” He 
asked White to speak to the navy leadership to see if adjustments could be made, 
but included a postscript to not share his name, for “I may see some unpleasant 
days ahead of me—if my officers find out I have protested their treatments.”53

Overseas Service
From 7 to 26 January 1943, the men of 34 NCB journeyed across the Pacific 

aboard the transport ship Island Mail for Noumea, Kanaky (New Caledonia). 
Segregation produced uneven berthing aboard ship. All Black personnel, 850 men, 
were quartered in the ship’s two forward hatches; the approximately 280 White 
personnel also shared two hatches. Toilets and showers were segregated, and 
MacBean segregated the galley by feeding personnel in racially designated shifts.54 
MacBean reported to Moreell, after censoring the enlisted mail, that he could verify 
the men “were in good spirits, happy to be here, and anxious to go to work.”55
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58. J.. MacBean Jr. to Commanding Officer, Acorn (Red) Four, memorandum, subject: 
Report of Bombing, 22 February 1943, 27 March 1943; document titled “Interview between Lt 
J. R. Keating and Warrant Officer Tarwater,” undated, RG1, Box 1, 34NCB, SMA.

59. J. P. MacBean Jr. to Ben Moreell, memorandum, subject: Progress Report No. 2 of Ac-
tivities of 34th U.S. Naval Construction Battalion – 29 January 1943, through 19 March 1943, 
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Arriving at Halavo Bay, Nggela (Florida) Islands on 12 February, the men 
of 34 NCB came ashore armed. In the ensuing days, the battalion unloaded the 
accompanying merchant ship, Alcoa Pennant. The operation was laborious and 
somewhat haphazard, but within two weeks the battalion had erected quarters 
and landed over a thousand tons of supplies.56 

On the night of 22 February 1943, the enemy baptized the battalion by fire. 
A lone Japanese aircraft, perhaps attracted by the construction lights, dropped six 
bombs. One struck the ammunition dump; the explosion killed two men, one White 
and one Black, while twenty-five were wounded.57 MacBean’s report of the incident 
mentioned several instances of Black personnel helping fight fires and rescue 
wounded.58 In his periodic report to BuDocks, however, MacBean claimed his men 
quartered along the beaches “took to the hills. Many of them did not return to work 
for several days,” and battalion morale hit a low ebb in the aftermath.59 Writing in 
December 1944, Painter Second-class W. A. Mason placed the blame for the death 
of one Black Seabee squarely on MacBean, who, as he stated, “through neglect and 

Left to right: Joseph E. Vaughn, Harry E. Lash, and William A. Shields displaying Purple 
Hearts for wounds inflicted by the Japanese bombing of 22 February 1943; Right: Petty 
Officer First-class Jacob P. Weaver at the controls of a Seabee bulldozer [Courtesy of the 
U.S. Navy Seabee Museum]
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without thought or concern” forced men to work under lights at night which resulted 
in Petty Officer Third-class Alva Benjamin Johnson being “blown to bits.”60

The Black Seabees demonstrated their bravery repeatedly though. On 8 July 
1943, a navy fighter aircraft crashed into a truck carrying eight 34 NCB men near 
the airstrip on Mbanika, Russell Islands. Three men died in the collision. Black 
Seabees fought intense flames to free the unconscious pilot from the aircraft, 
incurring burns in the process, but saving the pilot’s life. All three men received 
letters of commendation from Admiral William F. Halsey Jr.61

As the months passed, the battalion found acts of enemy violence limited 
compared to their workload. After completion of the Halavo Seaplane Base, the 
battalion organized into detachments from March through April 1943 for airfield 
construction or facilities work on Guadalcanal, Mbanika Island, and the Russells. 
The latter work found the Black Seabees working side-by-side with their White 
counterparts from 47 NCB and 20 NCB. The men of 34 NCB did not encounter 
any social or racial tensions that found their way into written records. The battalion 
reunited in November 1943 and, thereafter, engaged on a variety of projects. In 
March 1944, the battalion repositioned to Guadalcanal and was billeted in a new 
camp at Kukum. Assigned to the Public Works Division, the battalion completed 
an array of projects begun by previous Seabee units.62

Throughout this lengthy period in the combat zone, MacBean’s reports to 
BuDocks offer insights into his views on race and its relation to the environmental 
conditions. He asserted that Black Seabees endured tropical conditions better than 
their White counterparts. When malaria cost the battalion almost 200 men in one 
month, MacBean requested and received permission from the chief of the Bureau 
of Medicine and Surgery to permit Black Seabees to be rated in the Hospital 
Corps, despite his own disapproval of mixing of races, to help treat the growing 
number of men on sick call.63

MacBean also reported promoting 275 Black sailors, including eight to petty 
officer first-class and 40 to petty officer third-class. While no men then measured 
up in his eyes for CPO, he had “several in mind who may develop to that stage 
before we return to the states.”64 Apparently MacBean intended to promote 
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several Black men to chief but expressed a desire to transfer the promoted men to 
another Black Seabee unit, thereby avoiding a racially mixed chief ’s mess.65

MacBean clearly maintained many racist assumptions. To get his battalion 
back to full strength, he asked BuDocks to provide White men “whose residence 
and birthplace is below the Mason Dixon line” and “selected for their familiarity 
with Negroes” to serve as replacement officers and CPOs.66 In October 1943, 
moreover, MacBean reported a lack of newspaper experience among men in the 
battalion, “except a couple of overly zealous negroes, who claim experience with 
Colored Newspapers and who have been too difficult to control in the weekly 
Battalion News Sheet due to their persistent use of articles dealing with racial 
problems.” MacBean thereafter assigned the role to junior White officers, ensuring 
any stories released would be racially harmonious.67 

The 34 NCB certainly garnered its fair share of commendations for outstanding 
work, but MacBean, writing to Rear Admiral Carl H. Cotter, Director of the 
Pacific Division, BuDocks, singled out White personnel, attributing battalion 
success to the “splendid group of CPOs specially selected and assigned … .”68 
Cotter echoed this sentiment to Moreell, who agreed that the battalion had done 
an “outstanding job and should be given every consideration.”69 Captain Mark L. 
Hersey Jr., commander naval bases, South Solomons sub-area, issued MacBean a 
commendation for the battalion, “for the splendid record which you have made 
and the outstanding reputation which your battalion enjoys.”70

Having been denied rest and rehabilitation in New Zealand and Australia on 
the basis of flawed racial assumptions, the battalion received orders to return to the 
United States.71 On 13 September 1944, 20 officers and 759 enlisted men of 34 
NCB departed Guadalcanal bound for the Construction Battalion Replacement 
Depot, Camp Parks, Shoemaker, California, for rest, rehabilitation, and replacement 
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of personnel.72 The prolonged period in tropical conditions had left the men in poor 
physical condition. Approximately 150 men failed to pass a physical examination at 
Camp Parks for overseas service. At half strength, 34 NCB totaled 100 rated White 
men, and 400 rated and 100 non-rated Black personnel.73

Exposing Discrimination
At Camp Parks, BuDocks focused on rebuilding 34 NCB. BuDocks planned 

to provide replacement Black Seabees enlisted through Selective Service to join 
the volunteer men of the battalion.74 But even before 34 NCB returned home, 
the Navy Department began shifting its position on race, increasing service 
opportunities for Blacks. In May 1944, James V. Forrestal became secretary of 
the navy. Forrestal’s membership in the National Urban League had exposed him 
to the civil rights challenges in the nation. He believed Black sailors deserved 
opportunities equal with those of Whites. As secretary, he used his position to act 
on recommendations of the Special Programs Unit (SPU) of the Bureau of Naval 
Personnel (BuPers), formed in August 1943 to examine race-related problems. 
Forrestal incorporated the SPU's information into his thinking as he experimented 
with navy policies, and moved the service towards full integration.75 Under 
Forrestal, and with his oversight, Black sailors joined the ranks of the surface force 
in limited numbers and integrated aboard fleet auxiliary vessels in late 1944. That 
same year, the first Black male officers received commissions, and Black women 
joined the Woman Accepted for Volunteer Emergency Service (WAVES).

Forrestal’s reforms were too slow for members of 34 NCB, though. On 23 
October 1944, Assistant NAACP Secretary Roy Wilkins spoke with Carroll, 
home on leave. Wilkins sent a memo to White, recommending a meeting with 
Carroll.76 On 10 November, therefore, Carroll met White in New York City; he 
asked that the NAACP emphasize the trials and tribulations of Black Seabee 
units, which Carroll attributed to the policy of assigning Southern Whites to 
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leadership positions. All facilities were separate and segregated. Whites could 
advance through promotions, while Blacks could not, and the navy did not offer 
Black trainees access to commissioning programs.77

In late November, the men of the Thirty-Fourth relocated to Port Hueneme.78 
The move was accompanied by a marked deterioration in morale, which produced 
a remarkable volume of correspondence to NAACP headquarters. Careful reading 
of these letters indicates an organized effort by men in the battalion, with some 
individuals specifically chosen by peers to provide uncensored information on 
what had transpired over twenty-one months in the Pacific. Seaman First-class 
John M. Asemore, an NAACP member, in a letter of 16 November, noted: “I 
have been chosen to represent the Thirty Fourth.” He outlined how the Black men 
of the battalion were “Jim Crowed in every way there is.” Asemore stated, “We 
would like to know what we are fighting for if we can’t have equal rights. That’s 
what we want and are fighting hard to get. But in this Batt[alion] we are no more 
than slaves for this so-called country.”79 NAACP member and Electrician’s Mate 
Second-class Willie Lee Martell claimed his battalion had more prejudice than 
in the regular navy. Men warranting advanced rates were denied by a commander 
“who openly advocates ‘white supremacy’.” Martell depicted MacBean as “a shrewd 
politician [who] fearing an outbreak [of violence], has made many promises which 
we know he’ll forget as soon as we’re overseas, where our mail is censored and 
we’re powerless to complain.” An investigation by the NAACP, suggested Martell, 
might result in new officers and a new deal.80 

Carroll also wrote, noting that “history is repeating itself ” at Port Hueneme. 
One Seabee found himself in the brig for refusing to allow a White sailor to cut 
in line. Rather than train for redeployment, Carroll and the other men found 
themselves constantly working on base, even on days men had assigned liberty. 
“Many negroes wanted to refuse duty, but I stopped them,” wrote Carroll.81

Letters from members of Companies C and D arrived throughout December. 
The letters feature a series of themes: White Southern officers and chiefs following 
Jim Crow policies; grossly inadequate medical care; nonexistent promotions; 
rejected transfers out of the battalion; priority for Whites. They asked the NAACP 
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to investigate the battalion, notably its leadership.82 Shipfitter First-class Albert 
R. Harris, for example, described being transferred out of the battalion and placed 
in charge of fifty men to see if he had the skills of a chief. His lieutenant agreed he 
did and recommended Harris be promoted, but no promotion was forthcoming. 
Despite being struck down with malaria no less than eight times, Harris had 
refused medical evacuation and stayed with the battalion for its entire deployment. 
Now stateside, he still was not promoted and asked for an investigation.83 
NAACP administrative assistant Leslie Perry wrote to Forrestal on 11 December, 
mentioning the complaints. Perry asked Forrestal’s office to investigate.84 Days 
later the NAACP released the substance of Perry’s letter to the press, putting the 
challenge in public view.85 Forrestal referred the letter to Moreell, who forwarded 
it to Port Hueneme for consideration and requested a report.86

Investigation
In mid-January 1945, Moreell wrote to Perry, basing his assessment on reports 

from Captain William Sihler, CEC, the officer in charge at Port Hueneme, and 
from MacBean. Sihler’s report was based only on discussions with MacBean and 
White CPOs—an obviously inadequate investigation.87 MacBean, in a lengthy 
memorandum to Sihler, had dismissed or denied almost every accusation levied 
in the NAACP’s letter to Forrestal. He reported that 80 percent of the Black 
personnel had received promotions and provided supporting data. MacBean 
estimated, moreover, that the accusations originated from less than 5 percent of the 
enlisted men. MacBean claimed his officers “share my view that these Negroes are 
fine boys and good workers. Abroad, their morale was good evident in censoring 
their mail. There exists no outrage to correct and a continuation of the present 
administrative policy is recommended.”88

Moreell therefore told Perry, “I am convinced that there is no foundation 
in fact for any complaints of discrimination against the 34th Battalion.”89 Five 
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days later, however, MacBean submitted a monthly battalion activity report for 
December; he described “considerable unrest” between Black and White enlisted 
personnel, admitting, “the racial problem of handling mixed colored and white 
rated men stands foremost.” There were 102 Captain’s Masts held in December 
1944, with 61 convictions and three summary court martials.90

At the same time, the men of 34 NCB found another ally for their cause 
in Reverend Clayton D. Russell, founder and spiritual leader of the People’s 
Independent Church of Christ in Los Angeles. Russell’s ministry “merged religion 
and civil rights advocacy to promote the interest of African Americans.”91 The 
Black Seabees wrote to Russell, noting pressing issues such as inadequate medical 
attention, segregation in facilities, and denial of promotion. Men attempting to 
transfer out found their requests in the trash, and some sought Bad Conduct 
Discharges as a last resort. The battalion needed changes “in order to prevent an 
outbreak of violence between the white and negro personnel,” one letter said, 
ominously adding “we are willing to die here fighting for our rights than to go 
overseas again with conditions as they exist now.”92 In early February 1945, Russell 
led a four-person group to meet with MacBean, seeking change in promotion 
policies. MacBean agreed that morale needed attention, but told the group he 
had recommended four Black men be promoted to CPO. The commander then 
praised his men highly, leaving Russell and his group cautiously optimistic.93

The Los Angeles Branch of the NAACP, however, launched its own 
investigation into the conditions at Port Hueneme. After receiving complaints, the 
branch’s executive board voted to appoint two members, Norman O. Houston and 
Moody R. Staten, both veteran officers of World War I, as a special committee.94 
Houston and Staten visited the base on 27 February and reported their findings 
to Roy Wilkins, acting NAACP executive secretary. 

The investigators found that all officers and CPOs of 34 NCB were White, 
as was the chaplain; most of the first- and second-class petty officers were also 
White. They found no segregated facilities at the camp, but they did report on 
negative, antagonistic attitudes towards Black sailors in the nearby town of Oxnard. 
They found Sihler to be a naval traditionalist with no interest in addressing race 
problems. MacBean, on the other hand, represented a “hard-boiled naval officer,” a 
“Simon Legree” type who “speaks of equality in leadership, efficiency, etc., as being 
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the predominating factors,” except when referring to Black service members. The 
committee interviewed men, selected by MacBean, who told negative stories 
about MacBean’s leadership. Further interviews revealed that the Black Seabees 
were promised promotions once they qualified with technical skill and time in 
service, yet the promotions never materialized. White sailors who made chief 
were transferred out and replaced by men who, compared to the Black veterans, 
possessed inferior skills. Whites ate in separate mess lines and got better quarters. 
Black personnel incurred heavy penalties for petty violations, degrading morale. 

With all the bad blood between the races, Houston and Staten concluded that 
“there is more potential dynamite in the 34th Construction Battalion than any 
similar situation.” They warned, “These men are on the brink of mutiny and some 
one overt act may cause a serious blight on our progress in making inroads in the 
Naval establishment.” They recommended a Navy Department investigation and that 
MacBean, along with the executive officer who shared his racial views, be detached 
from the battalion until it was completed.95 In his monthly report, MacBean again 
acknowledged the low morale among Black personnel, with promotion opportunities 
jeopardized by new first-class White petty officers added to the battalion.96

Hunger Strike and Aftermath
Houston and Staten’s report arrived too late. A small contingent of men 

had already decided to focus attention on the plight of 34 NCB. On Friday, 2 
March 1945, the plan was passed verbally to approximately 1,000 Black Seabees, 
instructing them not to eat in the mess halls. Obeying orders, the men arrived in 
the mess halls at the scheduled times and sat in silence as White personnel ate. 
Afterwards, men reported to all assigned work details and performed their duties 
as required. The hunger strike continued the next day. Recalled Gunner’s Mate 
First-class W. F. Brooks, “there was no confusion, no exhortation or agitation, and 
no demonstration of any sort.”97 MacBean wrote Moreell that, when questioned, 
striking members provided “indefinite and confusing answers.” According to 
MacBean’s monthly report, moreover, a few men not in sympathy with the strike 
were prevented from eating by threats of violence. The commander canceled all 
liberty and confined the men to the camp.98 

Then, as abruptly as the strike began, it ended. On Sunday, instructions again 
passed through the informal networks; the entire battalion ate when ordered to 
the mess halls, enjoying double servings, albeit in their navy blue fatigue uniforms, 
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as a symbol of protest.99 Exactly why the hunger strike concluded after two days is 
unknown. Black voices claimed the strike had achieved its purpose; White voices 
claimed the Seabees gave in to hunger.

News of the strike spread nationwide nevertheless.100 The Los Angeles NAACP 
branch aided the media coverage by citing its investigation. In an official press 
statement, Commodore William M. Quigley, CEC, commander of Port Hueneme, 
acknowledged the strike and added his personal admiration of the unit for its actions 
at Tulagi and Guadalcanal. He echoed BuDocks’ position that the men “have no 
basis whatsoever for complaint, since there has been absolutely no color line and no 
discrimination against members of the battalion by its own officers or by the naval 
base.”101 Brooks later noted “there is no mutiny or insurrection or incitement or 
race-baiting connected with this—we simply wanted the nation to find out how the 
armed forces repay the veterans of its foreign wars when they are Negro.”102 On 3 
March, Houston notified the Eleventh Naval District that the situation may grow 
violent” and that Sihler “underestimates [the] gravity of situation.”103

Russell also entered the public fray. He addressed a letter to Roosevelt, Forrestal, 
Stimson, both California senators, and Congressmen Adam Clayton Powell Jr., Vito 
Marcantonio, Gordon McDonough, Jerry Voorhis, and Ned Healy. The reverend 
pointed to MacBean’s attitude as the cause of the general unrest, specifically his 
denial of promotions for Black Seabees in the battalion. Russell acknowledged that 
some of the Black Seabees had asked him to intercede. He claimed that during his 
interview with MacBean, the commander referred to his men with a racial epithet. 
“The thing boys of the Battalion do not want is any racial tension and any racial 
friction, and therefore, they appeal that men be advanced according to their merit,” 
wrote Russell. He added in a postscript that he had just learned of the hunger strike 
and of the navy’s new investigation to uncover its leaders.104 
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MacBean and his officers had indeed identified leaders and instigators, and 
they included among them the Los Angeles Branch of the NAACP and Russell. 
The navy named two Black Seabees as the primary strike organizers and directors: 
Shipfitter First-class Albert Raymond Harris, and Motor Machinist’s Mate 
First-class Charles Louis Pembroke. They reportedly received assistance from 
Machinist’s Mate Third-class George Wilber Baker, Boatswain’s Mate First-class 
Joseph Sam Dozier, Seaman First-class Cleophus Harris, and Carpenter’s Mates 
Second-class Charlie Mayfield and John Arthur Wilson Sr. Navy investigators 
also believed Russell aided and abetted Harris and Pembroke. 

MacBean ordered both Harris and Pembroke taken to the brig, dressed in 
prisoner uniforms, and held there without cause or charges, under recommendation 
for an investigation for a general court martial.105 With the enlisted strike leaders 
removed from the unit and isolated, MacBean and his White chiefs reasserted naval 
discipline and work details for the men.106 When Houston provided a copy of his 
investigation to Wilkins on 6 March, he emphasized how Port Hueneme’s officials 
“are tightening their attitude and feel that it is somewhat of an outrage for outside 
citizens, especially Negroes, to challenge the navy administration.”107 Wilkins, 
Houston, and the NAACP thus ratcheted up the pressure on navy leadership.

Former members of the battalion aided the NAACP. Survivors of the South 
Pacific theater and MacBean’s racial policies could speak with authority on behalf 
of those men in uniform who could not. One former carpenter’s mate second-
class, Charles H. Robinson, who had been commended for heroic actions in 1943, 
authored a letter to White shortly after the first news of the hunger strike appeared. 
“I burned with disgust when I read the statement of Commodore Quigley that the 
Negro men have no basis for complaint,” wrote Robinson.108 Robinson therefore 
wrote Quigley a letter outlining the twenty-three months of discrimination he 
had encountered in the battalion. Robinson noted that MacBean went so far as to 
place all decent bars out of bounds for the Black Seabees. According to Robinson, 
residents of Oxnard credited the navy and MacBean’s orders specifically to 
businesses in town as the origins of discrimination and segregation in the town.

Robinson shared that MacBean’s racial policies had shattered his morale at Port 
Hueneme. On one occasion when in uniform, a Black civilian invited Robinson to 
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have a beer with him in an integrated establishment serving Black soldiers, civilians, 
and White sailors. The bartender refused to serve Robinson, allegedly on orders 
of MacBean. Up to this point Robinson proudly wore the uniform of the navy, he 
wrote, “because I felt that it represented the protector of 130 million Americans 
and millions of other peoples of the world. I saw it as a symbol of that courage that 
assures liberty, justice and freedom for all the peoples of the earth.”  Even as a Black 
man in uniform, however, he could not be shielded from discrimination. Now, wrote 
Robinson, “I … began to pray for a time when I would no longer be identified among 
those who wore it.” Robinson closed by reminding Quigley that not a single Black 
Seabee in the battalion had made CPO, including himself, a general contractor with 
over twenty years of experience prior to joining the Seabees.109

Houston and Wilkins also sent correspondence to military and political leaders 
in Washington. Telegrams to five members of California’s congressional delegation 
and First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt complained about the flawed investigation into 
the racial conditions at Port Hueneme. “The situation is grave” and “the seet[h]
ing condition warrants your pressure on the Navy Department,” the men noted.110 
Congressman Adam Clayton Powell Jr., the first Black congressman from New 
York, informed Forrestal that “confidential and thoroughly reliable sources just 
informed me that the tension among the citizen[s] of Los Angeles is increasing 
rapidly over the Port Hueneme conditions affecting the Thirty Fourth Battalion. 
Responsibility for move is up to you.”111 Forrestal thereafter received a copy of 
the Houston-Staten report via Wilkins. Perry wrote to members of Congress, 
providing them copies of the Houston-Staten report along with correspondence 
from 34 NCB Seabees and naval officials. These actions brought congressional 
requests for an investigation to Forrestal’s desk. The NAACP also released portions 
of the Houston-Staten report to the press.112 

While Forrestal and the navy prepared their response, the Navy Inspector 
General’s (IG) Office launched its own investigation into the hunger strike. 
Arriving on 13 March, the three IG officers quizzed eight officers and 60 enlisted 
men in the battalion, then traveled to Los Angeles to interview Houston and 
Russell. They questioned both Black leaders at length on the conditions of the 
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base prior to the strike.113 After inspecting the battalion camp, the investigators 
concluded their field work on 16 March.114 Meanwhile, the battalion had 
released Cleophus Harris, Wilson, Mayfield, and Baker from the brig without 
charges. As Houston noted to Wilkins, “if the Navy ignores the protest and … 
attempt to whitewash this situation, the result will be violence.” He added that 
the service was “dealing with desperate, intelligent men who are united in their 
determination to fight for their rights.”115

Wilkins and the NAACP turned to Carroll to acquire an insider’s perspective. 
“You boys certainly whipped up a lot of attention for yourselves,” wrote Wilkins to 
Carroll on 8 March.116 Taking leave from Port Hueneme, Carroll went to speak 
with Wilkins about the battalion’s situation. Wilkins realized that Carroll should 
tell his account directly to Forrestal. The navy secretary’s office, although reluctant 
to do a direct interview, agreed to have office personnel speak with Carroll in 
Washington. On 19 March, therefore, Carroll met with four officers who spoke 
with him for almost four hours. Carroll answered an array of question about 34 
NCB and “went over the detailed history of the feeling of the men on various 
matters,” from promotions to discrimination and segregation to differentiation in 
punishment. All parties agreed to keep the matter confidential.117

Reform
Under Forrestal, official Navy Department policy toward Black Americans had 

shifted to one of reform. Within the Seabee community, informal reform began to 
materialize in late 1943 and into 1944. In October 1943, the Fifth Naval District 
convened a confidential conference about Negro personnel. Captain Ware, in 
command of Camp Peary, which replaced Camp Allen for training Seabee personnel, 
spoke about how officer selection for Black Seabee battalions has shifted. “We no 
longer follow the precept that southern officers exclusively should be selected for 
colored battalions.” Ware added, “If his attitude is to do the best possible job he 
knows how, regardless of what the color of his personnel is, that is the man we want 
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as an officer for our colored Seabee Battalions.”118 BuPers distributed copies of the 
conference report to all naval districts and sea frontier commands in January 1944, 
and suggested the ideas and procedures outlined be used to advantage.119

Ware’s comment on officer selection hit at the crux of the navy issue with 
selecting individuals without the preconceived racial views to command Black 
personnel. Without Black officers, much less noncommissioned officers, in 
sufficient numbers, education and training for the men selecting leaders and 
conditioning them for command would be essential. In February 1945, BuPers 
released the pamphlet, Guide to Command of Negro Naval Personnel.120 The 
bureau acknowledged that problems of race relations existed, and that differences 
between Black and White personnel occasionally called for special knowledge and 
techniques. With regard to modern warfare, however, the navy finally admitted 
that racial theories wasted human resources. It wrote, “The Navy accepts no 
theories of racial differences in inborn ability, but expects that every man wearing 
its uniform be trained and used in accordance with his maximum individual 
capacity determined on the basis of individual performance.”121

Now, on 28 March, the IG released the report to King on conditions at Port 
Hueneme and 34 NCB. The investigators determined that no Black CPOs had 
been rated to date, nor did MacBean have any intention to rate Black chiefs unless 
he received assurance the men would be transferred out of the battalion. The 
report concluded that if the commander persisted in his policy of refusing to rate 
Black CPOs, “the filling of all vacancies in the grade of petty officer first class will 
cause virtual stagnation in the advancement” of lower-rated Black petty officers, 
thereby “suppressing all ambition within the Negro personnel.” The inspector 
general acknowledged segregation in the battalion’s quartering of White and 
Black enlisted personnel, and in separate mess lines and huts. Black petty officers 
were used to perform unskilled, manual labor, while White petty officers were 
placed in charge of working details for base maintenance. Battalion discipline was 
bad, the inspectors wrote, and morale exceptionally low, in part because of “the 
present policy of providing white officers and petty officers from the Southern 
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States for duty in the battalion.” While the investigators described MacBean as 
“an officer of much ability, high standards of conduct, and upright character,” 
they also concluded that MacBean was “not qualified, through temperament and 
prejudice, to command Negro enlisted men in large groups.”122

The report offered eleven recommendations. The IG recommended charges being 
brought against the enlisted strike leaders by general court martial “for joining in a 
combination to weaken the lawful authority of and lessen the respect due to their 
Commanding Officer.” These men, plus others repeatedly appearing on the Captain’s 
Mast Report Book, should be transferred from the battalion prior to overseas service. 
Further, the navy should investigate Russell to determine to what degree he aided and 
abetted the strike leaders. MacBean should be relieved as soon as practicable, with 20 
percent of the White officers and CPOs replaced by personnel from non-Southern 
states. All administrative policies concerning quartering, messing, and assignment to 
duty should be made without regard to color. A school for training enlisted personnel 
of the battalion for higher ratings should be created; the battalion should receive a 
second medical officer; and the new commanding officer should institute a thorough 
program of recreation and athletics for the entire battalion.123 King forwarded the 
report to Moreell and Jacobs with a request for expedited action.124

The process had already begun. On 20 March, BuDocks directed Sihler to 
transfer 20 percent of the White personnel from 34 NCB and make these Seabees 
available for other assignments. Commander Norman J. Drustrup, CEC, also 
directed the battalion personnel composition be adjusted so that only 75 percent of 
the authorized rates would be filled, leaving space for internal promotion of Black 
Seabees.125 The following day, Lieutenant Commander Lester Matthew Marx, 
CEC, of New York, then commander of the Fifty-Seventh Naval Construction 
Battalion, received orders to report to Camp Parks by 28 March to become officer 
in charge of 34 NCB. He was to bring with him men from 57 NCB.126 On 26 
March, MacBean arrived in Washington and reported to BuPers and BuDocks, 
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who abruptly informed him that he was being relieved as officer in charge.127 Marx 
took command on 5 April, the same day King wrote to Forrestal with instructions 
that all papers, after a further investigation, should be sent to the secretary for 
review “before any court martial is ordered.” King recommended receiving Marx’s 
recommendations before issuing any “definite orders regarding segregation.”128 
Forrestal approved King’s recommendations two days later.129

Wilkins and the NAACP received news of the changes in early April. In a 
formal letter to Perry and the association, Jacobs stated that the navy undertook 
“remedial measures to insure conformance with policies in effect throughout the 
Naval service.” The admiral closed his letter with a subtle jab at the NAACP, stating 
that the measures taken “should be not construed as condoning any interference 
with the lawful authority of a commanding officer,” and adding that some men 
involved in the strike remained in custody pending further investigation.130 

Houston commended the navy’s actions. He also emphasized more reforms 
were needed: the removal of several of MacBean’s officers; not sending the 
battalion back overseas until morale could be rebuilt; and the removal of charges 
and brig time from the records of the strike leaders.131 Wilkins relayed Houston’s 
recommendations to Forrestal, but the only result was that executive officer, 
Lieutenant Commander Clyde Vickers White, CEC, joined MacBean at his new 
command, 53 NCB on Guam, in mid-June.132 Marx, a civil engineering graduate 
of Ohio Northern University with pre-war experience in Central America and 
the United States including overseeing construction of the Grand River Dam in 
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Oklahoma, brought in new officers from two battalions, 46 NCB and 57 NCB, after 
ensuring the men had no racial prejudices, or at least none they admitted.133

For the Black Seabees of 34 NCB, the substitution of Marx for MacBean, 
together with the navy’s more liberal racial policies ushered in by Forrestal and King, 
proved a tonic. C. P. Johnson, director of the 7th Street United Service Organization 
in Oxnard, wrote to Wilkins on 14 April, noting that “the Servicemen are calling 
the replacement of MacBean the ‘New Emancipation’.” The change made history, 
he thought, “since no enlisted man had ever gone directly to the Office of the 
Secretary of the Navy.”134 At the same time, however, BuPers transferred almost 
all of the highest-rated Black petty officers, 136 in total, out of the battalion on 
10 April.135 The seven strike leaders retained their rating, but found themselves 
detached from the battalion and assigned to duties at Port Hueneme.136 On 19 
April, the reborn battalion arrived under a guard with unloaded rifles and fixed 
bayonets before boarding the troop transport Jean Lafitte at Port Hueneme, bound 
for Okinawa. Although initially perceived by the NAACP and the Black press as 
one last insult from the navy, uniformed leadership claimed that the precautionary 
measure stemmed from the advice of the remaining senior Black Seabees, who 
feared a demonstration by discontented Black individuals in the battalion.137

Dual Victory
Once at sea, the new era demonstrated itself immediately. The men experienced 

no discrimination aboard ship or on Okinawa after arriving on 21 May.138 In June, 
Marx promoted three Black Seabees to the rating of CPO: Therlow Benjamin 
Simons of Belleville, Michigan; Lester Louis Bordenave of St. Algiers, Louisiana; 
and Ernest Jack Johnson of San Antonio, Texas.139 All three men had served in 
the battalion since its establishment in October 1942, and all three had finally 
broken through the color line.140 In a letter to Carroll, a friend in the battalion 
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praised Marx’s actions. The changes, he wrote, represented “the greatest victory for 
the NAACP in my mind, and in spite of the mean and irreparable damage done 
to the minds and character of those of us left here, the end has justified the means 
and sacrifice.”141 Roy Wilkins wrote to Vice Admiral Jacobs how the NAACP 
had received further reports from members of 34 NCB that the men were pleased 
with the conditions and morale was high, with the association having no basis for 
further concern on the battalion’s morale.142

The Thirty-Fourth fought dual wars, at home and abroad, and emerged 
victorious, albeit at a cost. The men who volunteered to serve both their nation and 
their race endured discrimination compounded by BuDocks’ leadership’s ignorance 
and the misplaced enthusiasm of some White officers. While deployed overseas 
for twenty-one months, censorship, aggressive discipline, and optimistic reports 
concealed a metaphorical cancer destroying morale and limiting effectiveness.  Once 
back in the U.S., battalion members aired racially-charged grievances to obtain help 
or at least an investigation of conditions. After months of inaction and bureaucratic 
intransigence, the battalion staged a non-violent mass protest. The NAACP’s 
political savvy, aided by corroboration from former members and amplified by the 
media, forced naval leaders to admit the truth of the Black Seabees’ grievances. These 
efforts caused changes that made the second deployment more harmonious.

The NAACP’s lengthy battle on behalf of 34 NCB, moreover, contributed to the 
broader strategy to integrate the navy. By working with Congress and the media, the 
NAACP set a precedent for advancing armed forces integration, leading to greater 
actions in the following decades. The pioneering African American volunteers of 
34 NCB and other Black battalions helped forge the enduring Seabee “Can Do” 
culture, judging individuals on their skills and ingenuity rather than race.143

141. Document, “Excerpt from a personnel letter for possible use in press release; further 
re. 34th Seabees,” 21 June 1945; Walter White to James V. Forrestal, 22 June 1945, Group II, 
Box A655, NAACP, LOC.
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12 July 1945, Group II, Box A655, NAACP, LOC.
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