
The United States Navy entered the Second World War carrying a contradiction large 
enough to damage every claim it made about freedom. The service depended upon Black 
labor, accepted Black sacrifice, and needed Black citizens to help support a rapidly 
expanding fleet, yet it had built an officer corps that was almost entirely closed to them. 
A Black sailor could clean an officer’s room, prepare an officer’s meal, carry supplies for 
an officer’s ship, and risk death during wartime service without being considered worthy 
of becoming an officer himself. This exclusion was not based upon a shortage of 
educated Black men, proven leaders, experienced sailors, or qualified applicants. It was 
based upon a racial order that treated command as a form of white property. The Golden 
Thirteen entered that order in 1944, and their achievement revealed how deliberately the 
Navy had confused denied opportunity with missing ability. 

Black people had served in American naval forces since the Revolutionary era, including 
during the Civil War and the First World War, but their opportunities expanded and 
contracted according to white political control. By the early twentieth century, Navy 
policy had increasingly confined Black sailors to the messman and steward branches, 
where they cooked, served meals, cleaned officers’ quarters, and performed domestic 
labor. A rating is the Navy’s name for an enlisted occupational specialty, so restricting 
Black sailors to a few service ratings prevented them from entering most technical, 
operational, administrative, and leadership fields. The restriction also blocked the 
ordinary path through which an enlisted sailor could develop specialized experience, 
demonstrate authority, and become competitive for higher responsibility. The Navy was 
not merely assigning jobs; it was constructing a ceiling and then claiming the people 
beneath it had never demonstrated the qualifications required to rise. 

That ceiling remained in place while the country prepared for a global war against 
governments that openly preached racial superiority. Black newspapers, civil-rights 
organizations, political leaders, labor activists, and ordinary families called attention to 
the hypocrisy. The Navy wanted Black manpower without allowing Black equality, and 
pressure from outside the service forced officials to reconsider policies they had 
defended for years. In April 1942, the Navy announced that Black men would again be 
admitted into general service beginning that June, which meant they could theoretically 
enter a broader range of ratings rather than being confined exclusively to domestic 
service. The change was significant, but the recruits were still trained separately, 
assigned under segregated conditions, and frequently directed toward labor-intensive 
duties. Camp Robert Smalls at Great Lakes Naval Training Station in Illinois became the 
primary segregated recruit camp for these sailors, carrying the name of a man who had 
escaped slavery, taken control of a Confederate vessel, delivered it to Union forces, and 
later served in Congress. The Navy honored Robert Smalls in the camp’s name while 
maintaining the racial structure against which his entire life had stood. 

By the middle of the war, approximately one hundred thousand Black enlisted personnel 
were serving in the Navy, yet there were still no recognized group of Black officers on 
active duty leading them. This was not an accidental oversight caused by the urgency of 



war. Navy officials had long argued that white officers should command Black sailors, 
revealing that their true concern was not military efficiency but the preservation of racial 
authority. A commissioned officer does more than wear a different uniform. An officer 
receives legal authority to lead personnel, issue orders, manage resources, enforce 
standards, and represent the command structure of the United States. Admitting Black 
officers meant recognizing that white sailors and white institutions could no longer claim 
a natural monopoly on judgment, discipline, and command. 

Political pressure finally became too strong for the Navy to ignore. Civil-rights 
organizations such as the NAACP, Black publishers, members of the Roosevelt 
administration, and advocates within government continued challenging the absence of 
Black officers. Navy leaders agreed to create a special officer-training class, but the 
program was isolated from the ordinary white training system. Sixteen Black enlisted 
men were selected and brought to Great Lakes in January 1944 under conditions so 
controlled that some initially did not know exactly why they had been summoned. They 
were not random recruits chosen to satisfy a public-relations request. They were 
carefully screened sailors with strong service records, leadership ability, education, 
professional experience, and proven discipline, and the federal government investigated 
their backgrounds with extraordinary thoroughness because officials wanted no 
personal weakness to embarrass the experiment. 

The men gathered at Camp Robert Smalls came from different regions, professions, 
educational backgrounds, and personalities, but they quickly recognized that the Navy 
would not permit them the freedom to compete only as individuals. A white candidate 
could fail and be remembered as one unsuccessful man. If one of these Black candidates 
failed, opponents could use that failure against every Black sailor who might seek a 
commission afterward. The sixteen therefore rejected the normal instinct to compete for 
individual standing and decided to study cooperatively, allowing the strongest person in 
each subject to help the others. They understood that the highest achievement would not 
be finishing first while another candidate was eliminated; it would be ensuring that the 
entire class reached the standard together. 

Their accelerated curriculum demanded mastery of seamanship, navigation, naval 
regulations, communications, administration, leadership, ship recognition, military law, 
and the responsibilities attached to command. Seamanship includes the practical 
knowledge required to operate safely aboard ships, handle equipment, understand 
shipboard procedures, and function within the naval environment. Navigation concerns 
determining a vessel’s position, direction, speed, and intended route. Military law 
governs the conduct and discipline of service members, while naval administration 
requires accurate reports, personnel management, supply control, and an understanding 
of how orders move through the chain of command. These were not ceremonial subjects 
designed to place Black men in attractive uniforms. They were the working knowledge 
through which officers exercised real authority. 



The candidates studied during a compressed program lasting approximately two and a 
half months, and they used nearly every available hour. After official study periods ended 
and lights were supposed to be out, they reportedly covered windows and continued 
working together by flashlight so their preparation would not be interrupted. Each man 
contributed where he was strongest, turning sixteen separate backgrounds into one 
shared source of knowledge. Their unity was not sentimental brotherhood produced for a 
later movie. It was a survival strategy developed by men who knew the institution was 
searching for evidence that could close the door behind them. 

When the candidates performed extraordinarily well, their success did not immediately 
produce uncomplicated respect. Some officials became suspicious because the scores 
contradicted what the Navy’s racial assumptions had prepared them to expect. The men 
were required to repeat certain examinations, an insulting demand that treated Black 
excellence as possible evidence of cheating rather than possible evidence of 
preparation. They performed even better, finishing with an average reported as 3.89 on a 
four-point scale, one of the highest class averages in the history of officer training at 
Great Lakes. The examination had been intended to measure their knowledge, but the 
forced retesting revealed that the Navy was also testing whether it could emotionally 
accept the answer. The sixteen had not merely reached the required standard; they had 
made the racial theory behind their exclusion look intellectually bankrupt. The Navy’s 
own historical account records both the retesting and the exceptional result, leaving little 
room to pretend that their performance was ordinary or uncertain. 

All sixteen men successfully completed the training, yet the Navy did not grant officer 
status to all sixteen. Twelve received commissions as ensigns, the entry rank for a 
commissioned naval officer, while Charles Byrd Lear was appointed as a warrant officer. 
A warrant officer held recognized officer status based heavily upon technical knowledge 
and enlisted experience, but the appointment was different from receiving an ensign’s 
commission and followed a different career structure. Three successful 
candidates—Augustus Alves, J. B. Pinkney, and Lewis “Mummy” Williams—were 
returned to enlisted service without a satisfactory public explanation. Their 
disappearance from the celebrated number is one of the rawest parts of the story 
because it proves that passing the course was not enough to force the Navy into 
complete fairness. 

The decision produced a success rate close to the level officials had expected from 
ordinary officer classes, leading many historians to conclude that the Navy was unwilling 
to present a Black class with a perfect record. The documentary record does not provide 
a clean confession stating that three men were denied solely to protect a desired 
percentage, so that conclusion must remain an informed interpretation rather than a 
proven quotation from the decision-makers. What can be stated without hesitation is that 
all sixteen completed the training, only thirteen received officer rank, and the Navy never 
supplied an explanation strong enough to remove the appearance of racial manipulation. 
Augustus Alves, J. B. Pinkney, and Lewis Williams belonged to the achievement even 
though the institution withheld the rank that would have placed them in the historic 



photograph. Remembering them prevents the Golden Thirteen from becoming a 
comfortable story in which the system finally acted fairly. 

The thirteen men who received officer rank were Jesse Walter Arbor, Phillip George 
Barnes, Samuel Edward Barnes, Dalton Louis Baugh Sr., George Clinton Cooper, 
Reginald E. Goodwin, James Edward Hair, Charles Byrd Lear, Graham Edward Martin, 
Dennis Denmark Nelson, John Walter Reagan, Frank Ellis Sublett Jr., and William 
Sylvester White. Twelve stood as newly commissioned ensigns, while Lear’s warrant 
appointment represented another historic barrier broken within the officer structure. 
Their collective photograph, taken on March 17, 1944, shows men wearing the rank and 
uniform that the Navy had spent generations keeping away from Black sailors. The 
photograph appears calm, formal, and controlled, but the stillness conceals the pressure 
surrounding it. They were entering an officer corps that had not suddenly abandoned the 
beliefs responsible for excluding them. 

The name “Golden Thirteen” was not the official title given to them on commissioning 
day. It developed years later as surviving members reunited and historians began 
recovering their story. “Golden” referred naturally to the gold insignia associated with 
naval officers while also recognizing the value of what the men accomplished together. 
During the war, the Navy did not build their public identity into the kind of national legend 
that later generations inherited. They had opened a historic door, but the institution often 
treated them more like a controlled experiment than honored pioneers. Recognition 
became larger after the danger of their challenge had passed. 

Receiving rank did not produce equal opportunity because the Navy continued 
restricting what Black officers were allowed to command. They had trained in officer 
responsibilities, but policy generally prevented them from receiving the assignments 
through which white officers developed experience aboard major combatant ships. Many 
were placed over segregated shore units, labor battalions, training activities, small craft, 
and logistics operations involving Black enlisted personnel. Logistics is the management 
of supplies, transportation, equipment, personnel movement, and the practical resources 
required to keep military operations functioning. The work was necessary, but the 
assignment pattern revealed that the Navy wanted Black officers available without 
allowing them to exercise authority across the full service. 

This practice is called tokenism when an institution admits a small number of people 
from an excluded group while refusing to change the structure surrounding them. The 
institution points to the few individuals as proof of progress, yet limits their authority, 
isolates them from meaningful career paths, and expects their presence to silence further 
criticism. The Golden Thirteen possessed officer rank, but their commissions did not 
automatically produce equal access to ships, commands, housing, social spaces, or 
professional respect. They could issue lawful orders while remaining subject to a culture 
that viewed Black command as unnatural. The contradiction placed them in the position 
of representing naval authority inside an institution that had not fully accepted their 
authority. 



James Edward Hair’s service reveals both the limitation and the possibility. After initially 
receiving restricted duties, Hair eventually served aboard USS Mason, a destroyer escort 
whose enlisted crew was predominantly Black. A destroyer escort was a smaller warship 
designed largely to protect convoys from submarines and other threats. The Mason itself 
became an important test of whether Black sailors could operate a modern combatant 
vessel, although white officers originally held command authority over the crew. Hair’s 
assignment placed one of the Golden Thirteen aboard a combatant ship, making his 
service unusual within a system that generally kept the first Black officers away from 
such opportunities. 

Charles Byrd Lear’s position deserves equal attention because the word “warrant” can 
make his achievement appear secondary when it was not. Lear had risen through the 
enlisted ranks as a boatswain’s mate, a specialty centered on seamanship, deck 
operations, maintenance, line handling, and the practical management of work aboard 
ships. Warrant officers were expected to possess deep technical knowledge and the 
ability to lead through experience. His appointment made him the Navy’s first deliberately 
recognized Black warrant officer within this modern breakthrough. He represented a path 
from enlisted mastery into officer authority, showing that technical knowledge 
accumulated through service could not honestly be separated from leadership because 
of race. 

Several members carried their abilities into civilian life after wartime service. Samuel 
Edward Barnes became an athletic leader at Howard University and later participated at a 
high level within collegiate athletics. Reginald Goodwin entered law, while William 
Sylvester White built a distinguished legal career that included service as a judge in 
Illinois. James Hair worked in social service, continuing to exercise leadership among 
people whose lives were often shaped by the institutions surrounding them. Their civilian 
careers demonstrated that the qualities measured during officer training—judgment, 
organization, discipline, study, and responsibility—were not temporary products of 
military instruction. 

Dennis Denmark Nelson remained especially important to the struggle over Navy policy. 
He became a public-affairs officer and studied the treatment and integration of Black 
personnel within the service. His later writing examined how the Navy had handled race, 
placing institutional experience into a form future leaders could not easily dismiss. 
Nelson understood that breaking a barrier once was not enough because an institution 
could celebrate pioneers without correcting the everyday rules affecting those who 
followed. Historical change required documentation, policy, recruitment, assignment, 
promotion, and accountability. 

George Clinton Cooper brought a forceful personality into a Navy that often preferred 
Black advancement without Black challenge. During the selection process, investigators 
reportedly reached far into his childhood, uncovering a fight with a white boy that had 
happened when Cooper was very young. The incident shows how thoroughly Black 
candidates were screened for anything that could be interpreted as aggression, 



disobedience, or racial resentment. A childhood conflict that would have been irrelevant 
for many white candidates could become part of the federal evaluation of a Black man’s 
suitability for command. Cooper’s survival of that scrutiny revealed the unequal standard 
before his officer training had even begun. 

Their different personalities also prevent the group from becoming a single heroic 
character multiplied thirteen times. Some were cautious, some outspoken, some patient, 
some more confrontational, and each remembered the experience through his own 
temperament. They did not come from one neighborhood, possess identical politics, or 
respond to discrimination in the same manner. Their unity did not require sameness. 
They cooperated because they understood that their individual differences existed inside 
a common institutional danger. 

The Navy’s treatment of them after commissioning exposed the emptiness of claiming 
that examinations alone create equality. They had passed the academic test, survived the 
investigation, completed the training, and accepted the responsibilities of rank. The 
institution then limited many of the assignments through which their qualifications could 
mature into broader command experience. This created another trap: deny people 
experience and later point to their missing experience when promotions or major 
assignments are considered. An organization can maintain discrimination without 
announcing a racial ban if it controls who receives the preparation needed for future 
advancement. 

Officer rank carried social meaning beyond the workplace, particularly in a country where 
many white Americans could not imagine a Black man possessing lawful authority over 
white personnel. The Navy uniform marked these men as representatives of the United 
States, but the country outside the gate remained governed by segregation, housing 
discrimination, employment barriers, and routine humiliation. A Black officer could be 
saluted on one part of a base and treated as socially inferior in the surrounding 
community. He could carry military identification proving his rank while encountering 
civilians or service members who assumed the uniform must be misleading. The Golden 
Thirteen were required to maintain military bearing while other people violated the dignity 
the uniform supposedly guaranteed. 

Military bearing is the disciplined way a service member carries himself through 
appearance, posture, speech, emotional control, and conduct. For these officers, military 
bearing became more than professional presentation because any visible anger could be 
used to confirm racist expectations. They had to respond to insults without giving 
opponents an excuse to question their fitness, even when the insult itself revealed 
another person’s unfitness to lead fairly. Their restraint should not be mistaken for the 
absence of anger or the acceptance of mistreatment. It was a controlled use of power 
developed by men who understood that the institution was waiting to convert reaction 
into evidence. 



The burden placed upon them reveals a larger truth about Black achievement. 
Marginalized people are frequently required to be exceptional before receiving 
opportunities that ordinary members of the dominant group obtain without extraordinary 
proof. The Golden Thirteen were not simply asked whether they met the standard. They 
were placed under suspicion after exceeding it, retested when their scores appeared too 
strong, and limited after receiving rank. Excellence opened the door, but it did not 
eliminate the people standing behind the door trying to control how far they entered. 

Their commissioning also weakened the argument that Black sailors could be enlisted in 
large numbers while remaining absent from command. Once Black officers existed, the 
Navy had to confront questions about assignments, promotions, authority, 
accommodations, and professional development that exclusion had allowed it to avoid. 
Each question led toward another. If a Black man could become an ensign, why could he 
not lead white sailors; if he could lead white sailors, why could he not command at sea; if 
he could command at sea, why should the officer corps remain segregated at all? The 
thirteen did not resolve these questions immediately, but their existence made the old 
answers more difficult to defend. 

The war ended without delivering full justice, and many of the men left active duty 
without receiving opportunities equal to their preparation. Their short naval careers 
should not be interpreted as evidence that they lacked interest or ability. The service had 
not built a fair path through which they could accumulate the assignments required for 
long-term advancement. One cannot close most roads and then blame travelers for not 
reaching distant destinations. Their civilian accomplishments provide additional 
evidence of how much ability the Navy had restricted. 

Federal military policy began changing more decisively during the years following their 
commissioning. The Navy took steps toward integration before President Harry Truman 
issued Executive Order 9981 in 1948, which directed equality of treatment and 
opportunity across the armed forces without regard to race, color, religion, or national 
origin. An executive order is a presidential directive governing the operation of the 
federal executive branch. The order did not erase prejudice from individual minds or 
remove every discriminatory practice overnight. It gave desegregation official authority 
and made exclusion harder to defend as legitimate military policy. 

The Golden Thirteen contributed to this movement by destroying the claim that the Navy 
could not find qualified Black officers. Their record demonstrated that the qualification 
problem had belonged to the institution, not the applicants. The Navy had restricted 
recruiting, narrowed ratings, segregated training, limited experience, and then 
complained about the small pool it had deliberately created. Once sixteen carefully 
selected Black sailors received concentrated preparation, every one of them successfully 
completed it. Their performance did not create Black ability; it exposed what the Navy 
had been refusing to develop and recognize. 



The three candidates denied officer rank remain essential to that truth. Augustus Alves, 
J. B. Pinkney, and Lewis Williams cannot be treated as men who failed simply because 
their names were left outside the thirteen. Their successful completion demonstrates that 
the historic class was actually larger than the celebrated title. The Navy controlled the 
commissions, and controlling the commissions allowed it to decide whose achievement 
would receive official form. Honest history restores the three men to the classroom even 
while acknowledging that they were denied the rank granted to their classmates. 

This is the difference between historical celebration and historical understanding. 
Celebration places thirteen men in gold-trimmed uniforms and announces that a barrier 
was broken. Understanding asks why the barrier existed, who defended it, why sixteen 
successful candidates produced only thirteen officers, what work the new officers were 
permitted to perform, and how long the institution took to treat Black authority as 
ordinary. Celebration produces pride, but understanding preserves the warning. 
Institutions can honor pioneers later while concealing how aggressively they resisted 
them at the time. 

The Golden Thirteen did not need the Navy to discover their intelligence because their 
intelligence existed before the program. They did not need an officer’s uniform to create 
their dignity because the uniform recognized only part of what was already present. What 
they needed was access to the training, examination, rank, and responsibility the Navy 
had reserved for others. Once access appeared, they used collective discipline to 
achieve a level of performance that left the institution with no honest argument against 
them. 

Their decision to study together remains one of the most powerful parts of their legacy. 
They understood that competition for a few approved spaces could be used to keep the 
larger group weak. Instead of protecting knowledge from one another, they shared it, 
turning individual strengths into collective advancement. The Navy had selected sixteen 
candidates and expected a normal percentage to fall away. The candidates created a 
community designed to prevent that loss. 

Their unity carried a message larger than military training. Systems of exclusion often 
allow a few people through and encourage them to compete so fiercely that they forget 
the locked door behind them. The Golden Thirteen recognized that one man’s success 
would be less secure if the institution could still call the others unqualified. They 
strengthened the entire class because every passing score made the racial argument 
harder to maintain. Collective excellence became a form of resistance. 

The title “Golden Thirteen” eventually gave the group a place in naval memory, and Great 
Lakes later named a recruit in-processing facility in their honor. Reunions, oral histories, 
memorials, and official recognition preserved the voices of the surviving members before 
they were lost. Frank Sublett, the final surviving member, died in 2006. By then, the Navy 
could publicly honor men it had once restricted. That distance between wartime 
treatment and later celebration should never be smoothed over. 



Their story belongs to the history of the Navy because they changed who could visibly 
represent naval authority. It also belongs to Black history because they confronted an 
institution that needed Black service while withholding Black leadership. Most deeply, it 
belongs to the history of American democracy because it reveals how rights are often 
delayed until excluded people force institutions to confront their own contradictions. 
Progress did not arrive because the Navy suddenly became embarrassed by injustice. It 
arrived because Black citizens organized, qualified candidates stepped forward, and 
sixteen sailors performed so strongly that exclusion could no longer hide behind the 
language of standards. 

The Golden Thirteen wore officer rank in a service that had spent generations declaring 
Black command unacceptable, yet the gold on their uniforms represented more than 
admission into an existing structure. It represented evidence that the structure had been 
wrong. Twelve commissions, one warrant appointment, three unjustly withheld 
advancements, and sixteen successful candidates together form the complete meaning 
of the class. Their greatness does not rest upon pretending the Navy treated them fairly 
after they passed. It rests upon the fact that they learned the rules, mastered the material, 
strengthened one another, accepted authority, and forced open a door whose lock had 
never been based upon merit. 

 


