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BACKING THE ATTACK:

BLACK ARKANSANS’ FIGHT AGAINST GERMANY, JAPAN AND JIM CROW

BY

BERNA LOVE

During World War II, African-Americans found themselves
embroiled in two wars: one they fought abroad against Nazi
Germany, Imperial Japan and fascism; and the second they
battled on the home front against white supremacy, Jim Crow
laws and discrimination. Casell Lewis was one of the first
blacks in Little Rock to enlist. A floor cave-in at the
Little Rock Furniture Company where he worked convinced
young Cassell that Army life would be an improvement. A
Dunbar High School graduate, Mr. Lewis volunteered for
service one day after his twentieth birthday. He recalls
that day:

I volunteered and...I went to Camp Robinson.

I got a uniform but, I got World War I stuff.

(laugh) I had sort-of what you call riding

pants and legging. I was there (Camp) about

four or five days. There were three of

us (blacks) from Little Rock and another

feller(sic) from another place. When we got

through, we were sent to Cheyenne, Wyoming.

Lewis became a corporal and a squad leader in his

quartermaster trucking battalion. At home and abroad, he



supervised men in the care and maintenance of the Army’s
trucks. He inspected equipment, drove a two-and-a-half-ton
truck, and hauled supplies and personnel over all kinds of
terrain under combat conditions. During his tour in
Australia and New Guinea, Lewis was one among “only a
handful of blacks.” Colonel Don Morrow, historian of the
Air National Guard at Camp Robinson in North Little Rock,
(Editor’s Note: This is Major General Don C. Morrow, who
was connected with the Arkansas Army National Guard Museum
at the time this article was originally published.)explained
that “there were only a small number of black soldiers
compared to whites.” He went on tp state that black
soldiers were segregated with black units “officered” by
white officers. ™“Most(black) units were restricted to
combat service, support units --- transportation, supply.
Lots of black soldiers were truck drivers. But there was
always the exception.

The effect of Jim Crowism on the morale of black
soldiers was devastating. The armed forces’ mission to
“inoculate pride, dignity and aggressiveness in the black
soldier” was in complete opposition to the Army’s policy of
segregation. For many Negro soldiers this caused widespread
discontent. Lewis remembers:

We couldn’t dock the Queen Elizabeth in

Sydney. They had to transport us in. It

came over the public address system that
there were no black peoples(sic) over there.



I guess they just didn’t want us talking to a

white. So we hollered, “why don’t you just

take us back to the States?’ We knew that

wasn’t going to happen.

When payday rolled around for Corporal Lewis, the Army
did not “pay us --- the blacks; they paid the whites.” With
fifty-eight dollars private pay or sixty-four dollars
corporal pay, the army was afraid that the black soldiers
would go to town and raise a ruckus with the Australians.
“That’s when our trouble began. They (Army) told the people
that we were not civilized.”

According to.the United States Army publication,
Integration of the Armed Forces, 1940-1965, serious racial
tension was developing by the end of the firsf year of the
war. One contributing factor was the Army’s practice of
using racially separated facilities for military troops.
Also, commanders of black units stationed in the South
(where the majority of training centers were located)
insisted on applying local laws and customs inside the
camps. At Camp Joseph T. Robinson in North Little Rock, a
reception and training facility, black military were given
' separate living quarters, mess halls, chapel, day rooms,
guest houses, theater, swimming pool, service club, camp
newspaper and buses. The barber shops, tailor shops and PX

(Post Exchange) where soldiers purchased cigarettes,



beverages, sandwiches, clothing and supplies, were also
segregated.

The Army parroted a social separateness that stripped a
race of certain unalienable rights while encouraging them to
excel as Americans. Black United States soldiers were told
it was their duty to do “what it takes to beat the Axis.” A
February 1943 edition of The Buffalo, a newspaper for the
371st Combat Troop at Camp Robinson, stated that blacks
received special training so they might become “war
conscious” and instilled with “the determination to win and
carry the fight to the enemy.”

In exchange for the valuable defenée of their country,
the armed forces offered many African—-Americans better
economic and social opportunities than they had as civilians
during the war era. The service provided the soldiers with
food, clothing and a salary that was higher than they could
earn in most occupations available to them. The Army tried
to facilitate the social needs of the soldiers as well by
promoting activities on the post including dances, boxing, a
dramatic club, swing bands, basketball, glee clubs and
movies. At Camp Robinson, on one occasion, soldiers were
entertained by a special lecture delivered by the movie
actor, Cary Grant. Though camp life tried to provide all
the comforts of home and then some, soldiers still craved

those three-day passes to freedom and “chicks”. Black



soldiers sought a place where they could relax, intermingle

with their own race, and be given courtesy and accommodation
along with service. The Line---Little Rock’s Ninth Street -
-- stood ready to welcome them with open arms.

On October 16, 1942, the Arkansas State Press reported
that Little Rock citizenry were presenting a patriotic
“welcome” program for the 393rd Engineers Battalion, 599th
Field Artillery and 371st Infantry, which had recently
arrived at Camp Robinson. The program was the result of the
combined efforts of thirty-eight organizations and clubs
from Little Rock and North Little Rock. The highlight of
the program, a solo of patriotic songs, was a special
tribute “to the boys in the armed service.” Club sponsors
and participants included the chamber of Commerce, National
Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP),
Urban League, Dining Car Porters Local No. 354, and numerous
sororities and fraternities. The out pouring of support for
the “boys” and “America” was continually exhibited by
Arkansas’s black community. The majority of citizens
expressed that, regardless of color, they were Americans
first with American patriotism and pride.

Black soldiers found West Ninth Street to their liking,
bringing themselves and their pay checks down on the Line.
Described as “Little Rock’s Harlem,” the street offered

“...laughter, drawling conversation and dance music.”



Soldiers came for the “gaiety,” and businesses saw huge
increases in their profits. The Line stayed open day and
night serving up meals, liquor, nightclub entertainment and
back alley craps to the black soldiers stationed at Camp
Robinson. The Dreamland Ballroom located on the top floor
of the Taborian Hall building at Ninth and State reopened in
1941 and catered to the military --- black and white. The
club drew crowds with such “hot” shows as Irwin Miller’s
Brown Skin Models, Sahji, “Queen of the Shake,” Ike
Barlett’s Vamping Babes, and Madeline Greene, “the lovely
little chirper” with Father Hines and his “ork.” The
“chittlin circuit” brought many musical greats who performed
down on the Line and on occasion at the Robinson Auditorium.
John LeMay, whose family had operated businesses along Ninth
Street for years, recalls the time Lena Horne visited:

They (Army) wouldn’t let her sing for the

(black) soldiers. They wanted her to sing

for the German prisoners, and she

refused...that time she was staying with

Harold Banks’ mother out there on Pulaski

Street.

Soldiers were never at a loss for entertainment, the
street offered: Club Aristocrat, where “One Punch” Brown
demonstrated his boxing “fistimania;” pocket billiards and
snooker at Red’s Pool Hall; and such popular movie fare as

“Santa Fe Trail” and “White Savage” at the Negro Gem

Theatre. During the 1940s, restaurants, cafes and tea rooms



like The Victory Chicken Shack, DelLuxe Grill, and the
Chatterbox, sprang up and dished out barbecue, chicken
plates, hot fish, sizzling steaks, draught beer and cat-head
biscuits to hungry soldiers and residents alike. Service
oriented businesses like barber shops, tailor shops, shoe
shine parlors and cleaners, also reaped the wartime
windfall.

Amidst the neon lights of the Line, stood the United
Service Organization or USO Club located on the corner of
Ninth and State streets. Although there were four USOs in
Little Rock, this was the only USO in Little Rock that
provided social services to black military through its club
and USO camp shows. The organization was founded by the
following: YMCA, YWCA, Salvation Army, Traveler’s Aid,
Jewish Welfare and Catholic Community Services. John LeMay
worked at the USO as a young boy. He remembers:

Now the black police didn’t come in until the

second World War. That’s when the USO came

in on Ninth Street. That’s the only place

that the soldiers could go. The

building...USO bought it and turned it into a

center from the first floor all the way up to

the top floor.

The USO hosted “socials” for the boys from Camp
Robinson and the Stuttgart Air Base. The Buffalo and the
Arkansas State Press reported on a dance “a group of local

girls organized” at the USO for the 92nd Engineers from Camp

Robinson. A cheerful picture of damsels in the arms of



