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Congress of tf)t ©ntteb States
House of l&eprefientatibeg
•SSaibingtott, 2SC 20515
June 13, 1994

The Honorable William J. Clinton
President o f the United States
The W hite House
1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, N .W .
Washington, D .C . 20500
D ear M r. President:
On July 17, 1994, the National Park Service will dedicate the P ort Chicago National
M emorial in Concord, California. The Memorial will be dedicated on the 50th anniversary
of the cataclysmic explosion at the Port Chicago Naval Magazine that resulted in the deaths
“ °yerJf.00 saa° IS 30(1 ofFlcers> “ ostly African-Americans. The Port Chicago disaster was
the deadliest single war-related disaster In the continental United States during W orld W ar n .
This single event accounted for 15 percent o f the total o f black naval casualties during W orld
W arn .
&
n 1992, Congress approved legislation creating this National Memorial. Unlike the D-Day
commemoration, the history o f the Port Chicago explosion is little remembered by
Americans outside California. Yet to many veterans, and particularly to members of
minority organizations, the event was o f tragic proportions, and the marking o f its 50th
anniversary, together with the dedication o f the M emorial itself, will be an historic and
solemn occasion. “
W e would hope that you would strongly consider participating in the dedication o f this
National M emorial to the victims o f the Port Chicago disaster. Your participation would
bring a long-deferred recognition o f national tribute to these hundreds o f men whose sacrifice
was less recognized, but just as heroic, as those more celebrated Americans who participated
m D-Day* W e have similarly sought the participation of Secretary Bruce Babbitt and
Secretary Jesse Brown in the dedication ceremony,
At the same time, you could help close the books on a related aspect o f the Port Chicago
disaster that has remained unresolved over the past half century. Only black sailors were
used to load the ammunition aboard ships at Port Chicago, under the supervision o f white
officers. W hen ammunition loading resumed two weeks after the explosion, 258 black
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seamen refused to return to work, citing what they said were unsafe working conditions and
inadequate training. Later, under orders, 208 who had received summary courts martial did
return, but 50 others still refused and were charged with mutiny and convicted despite the
involvement o f major figures like Thurgood Marshall and Eleanor Roosevelt.
W e have initiated efforts to secure a review o f these convictions based on new evidence that
demonstrated significant racial prejudice in the trial proceedings, On January 7, 1994, the
Navy refused to overturn the convictions following a review mandated by legislation
approved by Congress. Although the Navy found that racial discrimination had existed, it
decided there was no basis for overturning the convictions.
As evidence of prejudice before and during the trial o f the alleged mutineers has
accumulated, the poisoned atmosphere that led to their convictions has been generally
accepted and renounced. Indeed, even at the time, the blatant racism inherent in the case
was recognized, which helped speed the desegregation of the military by President Truman
several years later.
The men who were tried and convicted are now old men. Several testified before Congress
at the tim e the M emorial was being debated. Many went on to additional military service
during the W ar. Few have spoken openly about the humiliation o f the court martial that was
so infected with racial prejudice, as was the nature o f their jobs in the military itself during
W orld W ar n .
Now, on the 50th anniversary, would be an appropriate time both to dedicate the Memorial,
and to purge the records o f those who were convicted o f mutiny following the disaster. We
should put this sorry chapter in racial relations behind us, and allow these remaining men to
complete their lives knowing that they have the esteem and regard o f their countrymen for
their service during W orld W ar II.
W e therefore request that you immediately review the record assembled by the Secretary of
the Navy John Dalton during his recent review of the Port Chicago case, and mark the 50th
anniversary o f the explosion by issuing a Presidential Order expunging the convictions from
the records o f the 258 men (208 who were court martialed, and 50 who were convicted of
mutiny) whether living or dead. W hile a presidential pardon is also a possibility, we note
than many o f the men have indicated a disinclination to accept a pardon for a “crime" they
do not believe they committed.
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W hile the time is short, we believe your staff has sufficient opportunity to review this case
and hopefully recommend the action we have endorsed. Your affirmative decision will truly
allow this 50th anniversary o f the explosion to serve both as the beginning of our
commemoration o f the heroes of Port Chicago—those who gave their lives in the
explosion—and also will perm it us to close the books honorably on one of the regrettable and
embarrassing episodes o f our nation’s racial history.
Lastly, we renew our invitation to you and other representatives o f the Adminrrtiatioii to
participate in the dedication of the Port Chicago National M emorial on July 17,
Please have your staff contact John Lawrence, staff director o f the Committee on Natural
Resources (225-2761) for additional information.
Thank you for your kind attention to our requests.
Sincerely,

----- BARBARA BOXER
United States Senator

r a ^ N N E FELNSTETN
United States Senator
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M ember of Congress

RONALD V, D E L L U M S ^
M ember of Congress

FORTNEY PETE STARK
M ember of Congress

M ember of Congress

FH EBLACKSCH O LAR
Journal o f Black Studies and Research
P.O. BOX 2869 • OAKLAND, CA • 94609 • (510) 547-6633 • FAX (510) 547-6679

Ja n u ary 21, 1994
Hon. Ronald V. Dellums
The Com m ittee for
Congressm an Ronald V. Dellums
P.O. Box 29164
Oakland, CA 94604

Dear Ron;
Enclosed is my co n trib u tio n of $100.00. I reg ret th a t I can n o t
send m ore, but in tru th , no m onetary co n trib u tio n could begin to
m atch y o u r splendid com m itm ent to the effort to secure justice for
th e A frican-A m erican sailors unjustly convicted o f m u tin y at Port
Chicago in 1944.
For alm ost 50 years these Black v eteran s have been labelled
cow ards an d m utineers. T heir w ork stoppage followed th e terrib le
explosion at th e Port Chicago Navy base in July 1944, a d isaster th a t
killed 320 m en, m ost o f w hom w ere African A m ericans. The Black
sailors w ere am m u n itio n h an d lers a t Port Chicago. Indeed, Port
Chicago was a segregated base; all th e m en handling am m unition
w ere African A m ericans an d all th e com m issioned officers w hite.
None o f th e m en had been train e d for the w ork th ey w ere expected
to do a n d safety p ro ced u res at th e base w ere lax. As you p o in ted
out, th e w ork refusal a fte r th e explosion was an act o f selfpreservation, n o t an act o f m utiny. In fact, even th o u g h th e m en
w ere convicted of m utiny, th e ir action convinced th e Navy to begin
the process o f racial desegregation a n d to in stitu te stro n g er safety
m easures.
In 1990 I was d elig h ted w hen you offered to help o b tain
justice for the convicted men, to help them clear th e ir nam es. You
assisted in getting th e m atter before a Navy review board. Now, four
years la te r th e struggle continues. T he recen t refusal by th e review
board to set aside the convictions has distressed m any people. The
b o ard ad m itted th a t racism existed in th e Navy b u t said this h ad no
im pact on the co u rt m artial proceedings. This ruling was d istu rb ing

\

even to the press. Editorials in the San Francisco Chronicle, the
Oakland T ribune an d o th e r new spapers condem ned the decision an d
called upon President Clinton to in terv en e an d set aside th e
convictions.
I am deeply grateful to you for y o u r stead fast su p p o rt th ro u g h
this troubling an d som etim es discouraging process. I have been in
touch w ith th e survivors an d th e ir fam ilies a ro u n d th e country, an d
y o u r su p p o rt gives th em hope th a t this struggle is n o t finished. For
myself, I know th a t you have always stood up for those fighting
against racism an d all form s of oppression. W hatever th e final
outcom e o f this struggle, I know th a t you will have d o n e y o u r best,
an d th a t we are indeed fo rtu n ate to have a m an o f u n ta rn ish ed
integrity rep resen tin g us in Congress.
Sincerely,

R obert L. Allen
A uthor, The Port Chicago M utiny
Senior Editor, The Black Scholar journal
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The Committee fo r

Congressman Ronald V. Dellums
Democrat 9th District
Mailing Address:
P.O. Box 29164
Oakland, CA 94604
O ffice: (510) 893-3950
Fax:
(510) 893-4958

Kitty Kelly Epstein
Chair, Executive Committee
Ralph J. Grant
Treasurer
David Wilson
S ta ff Assistant

Mr. Robert Allen
389 Bellmont Street, #405
Oakland, CA 94610
7 C ? - c ;
January 7, 1994

Dear Robert,
The Committee for 1994 has asked that my wife, Roscoe, and I request the pleasure of your
company at a candlelight dinner on Saturday, January 22, 1994, at the Claremont Hotel.
As you are aware, this is an election year and my Committee is inviting you to become a
member of the Committee of 1994 in our effort to raise early campaign funds. The
Committee has planned an intimate dinner in an elegant setting and your participation would
be very much appreciated.
The Committee is sponsoring the upcoming dinner and is asking those who plan to participate
to contribute $500 per person toward their Committee of 1994 pledge.
1 sincerely appreciate your consideration of this invitation and your continued support. If
you have any questions, please do not hesitate to call the Committee office at (510) 893-3950.
Cindy McIntyre and Sean Hoskins, our staff assistants, will be happy to answer your
questions.
I hope that you can join Roscoe and me for dinner on January 22, 1994.
Sincerely,

Ronald V. Dellums
Member of Congress
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The Committee fo r

Congressman Ronald V. Dellums
Democrat 9th District
Mailing Address:
P.O. Box 29164
O akland, CA 94604
O ffice: (510) 893-3950
Fax:
(510) 893-4958

Kitty Kelly Epstein
Chair, Executive Committee
Ralph J. Grant
Treasurer
David Wilson
S ta ff Assistant

DATE:
PLACE:

TIME:

ATTIRE:
MENU:

C O M M IT T E E O F ’94 D INNER
H O N O R ED G U ESTS: CO NGRESSM AN RONALD V. D ELLU M S
AND R O SC O E DELLUM S
Saturday, January 22, 1994
Claremont Hotel, Ashby and Domingo Avenues
Oakland, CA 94623
6:00p.m. - Cocktail Party, Live Jazz in the Monterey Room
7:00p.m. - Candlelight Dinner, Live Jazz in the Napa Ballroom
Black Tie (optional)
HORS D ’OEUVRES - Mushrooms Caps filled with Crab Meat, Tiger Prawns
and Vegetarian Quiche
SALAD:
Spinach Leaves with Bay Shrimp and Bacon or Sherry
Vinaigrette
SOUP:
Lobster Bisque

CHOICE OF THREE ENTREES: (Please check one.)
____ Roasted Duck with Green Peppercorn and Kumquat Sauce
____ Filet Mignon with Sauce B6amaise
____ Fresh Salmon En Croute
Dear Ron, I would be happy to become a member of the Committee of ’94 and join you and
Roscoe for dinner on January 22nd. Enclosed is my/our check for $_________toward my
$1,000 commitment for the 1994 election year. Members of the Committee of ’94 are
entitled to attend campaign events as special guests.
Sorry, I am unable to attend but would still like to become a member of the Committee of
’94. Enclosed is my check for $
toward my $1,000 commitment.
Unfortunately, I will not be able to become a member of the Committee of ’94, but enclosed
is my check for $_______________ .
Please make checks payable to:

The Committee for Congressman Ronald V. Dellums
P.O. Box 29164
Oakland, CA 94604

PLEA SE M A IL R ESER V A TIO N S BY FRIDAY, JANUARY, 14TH. SPA CE IS L IM ITED !
-
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FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE: Thursday, January 6. 1994

LAWMAKERS DISAPPOINTED BY NAVY REVIEW
OF PT. CHICAGO COURTS MARTIAL

WASHINGTON - Four California lawmakers said Wednesday they are disappointed by the
concluaons of a Navy review of the courts martial of 258 black sailors stemming from a
Word War n incident at Port Chicago Naval Weapons Station in the San Francisco Bay Area.
Congressman Ronald Dellums (D-BerkeJey), Chairman of the House Armed Services
Committee, and Congressmen George Miller (D-Martinez) and Pete Stark (D-Hayward) and
Sen. Barbara Boxer (a House member at the time) passed legislation in 1991 requiring the
Navy to review the cases of the sailors who wore court-martialed after refusing to resume
loading munitions following a huge explosion that killed over 320 sailors, most o f whom
were blade, in the worst domestic toss Of life accident during the war.
The lawmakers believed the review was merited because of evidence discovered in the
intervening years indicating that racial bias may have contributed to the courts-martial. The
lawmakers acknowledged that the Navy has complied with the law in reviewing the case but
a i d they were disturbed by the conclusions reached and that they will pursue the case
further.
"The Department of the Navy today reported to us that based on a careful review of the 258
courts martial of the black Pt. Chicago seamen, no evidence could be found to merit
overturning the convictions, except for that of two sailors, one of wbieh was overturned last
^8ar-!?« 0ne ° f
oveTtnnie<J shortly after the initial conviction,' the lawmakers said
in a joint statement issued from Washington.
lawmakers saw
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”111© Navy review concluded that,

'There cm be no doubt that racial prejudice was responsible fo r the posting o f
African-American enlisted personnel to the loading divisions at Port Chicago. '
But it also concluded that it was not persuaded ... that racial prejudice or other
improper factors tainted* the trial and the courts-martial.
"We believe that the Navy did not apply a broad enough view to this ejctraordinary case.
Since World War II, a number of significant steps have been taken to redress wrongful
actions taken against innocent Americans during or shortly after the war by the 13.S,
Government. The government has acknowledged the illegal internment of JapaneseAmericans during the war. And most recently, Energy Secretary Hazel O’Leary has called on
the government to redress the victims and their families of deadly secret radiation tests
conducted on unwitting subjects.
"in the case of Port Chicago, it is readily admitted by the Navy that these black sailors were
treated unfairly in their assignment because they were black. And yet, the Navy has
concluded that it is unable to find any reason to remove the label of ‘mutineer’ from the
records of men who made great sacrifices to the war effort.
We will not rest here. We will continue to search for other means to address this issue in
the belief that the Surviving sailors and their families and the families o f those now deceased
deserve the chance to clear their names.
"It is a positive development that the Navy has acknowledged that racism was in fact a way
of life in the Navy during World War II. We would like to think that racism is no longer
tolerated in the military and we will devote our time to reviewing racial attitudes in the
military. But we believe that the Navy applied a technical and narrow view in this case and
that further steps should be taken.”

Eor. A dditional .'Information., olease ContactGeorge W ithers (Dellums) at 202/225-2191
Daniel Weiss

(M iller) at 202/225-2095

John Garcia

(Stark)

Linda M arson

at 202/225-5065

(B orer) at 202/224-3553
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RONALD V. DELLUMS

ANY REPLY TO THIS LETTER
SHOULD BE ADDRESSED TO
OFFICE CHECKED:

8t h D is t r ic t C a l if o r n ia
CHAIRPERSON,

CARLOTTIA SCOTT

COMMITTEE ON THE
DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA

ADMINISTRATIVE ASSISTANT

ROBERT BRAUER
SPECIAL COUNSEL

ARMED SERVICES COMMITTEE
CHAIRPERSON,

SUBCOMMITTEE ON
RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT

Congreas nf tlje Untteii States

PERMANENT SELEC T COMMITTEE
ON INTELLIGENCE

□

2136 Ra y b u r n B u ild in g
W a s h in g t o n , DC 20515
(202) 225-2661

B o u se o f B epreseutatiues

DISTRICT ADMINISTRATOR

Jan u a ry 29,1992

H. LEE HALTERMAN

DONALD R. HOPKINS

DISTRICT COUNSEL

M r. R o b e rt L. A llen
389 B elm o n t S tree t
A p t. 405
O a k la n d , C A 94610

□

201 13t h S t r e e t , S u it e 105
O a k l a n d , c a 94617
(415) 763-0370

□

1720 O r e g o n s t r e e t
B e r k e l e y , CA 94703
(415) 548-7767

□

3732 Mt . D ia b l o B l v d ., S u it e 160
L a f a y e t t e , C A 94549
(415) 283-8125

D e ar M r. A llen:
T h a n k y o u fo r y o u r re c e n t letter. I ap p re cia te y o u r v e ry k in d w o rd s o f s u p p o rt.
L ike y o u rse lf, I h o p e to fin ally v in d icate th e h o n o r a n d re p u ta tio n s o f th o se w h o
w e re u n ju s tly co n v icted o f m u tin y in co n n ectio n w ith th e P o rt C h icag o in c id e n t. I
c a n n o t e x p re ss h o w in sp ira tio n a l a n d h e lp fu l y o u r b o o k o n th is su b jec t h a s been.
In th e n e a r fu tu re , I w ill offer leg islatio n to a d d re ss th e issu e of d e a th b e n efits for
s u rv iv o rs o f th e v ictim s of th e ex p lo sio n a t P o rt C hicago.
T h a n k y o u a g a in fo r w ritin g . I offer m y w a rm e st re g a rd s.

R o n a ld V r D e llu m s
M em b e r of C o n g ress
R V D /b c m
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389 Belmont St., #405
Oakland, CA 94610
February 12, 1992
Honorable Ronald V. Dellums
Member of Congress
2136 Rayburn Building
Washington, DC 20515
Dear Congressman Dellums:
I was very pleased to get your letter of 29 January in which
you indicate that you plan to offer legislation to address the
issue of death benefits granted to the families of the men who
died in the Port Chicago explosion of 1944.
I am delighted that you are initiating this action. As you
know Congress intended granting the families of the 320 victims
$5,000 each in death benefits, but this amount was reduced to
$3,000 when a southern congressman objected that most of the
beneficiaries would be black.
It seems to me that these families
deserve the additional $2,000, plus the interest that would have
accrued since the original grant.
Again,
I thank you for championing the cause of the men who
were unjustly accused of mutiny, and the cause of the families
that were denied full death benefits because of racism.
Sincerely,

Robert L. Allen

369 Beimont St, # 4Co
Oakland, CA 94610
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Member of Congress
Rayburn House Office Building
Washington, DC 20S1S

Dear Congressrnan Deliums.
I am writing to express my sincere gratitude to you and your staff for
your leadership and hard work in securing passage of the Port Chicago
resolution, recently passed as part of the Defense Authorization Bill.
This resolution, bv requiring the Secretary of the Wavy to review me
Port Chicago cases, is a major step toward gaining justice for the African
American sailors who were unjustly convicted of mutiny in 1944. My hope
is th at these men will have their names cleared of this infamous, racially motivated charge, th at their discharges will be upgraded to honorable, and
that they will be awarded any back pay and benefits they may have lost as a
result of the convictions.
It is my further hope that Congress will see fit to grant the families of
each of the victims who died in the Port Chicago explosion the additional
$2,000 in death benefits that Congress intended they shouid receive.
Congress originally indicated that $5,000 in death benefits would go to each
victim s iamny, out cei cam lawmakers insisted th at this amount be reduced
to $3,000 when it was discovered that most of the victims were black. This
was a despicable slap in the faces of the victims' families, and should be
remedied.
The Port Chicago tragedy is a shameful episode in our nation's history.
Your efforts to redress the injustices th at occurred are deeply appreciated by
myself and others who have sought to bring this m atter to national attention.
I hope that 1992 will see those efforts come to a successful conclusion.
Sincerely,

Robert L Allen
Author.- ............................................
The Port Chicago
Mutinv
w ....■
■
■
■
■
................*-»

369 Belmont St, *405
Oakland, CA 94610
January 3, 1992
Hon. Pete Stark
Member of Congress
Rayburn House Office Building
Washington,
O
1 DC 2OS
-* is
Dear Congressman Stark.
to express my sincere gratitude to you and your staff.
am w
especially John Garcia, for your leadership and hard work in seeking justice
for victims of the Port Chicago disaster of 1944.
The recent passage of the port Chicago resolution, in requiring the
Secretary of the Navy to review the Port Chicago cases, represents a major
step toward exonerating the African American sailors who were unjustly
convicted Of mutiny in 1944. My hope is th at these men Will have their
names cleared of this infamous, racially-motivated charge, th at their
discharges will be upgraded to honorable, and th at they will be awarded any
back pay and benefits they may have lost as a result of the convictions.
It is my further hope th at Congress will see fit to grant the families of
each of the victims who died in the Port Chicago explosion the additional
$2,000 in death benefits that Congress intended they should receive.
Congress originally indicated that $5,000 in death benefits would go to each
victim's family, but certain lawmakers insisted th at this amount be reduced
to $3,000 when it was discovered that most of the victims were black. This
was a despicable slap in the faces of the victims' families, and should be
remedied.
The Port Chicago tragedy is a shameful episode in our nation's history
Your efforts to redress the injustices th at occurred are deeply appreciated by
myself and others who have sought to bring this m atter to national attention.
I hope that 1992 will see those efforts come to a successful conclusion.
JL JL l A U i >

Sincerely,

Robert L Allen
Author, The Port Chicago Mutiny

369 Belmont St., *405
Oakland, CA 94610
January 3. 1992
Hon. George Miller
Member of Congress
Ravburn House Office Building
Washington, DC 2OS IS

Dear Congressman Miller.
I am writing to express my sincere gratitude to you and your staff,
especially John Lawrence, for your leadership and hard work in efforts to
secure justice for victims of the Port Chicago disaster of 1944.
The recent passage of the Port Chicago resolution, in requiring the
Secretary of the Navy to review the Port Chicago cases, represents a major
step toward exonerating the African American sailors who were unjustly
convicted of mutiny in 1944. My hope is that these men will have their
names cleared of this infamous, racially-motivated charge, that their
discharges will be upgraded to honorable, and th at they will be awarded any
back pay and benefits they may have lost as a result of the convictions.
It is my further hope that Congress will see fit to grant the families of
each of the victims who died in the Port Chicago explosion the additional
$2,000 in death benefits that Congress intended they should receive.
Congress originally indicated th at $5,000 in death benefits would go to each
victim's family, but certain lawmakers insisted th at this amount be reduced
to $3,000 when it was discovered that most of the victims Twere black. This
despicable slap in the faces of the victims* families should be remedied.
The Port Chicago tragedy is a shameful episode in our nation's history.
Your efforts to redress the injustices that occurred are deepiv appreciated by
mvself
and others who have sought
to brmvw this matter to national attention
#
w
I hope that 1992 will see those efforts come to a successful conclusion.
Sincerely,

Robert L. Allen
Author, The Port Chicago Mutiny

369 Belmont St, *405
Oakland, CA 94610
January 3, 1992
Senator Alan Cranston
United States Senate
Washington, DC
Dear Senator Cranston:
I am writing to express my sincere gratitude to you and your staff for
your leadership and hard work in securing passage of the Port Chicago
resolution, recently passed as p art of the Defense Authorization Bill.
This resolution, by requiring the Secretary of the Navy to review the
Port Chicago cases, is a major step toward gaining justice for the African
American sailors who were unjustly convicted of mutiny m 1944 My hope
is that these men wiil have their names cleared of this infamous, raciaiivmotivated charge, that their discharges will be upgraded to honorable, and
that they will be awarded any back pay and benefits they may have lost as a
result of the convictions.
It is my further hope th at Congress wiil see fit to grant the families of
each of the victims who died in the Port Chicago explosion the additional
$2,000 in death benefits that Congress intended they should receive.
Congress originally indicated th at $5,000 in death benefits would go to each
victim’s family, but certain lawmakers insisted th at this amount be reduced
to $5,000 when it was discovered that most of the victims were black. This
was a despicable slap in the faces of the victims’ families, and should be
remedied.
The Port Chicago tragedy is a shameful episode in our nation’s history.
Your efforts to redress the injustices that occurred are deeply appreciated by
myself and others v?ho have sought to bring this m atter to national attention.
{ hope that 1992 will see those efforts come to a successful conclusion
Sincerely,

Robert L. Allen
Author, The Port Chicago Mutiny

