Mill Fambles and the Tuskegee Airmen





Part One  - Read to the bottom of this page, then stop.





	Millison (Mill) Fambles enjoyed the challenges of his career every day.  And now he wanted to find a way to share what he had learned over the years with young people in his community.





Mill Fambles was a First Officer with Alaska Airlines.  He flew MD-80 series planes from Seattle-Tacoma International Airport in Seattle to Los Angeles, Phoenix, and Mexico.  In a typical month, he would spend 14 days flying (in a series of 2-3 day trips) and 16 days in Seattle.  Mill enjoyed both the precision and the adrenaline of flying.  He couldn’t imagine doing anything else.





Mill had grown up in a small town in Texas, where he had become interested in planes and flying.  He joined the Air Force through an R.O.T.C. program after high school.  He served 10 years in the Air Force, first as a navigator and then as a pilot.





After serving his commitment with the Air Force, Mill joined Alaska Airlines.  Alaska, which had begun operating in 1932 flying a single-engine, 3-passenger plane between Anchorage, Alaska and Bristol Bay, was now the 10th largest airline in the U.S.  Alaska focused its flights around the State of Alaska and the West Coast. During his time at Alaska, Mill had covered much of that territory: he had first flown out of Los Angeles, then Anchorage, and was now based in Seattle.





His uncle, an Air Force master sergeant, had inspired Mill's interest in flying and his career at Alaska Airlines.  When Mill began flying, it was not at all unusual for an African American to become a pilot.  But he knew that both his career and his uncle’s had been made possible by the groundbreaking efforts of the Tuskegee Airmen during World War II.  
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 Part Two  - Read to the bottom of the next page.





During the first part of this century, an African American could not hope to become a pilot.  A few had succeeded, but most that wished to fly could not because they were denied access to flight training.  It was believed that African Americans lacked the mental skills and dexterity to fly an airplane.





Even as the U.S. geared up for World War II, the situation did not change.  Although training programs were being created around the country to train young pilots for the war, an African American seeking to join one of them would be sent this answer:





“It has been a policy of the War Department not to mix Colored and white enlisted men in the same tactical organization and since no provision has been made for any Colored Air Corps unit in the Army colored persons are not eligible for enlistment in the Air Corps.” (Letter excerpted from The Tuskegee Airmen, Charles E. Francis)





This discrimination against African Americans who wanted to serve their country by becoming pilots finally reached the attention of members of Congress.  They ordered that a flight training program for African American pilots be created.  It is important to note that they did not order that African American pilots be allowed to join white units.  Instead, they created a separate, segregated flight training school and Army Air Corps Unit at the Tuskegee Institute in Alabama.





In 1941, the first African American pilots began their flight training at Tuskegee as the 99th Fighter Squadron.  Over 1,300 aviators were trained at Tuskegee during the war.  These pilots and their ground crews served in the air war over North Africa, Sicily, and Europe.  But even though they were very successful in the war, the Tuskegee Airmen were still not treated as equals.  In April of 1945, 162 African American officers were arrested for attempting to eat at the white officers’ club in Indiana.  Their mutiny – years before Rosa Parks refused to leave her seat on the bus – led to the desegregation of the U.S. Armed Forces in 1948.  





Mill knew he owed his career as a pilot to the Tuskegee Airmen.  But how could he share their story and his career with students?
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After looking at other student aviation programs around the country, Mill and some of his fellow aviators decided to create a summer camp.  Through a short, one-day camp at an airport, they could help students experience the excitement of aviation. 





Mill talked with the members of a professional group he belonged to, the Organization of Black Airline Pilots.  They were very enthusiastic about his idea and said they would help.  They help Mill name the camp – Eagles Aviation Camp – and began planning how to make it happen.





Mill began thinking of activities students could do at an aviation camp.  They could tour an airport, tour a plane and cockpit, try out a flight simulator, and talk with people in different aviation careers.  He wanted students to leave the camp with an understanding of the many different aviation-related careers they could pursue.  But, perhaps more important, he wanted them to experience firsthand the excitement of aviation that had made his own career so satisfying.





Mill knew he had to do a lot of planning to make the aviation camp a success.  He made a list of the things he would have to do.
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As he began to plan for the aviation camp, Mill listed the four basic things he would need to make the camp a success.  They were:





1.	A location for the camp.


2.	A program for exactly what would happen during the day.


3.	Students to attend the camp.


4.	Funding to make the camp possible (to buy supplies and food, to rent time in a flight simulator, etc).





Mill was quickly able to resolve the first three needs of his camp.





For a location, he approached King County International Airport, also called Boeing Field.  The airport was one of the busiest regional airports in the country and catered especially to small planes, which would be interesting for students to see.  The airport was also a good location because it was just next door to The Boeing Company’s headquarters.  Staff at the airport quickly agreed to let him hold the camp there.  They would donate meeting and hangar space for the camp at no charge.





For a program, Mill put together an agenda that combined hands-on activities – such as time in the Aviation Training Center flight simulator – with talks from Boeing employees, aircraft mechanics, even one of the Tuskegee Airmen who lived in Seattle.  Mill was pleased at how quickly people volunteered their time to be a part of the camp.  Everyone seemed to want to help.





For students, Mill turned to the churches and community centers in the area.  Many of them operated summer programs for students and were delighted to have the opportunity to have their students participate in an aviation camp.  Mill hoped to involve 25 students a day and hoped he could run the aviation camp three times each summer.





His next task was funding.  Mill decided to write to his employer, Alaska Airlines, to ask for support.  He thought the airline would be interested in an educational project that introduced students to aviation.  He decided to ask for $2,000 to help fund the camp’s first year.
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