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African-American/Black History Month 2009 
“No aspect of black Americans’ quest for justice and equality under the law has been nobler than what has been called, ‘the 
fight for the right to fight’…My hope and expectation is that, in the years ahead, more African-Americans will staff the armed 

forces at the highest levels.” 
– Defense Secretary Robert M. Gates in July 2008 at the Congressional observance of the  

60th Anniversary of the Integration of the U.S. Armed Forces 
 

Each year, the Navy joins the nation in the observance of African-American History Month. Established as Negro 
History Week in 1926 by Dr. Carter G. Woodson, the event evolved into the establishment of February as Black 
History Month in 1976. The theme for this year’s observance is “The Quest for Black Citizenship in the Americas.” 
 

Navy firsts in history 
President-elect Obama, as the first president of African-American heritage, joins a long list of memorable firsts in 
American history, including many Navy firsts: 

• Aaron Anderson was the first African-American Medal of Honor recipient in the Navy. Anderson served on a 
boat crew assigned to USS Wyandank which was enforcing the Union blockade of the Potomac on March 17, 
1865, when the crew came under devastating enemy fire.  

• John Henry ("Dick") Turpin became one of the first African-American chief petty officers in 1917. 
• The Golden Thirteen became the first African-American officers in the Navy in February 1944.  
• Vice Adm. Samuel Gravely was the first African-American to command a warship and first African American 

flag officer.  He assumed command of USS Theodore E. Chandler (DD 717) on Feb. 15, 1961. 
• In 1980, Janie Mines became the first African-American woman to graduate from the U.S. Naval Academy. 

She currently is serving as a Navy Senior Executive with the Secretary of the Navy. 
• The Centennial Seven were the first seven African-American officers to command submarines. These officers 

were all in command in 2000 during the centennial of the U.S. Navy Submarine force. Of the seven, three are 
serving as admirals today. 

• For the first time, four African-Americans are concurrently serving in the rank of Vice Admiral: Vice Adm. 
Melvin Williams, Jr., Commander, U.S. 2nd Fleet; Vice Adm. Adam Robinson, Jr., Surgeon General of the 
Navy; Vice Adm. Anthony Winns, Naval Inspector General; Vice Adm. D.C. Curtis, Commander Naval 
Surface Forces 

 

Affinity groups afford opportunity and professional development 
All personnel are encouraged to seek ways to embrace and enhance diversity in the Navy, and to help individuals 
reach their full potential. Some affinity group events this year include: 

• Black Engineer of the Year Awards annual conference, Feb. 18-22 in Baltimore 
• National Society of Black Engineers national convention, Mar. 25-29 in Las Vegas 
• NAACP Convention: Academic, Cultural, Technological Scientific Olympics, July 11-17 in New York City 
• National Naval Officer Association annual conference, July 20-24 in Houston 
• Blacks in Government national conference Aug. 24-28 in Baltimore 
 
 

KKKeeeyyy   MMMeeessssssaaagggeeesss    FFFaaaccctttsss   &&& F   FFiiiggguuurrreeesss   
• Diversity of thought, experience, background and 

skill is essential to meeting mission requirements. 
• Diversity has made our Nation and Navy stronger. 
• We must attract, develop, mentor and retain top 

diverse talent to remain a strong and relevant force.

• 87 African Americans have received the Medal of Honor. 
• Some 94,630 black or African Americans currently serve 

in the Navy Total Force – Active, Reserve and Civilian.  
• National Association for the Advancement of Colored 

People (NAACP) celebrates its 100 anniversary in 2009. 
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