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A B R I E F H I S T O R Y O F T H E 

5 5 5 T H P A R A C H U T E I N F A N T R Y B A T T A L I O N 

I t a l l b e g a n i n 1 9 4 4 w i t h j u s t 1 7 B r a v e B l a c k P i o n e e r s . T h e 

s k e p t i c i s m t h e y e n c o u n t e r e d u p o n a r r i v a l a t J u m p S c h o o l , F t . B e n n i n g 

G e o r g i a w a s a b o u t a s s u b t l e a s a p u n c h i n t h e m o u t h . " W h o e v e r 

h e a r d o f a B l a c k P a r a t r o o p e r ? " s o m e s c o f f e d i n a m a z e m e n t . O t h e r s 

b e t t h a t t h e y l a c k e d t h e " g u t s " t o e x i t f r o m a n a i r p l a n e i n f l i g h t , 

b u t t h e 1 7 s o o n m a d e a b e l i e v e r o u t o f t h e d o u b t e r s . I n F e b r u a r y 1 9 4 4 

t h e y b e c a m e t h e f i r s t B l a c k s i n t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s A r m y t o w e a r t h e 

s i l v e r w i n g s o f a " P A R A T R O O P E R " . T h e s e 1 7 b e c a m e t h e c a d r e f o r t h e 

5 5 5 t h P a r a c h u t e I n f a n t r y C o m p a n y f o r m i n g a t C a m p M a c k a l l , N o r t h 

C a r o l i n a . T h e y p r e s e n t e d a c h a l l e n g e t o a l l b l a c k s w h o f o l l o w e d , a 

c h a l l e n g e n o o t h e r o u t f i t m a t c h e d . L e g e n d h o l d s t h a t w h a t e v e r w a s 

r e q u i r e d o f o t h e r s , t h e y w o u l d d e m a n d m o r e o f t h e m s e l v e s . 

B e f o r e y o u c o u l d b e c o m e a m e m b e r o f t h i s e l i t e o r g a n i z a t i o n 

t h e r e w e r e c e r t a i n r e q u i r e m e n t s t o b e m e t . Y o u h a d t o v o l u n t e e r , 

b e b e t w e e n 1 8 a n d 3 2 y e a r s o f a g e , n o t o v e r 7 2 " i n h e i g h t , n o t o v e r 

1 8 5 p o u n d s a n d y o u n e e d e d a n I Q o f 9 0 o r b e t t e r . A f t e r m e e t i n g t h e 

r e q u i r e m e n t s y o u w e r e l e c t u r e d . T h e t r a i n i n g w a s r i g i d a n d t o u g h . 

T h e f i r s t f o u r w e e k s i n c l u d e d p h y s i c a l t r a i n i n g c h u t e p a c k i n g a n d 

c o n t r o l l e d j u m p s f r o m a 3 4 ' t o w e r . T h e n e x t f o u r w e e k s i n c l u d e d 

l o a d i n g a n d u n l o a d i n g f l i d e r s a n d m a k i n g o n e g l i d e r f l i g h t . Y o u 

e n t e r e d a w i n d t u n n e l t o l e a r n c h u t e c o n t r o l a n d h o w t o c o l l a s p e a 

c h u t e ; y o u s p e n t t i m e g e t t i n g a d j u s t e d t o y o u r c h u t e s a n d e q u i p 

m e n t . Y o u r e c i e v e d e x t e n s i v e c l a s s e s i n j u m p t e c h n o l o g y , m a d e 

j u m p s f r o m t h e 2 5 0 ' t o w e r s a n d f i n a l l y y o u j u m p e d o u t o f p l a n e s . 

N o w t h a t t h e d o o r w a s o p e n e d , s o m a n y B l a c k s w e r e c o m p l e t i n g 

j u m p s c h o o l t h a t b y N o v e m b e r 1 9 4 4 t h e C o m p a n y o f 1 0 O f f i c e r s a n d 

1 4 0 E n l i s t e d M e n h a d m u s h r o o m e d i n t o a B a t t a l i o n u n d e r t h e c o m m a n d 

o f C a p t a i n J a m e s M . P o r t e r o f N e w Y o r k C i t y . T h i s f i n e l y t r a i n e d 

c o m b a t u n i t s e t t o g o o v e r s e a s , b u t , t h e w a r b e g a n t o w i n d d o w n a s 

t h e N a z i m a c h i n e b e g a n t o d i s i n t e g r a t e a n d t h e " T H R E E N I C K L E " U n i t 

a s t h e y c a l l e d t h e m s e l v e s h a d t o c o v e r t h e m s e l v e s w i t h a n o t h e r k i n d 

o f g l o r y . 

C a p t a i n P o r t e r a n d h i s T r o o p e r s w e r e b i t t e r l y d i s a p p o i n t e d w h e n 

t h e y w e r e a s s i g n e d t o a f o r e s t f i g h t i n g m i s s i o n o n t h e W e s t C o a s t 

i n s t e a d o f a c o m b a t m i s s i o n i n a n O v e r s e a s T h e a t e r o f O p e r a t i o n s . 

T h e 5 5 5 t h w e n t t h r o u g h a n a l t o g e t h e r d i f f e r e n t k i n d o f t r a i n i n g a s 

t h e y w e r e t r a n s f e r r e d t o t h e P e n d l e t o n A F B i n O r e g o n t o f i g h t f o r e s t 

f i r e s . T h e y e a r n e d t h e t i t l e " S M O K E J U M P E R S " a n d h a d l e a r n e d t o 

l e a p i n t o s m o k e f i l l e d c l e a r i n g s a n d s m a c k i n t o t h e t r e e s . T h e y 

f o u g h t v i o l e n t f o r e s t f i r e s f r o m C a l i f o r n i a t o A r i z o n a t h a t t o t a l e d 

3 6 m i s s i o n s b e t w e e n J u l y a n d X ) c t o b e r , m a d e o v e r 1 , 0 0 0 i n d i v i d u a l 

j u m p s a s t h e y f o u g h t f i r e s s t a r t e d b y J a p a n e s e i n c e n d i a r y b a l l o o n s . 

P e o p l e l i v i n g i n t h e s e a r e a s s p o k e w i t h r e v e r e n c e a n d a d m i r a t i o n o f 

t h e s i i l l a n d c o u r a g e o f t h e " T R I P L E N I C K E L " , a s t h e B a t t a l i o n w a s 

a f f e c t i o n a t e l y c a l l e d . 



T h e a t o m i c b o m b o v e r J a p a n s n u f f e d o u t a n y f u r t h e r n e e d f o r 

c o m b a t d u t y . A l t h o u g h t h e u n i t n e v e r w e n t o v e r s e a s , t h e s e f i r e 

f i g h t i n g " S M O K E J U M P E R S " , w r o t e a n e w c h a p t e r s a s t o w h a t b r a v e 

P A R A T R O O P E R S i n b a g g y p a n t s c o u l d d o . T h e B a t t a l i o n m o t t o b e c a m e 

" A N Y P L A C E , A N Y T I M E ! " . A f t e r s u c c e s s f u l l y c o m p l e t i n g t h e s m o k e 

j u m p i n g m i s s i o n t h e B a t t a l i o n , n o w o f f i c i a l l y k n o w a s t h e " B l a c k 

P a n t h e r s " , w a s t r a n s f e r r e d t o F o r t B r a g g , N o r t h C a r o l i n a i n D e c e m 

b e r 1 9 4 5 a n d a t t a c h e d t o t h e 8 2 d A i r b o r n e D i v i s i o n . C a p t a i n P o r t e r 

r e t a i n e d c o m m a n d o f t h e B a t t a l i o n u n t i l C a p t a i n J o s e p h " J e t t e " G a t e s , 

o f N e w Y o r k C i t y a s s u m e d c o m m a n d . C a p t a i n P o r t e r a n d C a p t a i n G a t e s 

l a t e r r e t i r e d f r o m t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s a r m y a s L t . C o l o n e l s . 

T h e 5 5 5 t h P a r a c h u t e B a t t a l i o n w a s r e d e s i g n a t e d t h e 3 r d B a t t a l i o n 

o f t h e 5 0 5 t h A i r b o r n e I n f a n t r y R e g i m e n t a n d b e c a m e a n i n t e g r a l p a r t 

o f t h e 8 2 n d A i r b o r n e D i v i s i o n . L t . C o l o n e l G a r r e t t , a w h i t e o f f i c e r , 

a s s u m e d c o m m a n d o f t h e 3 r d B a t t a l i o n , 5 0 5 f r o m C a p t a i n G a t e s . A 

s h o r t t i m e a f t e r t h e r e d e s i g n a t i o n s o m e b l a c k t r o o p e r s w e r e t r a n s 

f e r r e d o u t o f t h e B a t t a l i o n , b e i n g r e p l a c e d b y w h i t e t r o o p e r s , t h u s 

m a r k i n g t h e e n d o f s e g r e g a t i o n o f B l a c k S o l d i e r s i n t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s 

A r m y . L a t e r , B l a c k s b e c a m e m e m b e r s o f a l l o f t h e A r m y ' s A i r b o r n e 

u n i t s . 

T h e f i r s t B l a c k P a r a t r o o p e r s t o s e e c o m b a t , a s a u n i t , w e r e f o r m e r 

m e m b e r s o f t h e 5 5 5 t h P a r a c h u t e I n f a n t r y B a t t a l i o n , t h e 5 0 3 r d A b n A n t i 

a i r c r a f t B a t t a l i o n , a n d t h e 8 0 t h A i r b o r n e A n t i - a i r c r a f t B a t t a l i o n t h a t 

v o l u n t e e r e d t o f o r m t h e 2 d A i r b o r n e R a n g e r C o m p a n y a t F o r t B r a g g , 

N o r t h C a r o l i n a . A n a l l b l a c k u n i t u n d e r t h e c o m m a n d o f 1 s t L t . 

W a r r e n E . A l l e n . T h i s u n i t w a s i n a c t i o n w i t h t h e 7 t h I n f a n t r y 

D i v i s i o n i n K o r e a . T h e y w e r e l a t e r a t t a c h e d t o t h e 1 8 7 t h A i r b o r n e 

R e g i m e n t a l C o m b a t T e a m a n d m a d e o n e o f t h e t w o c o m b a t j u m p s i n K o r e a . 

T h e v a l i a n t T r o o p e r s o f t h i s C o m p a n y d i s t i n g u i s h e d t h e m s e l v e s i n c o m b a t 

e a r n i n g m a n y S i v l e r S t a r s , B r o n z e S t a r s , a n d n u m e r o u s d e c o r a t i o n s f o r 

v a l o r i n c o m b a t . M a n y o f i t ' s m e n w e r e k i l l e d i n a c t i o n a n d n u m e r o u s 

o t h e r s w o u n d e d . I t i s t o b e n o t e d t h a t b e f o r e a s s i g n m e n t t o t h e 5 5 5 t h 

P a r a c h u t e I n f a n t r y m a n y o f i t s m e m b e r s h a d a l r e a d y r e c e i v e d d e c o r a t i o n s 

f o r h e r o i c a c t i o n u n d e r f i r e . 

T h e 5 5 5 t h w a s c o m p o s e d o f m a n y o u t s t a n d i n g p e r s o n n a l a n d b y t h a t 

f a c t a n u n u s u a l l y h i g h a m o u n t o f t h e f o r m e r m e m b e r s l a t e r a t t a i n e d h i g h 

O f f i c e r a n d N o n - C o m m i s s i o n e d O f f i c e r r a n k s i n t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s A r m y . 

W e c a n c o u n t G e n e r a l s , C o l o n e l s , L t . C o l o n e l s a n d M a j o r s . A p p r o x i m a t e l y 

3 0 a d v a n c e d f r o m P v t . t o C a p t a i n , o v e r 1 0 0 a d v a n c e d t h r o u g h t h e r a n k s 

t o M a s t e r S e r g e a n t s , S e r g e a n t M a j o r s , a n d 1 s t S e r g e a n t s . , t h e a c h i e v e 

m e n t s , a l o n g w i t h o t h e r s a r e a t e s t i m o n a l t o t h e 5 5 5 t h a n d t h e s t r e n u o u s 

e f f o r t s p u t o u t b y r e t i r e d L i e u t e n a n t G e n e r a l J a m e s M . G a v i n , w h o w a s 

t h e C o m m a n d i n g G e n e r a l o f t h e 8 2 d A i r b o r n e D i v i s i o n , w a s t h e f o r e m o s t 

s p o n s e r a n d b e l i e v e r i n t h e p o t e n i a l o f t h e B l a c k P a r a t r o o p e r f r o m i t s 

c o n c e p t i o n . 



Who was to know that one day a Black Paratrooper would conimand 
the 82nd Airborne Division, some 33 years after the formation of the 
555th Parachute Infantry Battalion. A Black Officer, Major General 
Roscoe Robinson became the Commanding General of the 82nd Airborne 
Division, the most sought after command in the United States Army. 
General Robinson was a Private in the United States Army at the birth 
of the 555th Parachute Infantry Battalion. 

Today there are many Black Paratroopers, men and women in all 
airborne units. It all started with 17 men who paved the way and 
proved that BLACKS were equal to the task. 



Enlisted m e n of the test platoon. Front Row, from left to right: • First Sgt. Walter Morris, S p o k a n e , 

Wash.: first black enlisted man accepted for airborne duty; volunteered while serving as First Sgt., 
Service C o m p a n y , The Parachute S c h o o l , Ft. Benning, G a . • Sgt. Jack D. T i l l i s ; enlisted 21 Novem
ber 1942; served with C o m p a n y A , 371st Infantry, 9 2 d Division before c o m i n g to airborne. • Sgt. 
Leo D . R e e d ; enlisted 31 October, 1942; c a m e to airborne from C o m p a n y H , 365ih Infaniry, 92d 
Division. • Sgt. Daniel C . W e i l ; • S. Sgt. H u b e r t Bridges; enlisted in A r m y 13 August 1940; 
volunteered for airborne f r o m C o m p a n y C , 365th Infantry, 9 2 d Division, Ft. H u a c h u c a , Ar iz . • 
Tech. G r a d e I V Alvin L . Moon; enlisted 2 0 S e p t e m b e r 1 9 4 1 ; transferred to airborne f r o m Service 
C o m p a n y , 370th Infantry, 9 2 d Division. • Sgt. N e d D . B e s s ; enlisted 27th N o v e m b e r 1942; c a m e to 

airborne f r o m C o m p a n y H , 371st Infantry, 9 2 d Division. • Sgt R o g e r S. W a l d e n ; enlisted on Pearl 

H a r b o r D a y , 7 D e c e m b e r , 1 9 4 1 ; c a m e to airborne f r o m C o m p a n y C , 365th Infantry, 9 2 d Division. 

Back Row: • C p l . M c K i n l e y G o d f r e y , Jr.; enlisted 2 M a r c h , 1943; c a m e to airborne from C o m p a n y 

1, 370ih Infantry, 9 2 d Division. • Sgt. Elijah W e s b y ; enlisted 18 October, 1941; c a m e to airborne 

f r o m Service C o m p a n y , T h e Parachute S c h o o l . • Sgt. Daniel W . R o b i n s o n ; enlisted 5 M a r c h , 1942; 
volunteered for airborne f r o m A n t i - T a n k C o m p a n y , 365th Infantry, 9 2 d Division. • S. Sgt. Calvin 

R. Beal; enlisted 2 1 February, 1 9 4 1 ; c a m e to airborne from 37Ist Infantry, 9 2 d Division. • S. Sgt. 
R o b e r t F. G r e e n e ; enlisted 12 A u g u s t 1 9 4 1 ; c a m e to airborne f r o m C o m p a n y H , 371st Infantry, 9 2 d 

Division. • S. Sgt. L o n n i e M . D u k e ; enlisted in A r m y 1 S e p t e m b e r , 1942; served as staff sergeant 

C o m p a n y C , 371st Infantry, 9 2 d Division, Ft. H u a c h u c a , Ariz. • Sgt. Clarence H . Bea v e r s ; enlisted 

service 13 M a r c h , 1 9 4 1 ; c a m e to airborne f r o m a post maint. unit, Indianlown, G a p , Pa. • Sgt. J a m e s 

E. K o r n e g a y ; enlisted 3 M a r c h , 1 9 4 1 ; volunteered for airborne duty f r o m C a n n o n C o m p a n y , 370ih 
Infantry, 9 2 d Division. 



Enlisted m e n of the test platoon. Front Row, from left to right: • First Sgt. Walter Morris, S p o k a n e , 

W a s h . : first black enlisted m a n accepted for airborne duty; volunteered while serving as First Sgt., 
Service C o m p a n y , T h e Parachute S c h o o l , Ft. B e n n i n g , G a . • Sgt. Jack D . Tillis; enlisted 2 1 N o v e m 

ber 1942; served with C o m p a n y A , 371st Infantry, 9 2 d Division before c o m i n g to airborne. • Sgt. 
L e o D . R e e d ; enlisted 31 October, 1942; c a m e to airborne f r o m C o m p a n y H , 365th Infantry, 9 2 d 

Division. • Sgt. Daniel C . W e i l ; • S. Sgt. H u b e r t Bridges; enlisted in A r m y 13 A u g u s t 1940; 

volunteered for airborne f r o m C o m p a n y C , 365th Infantry, 9 2 d Division, Ft. H u a c h u c a , Ariz. • 

T e c h . G r a d e I V Alvin L. M o o n ; enlisted 2 0 S e p t e m b e r 1 9 4 1 ; transferred to airborne f r o m Service 

C o m p a n y , 370th Infantry, 9 2 d Division. • Sgt. N e d D . B e s s ; enlisted 27th N o v e m b e r 1942; c a m e to 

airborne f r o m C o m p a n y H , 371st Infantry, 9 2 d Division. • Sgt R o g e r S. W a l d e n ; enlisted o n Pearl 

H a r b o r D a y , 7 D e c e m b e r , 1 9 4 1 ; c a m e to airborne f r o m C o m p a n y C , 365th Infantry, 9 2 d Division. 

Back Row: • C p l . M c K i n l e y G o d f r e y , Jr.; enlisted 2 M a r c h , 1943; c a m e to airborne f r o m C o m p a n y 

1, 370th Infantry, 9 2 d Division. • Sgt. Elijah W e s b y ; enlisted 18 October, 1 9 4 1 ; c a m e to airborne 

f r o m Service C o m p a n y , T h e Parachute S c h o o l . • Sgt. Daniel W . R o b i n s o n ; enlisted 5 M a r c h , 1942; 

volunteered for airborne f r o m A n t i - T a n k C o m p a n y , 365th Infantry, 9 2 d Division. • S. Sgt. Calvin 

R. Beal; enlisted 2 1 February, 1 9 4 1 ; c a m e to airborne f r o m 371st Infantry, 9 2 d Division. • S. Sgt. 

Rob e r t F. G r e e n e ; enlisted 12 A u g u s t 1 9 4 1 ; c a m e to airborne f r o m C o m p a n y H , 371st Infantry, 9 2 d 

Division. • S. Sgt. L o n n i e M . D u k e ; enlisted in A r m y 1 S e p t e m b e r , 1942; served as staff sergeant 

C o m p a n y C , 371st Infaniry, 9 2 d Division, Ft. H u a c h u c a , Ariz. • Sgt. Clarence H . Bea v e r s ; enlisted 

service 13 M a r c h , 1 9 4 1 ; c a m e to airborne f r o m a post maint. unit, Indiantown, G a p , Pa. • Sgt. J a m e s 

E. K o r n e g a y ; enlisted 3 M a r c h , 1 9 4 1 ; volunteered for airborne duty f r o m C a n n o n C o m p a n y , 370th 

Infantry, 9 2 d Division. 
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