Ken Johnson material from Blue & Gold and Black

Chapter 6

In the fall of 1970, the chief of naval personnel ordered the superintendent to increase minority enrollment at the Academy to achieve Admiral Zumwalt’s goal of proportional representation. For the rest of his tour as superintendent, Admiral Calvert investigated and implemented organizational and procedural changes to increase African American enrollment. Subsequent reports noted Admiral Calvert’s “personal interest in and emphasis upon increasing the number of black midshipmen.”


Fortunately for Admiral Calvert, a new officer had just arrived in Annapolis to spearhead the minority recruiting effort. Lieutenant Kenneth Johnson had been assigned to the Recruitment and Candidate Guidance Office as the Academy’s first minority affairs officer in August 1970. Johnson grew up in Hallandale, Florida, where his father was a hotel cook. After graduating from Iowa State University in 1963, he joined the Navy and entered officer candidate school. He then went to sea on board three different ships before coming ashore in Annapolis.

Johnson’s job was to help the Director of Recruitment and Candidate Guidance in identifying and assisting qualified members of minority groups interested in attending the Academy. “When I first came here,” he told a reporter near the end of his tour, “there had been really no active recruitment of blacks. I figured there’d be about 150 black kids—and I would have considered that small.” In fact, the 4300-man brigade included only fifty-two African American midshipmen when he came on board. 

Johnson perceived three obstacles standing in the way of increased black enrollment: the Navy’s five-year service obligation for an Academy education; the Academy’s lily-white image; and the negative publicity surrounding racial incidents in the armed services. He found it difficult not to be discouraged. As he told a reporter for the Baltimore Evening Sun, “so many things are against us.” Interest among minority high school students in becoming midshipmen, even in Baltimore, the Academy’s backyard, was “negligible.” Most students at Baltimore’s all-black Edmonson High School preferred to enter historically black colleges and universities where, as Edmonson’s head guidance counselor put it, “they are assured a good reception.”  As Johnson told a reporter for the Annapolis Evening Capital, “Young black prospects are just not getting the word.” “Ours is an ‘image’ problem,” he added, “and it’s a bad one. You tell them all the benefits the Navy can offer them, and you feel you’ve got them in your corner. Then they go home and their parents tell them, ‘No way, the Navy’s Jim Crow.’” Johnson later elaborated on the image problem. “I don’t feel . . . that minority kids turn down the Navy because of an antimilitaristic attitude held by some white youngsters,” he said. “To them it’s more of an antiwhite attitude, or antisystem. And when you say system to most minority youngsters, that means white.”

Johnson concluded that the solution was dissemination of information. He devised a two-pronged strategy to increase the Academy’s outreach into the black community. The first involved marketing. Johnson spent the fall and winter of 1970-1971 traveling to black communities around the country and talking to high school students, principals, guidance counselors, and minority organizations about the opportunities for African Americans and other groups at the Naval Academy. In one month alone, he visited high schools in Dallas, Texas; Pensacola, Florida; Trenton, Willingboro, and Camden, New Jersey; Colorado Springs, Colorado; and Detroit, Michigan. He found that students in black high schools, even in nearby Baltimore, knew little about the Academy or had little interest in it. Slowly but surely, he established personal contact with increasing numbers of potential black candidates. 

The second prong of Johnson’s outreach strategy involved integrating the Blue and Gold organization. When Lieutenant Johnson first arrived in Annapolis, the organization included only one black officer. Johnson invited black teachers and youth program counselors to participate in the Blue and Gold Program as affiliates. Johnson also asked 442 minority Naval Reserve officers to participate in the Academy’s recruiting effort. By April 1971, sixty-eight of them, including forty-three black officers, had agreed to become Blue and Gold officers.


Lieutenant Johnson’s efforts produced dramatic results. In the summer of 1971, forty-six African Americans entered with the Class of 1975, marking an important turning point. Blacks had accounted for an average of 1 percent of each incoming class entering the Academy between the summer of 1965 and the summer of 1970. In the summer of 1971, 3.5 percent of the incoming plebes were black. Never again would the proportion drop below that number. In the summer of 1972, a record seventy-eight African Americans entered with ‘76, largely due to Johnson’s extensive traveling and the efforts of the new black Blue and Gold officers and affiliates. Between 1971 and 1975, an average of seventy-nine blacks entered the Academy each summer and accounted for 5.6 percent of incoming plebes. Similarly, between 1976 and 1998, Annapolis admitted an average of seventy-four African Americans per year, accounting for 5.5 percent of each incoming class.


To keep up the momentum, Lieutenant Johnson added a section on minority recruiting in each issue of the Blue and Gold Newsletter. The sections included statistics as well as advice. Johnson suggested that Blue and Gold officers establish ties with black community leaders and organizations such as ministers, the NAACP, the Urban League, and the black press. “Some of the organizations may not be receptive to your appeal,” he noted in the September 1971 issue, but “you should not let that prevent you from approaching them again.” That same issue encouraged Blue and Gold officers to also establish ties with the Navy’s minority recruiting officers at main recruiting stations. In a later issue he urged Blue and Gold officers to follow up their initial meetings with interested youths with “something beyond a cursory phone call.”


Johnson also sought to mobilize African American naval officers. In 1971, he and several other naval officers involved in minority recruiting discussed forming an organization to help them do their work. They realized that the Navy had fewer than one hundred minority officers and that less than half of them were African American. In 1972, the group founded an organization they dubbed the National Naval Officers Association (NNOA) during a meeting at the Hilton Inn in Annapolis. The members dedicated themselves to supporting the sea services in recruitment, retention, and career development of minority officers. The NNOA soon gained support from the superintendent of the Naval Academy, the chief of the Bureau of Personnel, and the secretary of the navy. The organization held its national conference annually during July. At the time of its 30th anniversary in 2002, the NNOA had forty-two chapters.

Chapter 7


Many African American non-congressional appointees entered Annapolis via the NAPS route. By the spring of 1973, NAPS had become what the superintendent described as “the nucleus of the Naval Academy program to increase the total numbers of minority midshipmen.” By the 1972-1973 academic year, the number of African American candidates enrolled at NAPS had risen to forty-six. Commander Ken Johnson visited NAPS frequently to counsel and guide black students there. . . .

Kerwin Miller had long planned to attend West Point and had nominations to the Military Academy from five different sources. He figured he was a shoe-in, until he took the physical late in the fall of his senior year of high school. Because he had hay fever, the doctors disqualified him. After Christmas he received a call from Commander Ken Johnson, who asked if he wanted to apply to the Naval Academy. Miller said that West Point had disqualified him for having hay fever. “You don’t have to worry about hay fever at sea,” Johnson said. Miller agreed and received an appointment to Annapolis from Representative William Clay (D-MO) of St. Louis. . . .

It was a push from his father that propelled Jeff Sapp into the Naval Academy. Art Sapp had served as an enlisted man in the Army for nearly 22 years before retiring in 1962 and becoming a real estate broker. Art had dreamed of becoming an officer, but the Army’s racial policies had prevented him from getting the education he needed for a commission. As the chance of fulfilling that dream faded, he developed an ambition to send one of his sons to a service academy to become an officer and live the life he had wanted for himself. Jeff’s mother Barbara supported her husband’s ambition. An article in Ebony magazine featuring African American midshipmen inspired Art to target the Naval Academy for Jeff. He arranged for Jeff to meet retired rear admiral Norman Colman, a business acquaintance and Blue and Gold officer. He also arranged a meeting for Jeff with Lieutenant Commander Ken Johnson, who flew out to Colorado to make the Naval Academy pitch in person. Art and Barbara even enlisted the help of Jeff’s high school sweetheart, who told Jeff that she wouldn’t mind becoming an officer’s wife. . . .


Cary Hithon was dozing in his senior black studies class in the fall of 1972, when the teacher startled him with a question. “Cary,” she asked, “what are you going to do with your life?”  


“Well,” he answered, “I’m going to college.”


“Have you ever thought about the Naval Academy?” she asked. 


“My grades aren’t good enough for that,” he demurred.


“I don’t know about that,” she said. “I think I’m going to have my husband come in.” The teacher happened to be Bernadette Johnson, Ken Johnson’s wife. Commander Johnson did come to the school, met with Hithon, and convinced him to apply. It was the Academy’s prestige and the opportunity for a free education that attracted him. He applied to no other schools. . . .


Advertisements to “join the Navy and see the world” sparked Chuck Cole’s interest. But he didn’t know what the Naval Academy was about until his junior year of high school. “I used to watch the Army-Navy football game. I knew that West Point was a military school for Army officers, but I didn’t know where the Navy guys came from. I didn’t even know there was a Naval Academy until one day a midshipman came to the school on Operation Information.” Cole applied to the Naval Academy, but his congressman, Charles Vanik (D-OH), wanted to send him to West Point. Cole didn’t want to go to West Point, however, because he didn’t want to go to Vietnam. “That’s where I figured I’d be headed at the time,” he recalled. When one of Vannick’s aides telephoned to offer him the appointment to the Military Academy, Cole expressed resentment at not being given the Naval Academy nomination, since he was the best candidate from the congressman’s district. His mother’s eyes widened as she listened to her son tell off the congressional aide. “Are you crazy?” she seemed to be thinking. “What do you mean you don’t want an appointment to West Point?” Cole, however, remained adamant. He telephoned the Naval Academy admissions office, seeking help. Commander Johnson arranged for Cole to come to Annapolis with an appointment from Shirley Chisolm (D-NY). . . .

Chapter 9

Commander Ken Johnson strengthened the support network early in 1972, while in the process of forming the National Naval Officers Association. “We’re about to start this organization,” Johnson said at a meeting of the black midshipmen. “We’re going to provide not only more black input into the Academy, but we’re going to provide a support network for you who are already here.” Chuck Reddix recalled several meetings with Johnson. “Periodically we’d meet with him and he’d talk with us to monitor how we were doing,” Reddix said. As a plebe, Kerwin Miller found it heartening to have black upperclassmen show genuine concern for his well-being and progress at these meetings. “Just to have them hit you on the back and say, ‘Hey, how are things going?’ That was very uplifting to a lot of us,” he said

The tradition continued through ‘79. “The upperclass black midshipmen took it upon themselves to look out for us,” noted Charlie Boyd, recalling his plebe year. “In fact, if it wasn’t for their help, many of us might not have made it out. They gave us hope, set an example, and made sure we had a chance to relieve some of the stress from time to time.” 


Black midshipmen who socialized together and supported each other referred to themselves by a number of informal nicknames, such as the El Dorado Social Club.
 The most prominent nickname was the “Seventh Battalion” or “Seventh Batt.” The Seventh Batt met informally to plan parties and social events, usually associated with the Army-Navy game and June Week. James Jackson recalled how the group called its meetings. “It was probably not going to be politically correct to say, ‘We want all the black midshipmen to go to a meeting in Room 101,’” he said. In the early seventies, the Academy tested minority midshipmen for sickle cell anemia as part of the physical examination. “So to outsmart the administration, when we wanted to call a meeting of all the black midshipmen, we just had an announcement made over the loudspeakers before dinner requesting all people who got tested for sickle cell to please report to Room 101. . . . ”
(Note: As mentioned above, the 7th Batt evolved out of the Eldorado Social Club of the early 70's.  The terminology of the 7th Batt started taking hold around 1973 and stayed strong up until the mid 80's.  The phraseology somewhat took a back seat during the latter part of the 80's and was later replaced by the more socially accepted and administration recognized name, the Black Studies Club.  That is where we are today. – Greg Sawyer ‘78)
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