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West Point Graduate Clarence M. Davenport Jr.
By Patricia Sullivan
Washington Post Staff Writer
Thursday, August 9, 2007; Page B07

Clarence M. Davenport Jr., 89, a retired Army colonel who was the 
sixth black graduate of West Point and had a second career in 
research and academia, died of pancreatic cancer July 23 at 
Maplewood Park Place in Bethesda.

Col. Davenport, who served most of his military career in the artillery, 
did not often talk about his experiences at the academy, his family 
said, but he always wore his academy ring and spoke up occasionally 
to correct the record of African Americans at West Point.

He entered West Point in 
1939 on a congressional 
appointment from George D. 
O'Brien, a white Michigan 
Democrat whose district was 
becoming increasingly 
populated by African 
Americans. Col. Davenport, 
a native of Roe, Ark., whose 
family moved to Detroit 
when he was a child, had put 
himself through three years 
at the University of Detroit.

Another black cadet, Robert 
B. Tresville, enrolled at West 
Point the same year, but Col. 
Davenport and Tresville 
were not roommates; in fact, 
neither was assigned a 
roommate during their four 
years there, unlike the other 
cadets.

Like one of their 
predecessors, Air Force 
Gen. Benjamin O. Davis Jr., 
Col. Davenport and Tresville 
endured four years of 
"silencing," in which they 
were spoken to only for 
official business. No other 
cadets would sit by them, 
even during chapel services. 
At the end of the plebe year, 
when it was customary for 
upperclassmen to shake 
hands with rising cadets, no 
one took theirs.

"The clergy at the academy 
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were, however, sincere and considerate," Col. Davenport said in a 
2002 letter to the editor of The Washington Post. "They would often sit 
beside me and talk when we were traveling by bus or train."

When a Life magazine photographer shot photos in the chapel, a white 
cadet told fellow cadet Davenport to leave. He protested, but an Army 
officer supported the white student, and he obeyed.

As a newly commissioned second lieutenant, he graduated on the 
accelerated wartime schedule in January 1943. When he stepped 
onstage to accept his diploma, he received a standing ovation from his 
classmates, a moment captured in the newsreels of the day and 
included in Frank Capra's 1944 documentary "The Negro Soldier."

Only five of the 17 African Americans who had been appointed to the 
military academy in the previous 68 years had graduated, and two 
black men who enrolled in fall 1940 left within two weeks because of 
the hostile atmosphere.

Years later, there was a rapprochement with his classmates, and Col. 
Davenport, described by a family member as a disciplined man who 
never held grudges, joined an unofficial association of 1943 West 
Point graduates. West Point, he said, reflected American society at the 
time, and the "monumental progress" that the school and the military 
had made in racial matters exemplified their strength.

Col. Davenport served in the South Pacific during World War II. His 
black classmate, Tresville, died in combat during the war. Col. 
Davenport was sent to the University of California at Berkeley by the 
Army, where he received a master's degree in bioradiology in 1954. 
He also graduated from the Army's Command and General Staff 
College and the National War College.

In the mid-1960s, he received the Legion of Merit for his command of 
the 10th Artillery Group, 32nd Army Air Defense Command in 
Europe. He retired from the Army in 1972 as a full colonel.

After Col. Davenport left the military, he completed all but his 
dissertation for a doctorate in educational administration at George 
Washington University. He also worked as a senior systems analyst at 
the Stanford Research Institute and worked at Federal City College, 
now part of the University of the District of Columbia. He retired in 
2000 as Howard University's administrative coordinator in its Materials 
Science Research Center of Excellence.

Col. Davenport was a music lover and had subscriptions to Kennedy 
Center series. He was also an award-winning amateur photographer 
and a member of All Souls Unitarian Church in Washington.

Survivors include his wife of 64 years, Yolande B. Davenport of 
Bethesda; three children, Elizabeth McKune of McLean, Stephen 
Davenport of Edmond, Okla., and Richard Davenport of Putnam 
Valley, N.Y.; and four grandchildren.
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