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Prologue

In the 1970s at Manhattan Community College, a late-blooming peace-
nik—long blonde hair, headband, ragged jeans—asked, “Did you really 
drop bombs on people in World War II?”
 “Yes.”
 “What a bummer!”
 I’d been a B-17 bomber pilot. On my seven missions before Victory 
in Europe Day, I’d had no qualms about dropping bombs on Nazis. And 
when I read the headline that an atom bomb had been dropped on Hiro-
shima, to me it bookended Pearl Harbor.
 The army I served in for almost three years, was Jim Crow. The Tuske-
gee Airmen were black, pilots and officers, yet no less segregated.
 After discharge I couldn’t vote because I was under twenty-one.
 On my first dance tour, when our train left Washington, D.C., a white 
conductor came through to see that blacks and whites were in separate 
Jim Crow cars.
 On Broadway, chorus dancers were all white, except for the rare cast 
that was all black.
 Violence against women went unmentioned. Clarence Thomas be-
came a Supreme Court justice despite credible testimony by Anita Hill.
 Fashion models all looked like they were starving. Black models never 
appeared in white publications.
 Four-letter words were replaced with euphemisms. Norman Mailer, in 
The Naked and the Dead, ended a chapter with, “Fug it.” In West Side Story, 
a song ended, “Officer Krupke, vrup you.”
 Today, racism, sexism, ageism, etc., are less apparent, but who dares say 
they no longer exist?
 The latest attempts to root out bias are toward beautism, colorism, and 
“plus-size” people.
 Read on.



Primary trainers in formation, class book, Claiborne Flight Academy. Courtesy of 
the U.S. Army.
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Airborne

On my eighteenth birthday, I was drafted, became an Aviation Cadet, won 
my wings, flew a B-17 bomber across the Atlantic and seven combat mis-
sions before Victory in Europe Day. Seven missions weren’t enough to 
earn quick return to the U.S.A., so I went into the Army of Occupation 
where an unofficial army newspaper, The Foggia Occupator, needed a pi-
lot to fly reporters around. The editor, Sgt. Milton Hoffman, a journalist 
in civilian life, offered me a jeep, green “U.S. Army Correspondent” press 
patches for my shoulders, and a Speed Graphic camera. I flew to Rome, 
Naples, Pisa, jeeped around southern Italy, wrote a column, then news, 
features, and finally became managing editor. 
 Dancing had never entered my life. As a preteen in Sheepshead Bay, 
Brooklyn, I played stickball on East 27th Street, fished in the bay, swam at 
Brighton Beach, biked to Coney Island for a twenty-five-cent ride on the 
Cyclone, and to Floyd Bennett Field to watch airplanes. I took violin les-
sons, played in the Brooklyn Tech orchestra, and swam backstroke for the 
swimming team.
 One Sunday afternoon while in Basic Flight Training at Minter Air 
Force Base in Bakersfield, California, I saw a Fred Astaire movie, Holiday 
Inn. Afterward I felt something different from the itchy disquiet of a kid 
far from home. Waiting for the military bus on the empty main street, I 
thought, “Astaire can dance, but I can fly” and wanted Sunday to be over 
so I could be back in the air, cutting arcs in the sky. Years later, when I told 
this to Martha Graham she said, “What you really wanted was to dance.”
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I’d just climbed the Leaning Tower. Photo by Eugene 
Cowen.

Home on leave after graduating in class 44F ( June 1944) wearing my new 
pilot’s wings, I visited my uncle, Navy Commander Ira Hodes, who’d won 
a battlefield commission in World War I, and when World War II began 
joined the Navy and was refitting destroyers in the Brooklyn Navy Yard. 
He took me below into his realm, a boiler factory from hell. But he was 
proud of it, and when he introduced me to his Navy friends I realized he 
was proud of me.
 Five years later, after I’d danced all over the U.S.A. and Europe, he 
asked, “When are you going to stop this dancing and go to work?”
 “Dancing is my work,” I replied, wondering if I could ever earn a living 
at it. I was Martha Graham’s third military pilot. David Zellmer had flown 
B-24 bombers in the Pacific, and Douglas Watson had flown F4U Corsair 
fighters in the Navy. Both had seen combat.
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 “I cannot know what it is to fly a combat mission,” Martha said. “But 
every life has its mission, and some demand all that we can give.”

The day I soloed I fell in love with flying. Three years later, September 16, 
1946, war over, I took a dance lesson at the Martha Graham Studio and fell 
in love with dancing.

Above: Stearman PT-
13 “Primary” trainer. 
Goggles on head (in-
stead of around neck) 
mean I’ve soloed. U.S. 
Army photo.

Left: In a “basic” 
trainer, Vultee Valiant 
BT-13. U.S. Army 
photo.


