
A youthful Granville Coggs poses  
in front of an AT-6 at Tuskegee Army  
Air Field in 1945.
Photo courtesy of Randolph Air Force Base
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Sitting alone in the open cockpit of the PT-13 biplane, he 
took a deep breath. Then he closed his eyes in a moment of 
silent prayer. He was on his own now.

After several weeks of grueling preparation, Granville 
Coggs (B.S. with distinction ’49) was about to attempt his 
first-ever solo flight in an airplane.

Buckled into his leather seat, the youthful student-pilot 
checked over his instruments one last time. RPMs: good. 
Oil Pressure: good. Fuel Gauge: good.

The plane was ready, and the weather was perfect. 
Eyes locked on the runway, Coggs put his right hand on 

the throttle. He was 19 years old, on this sun-bright 
morning in March of 1945, and he was about to attempt a 
feat that would make him part of an American legend. If he 
could manage to complete this solo flight successfully, along 
with a few other training assignments, he would enter the 
ranks of the “Tuskegee Airmen” – the first African-Ameri-
can military pilots in the history of the United States.

For the supremely determined Coggs – a skinny, gangly 
kid from small-town Arkansas who was barely out of high 
school – the next few minutes would provide the acid test. 
Would he succeed in his quest to become one of America’s 
first black pilots … or would he fail this test and wash out 
of the program? It was time to find out.

Slowly, carefully, he eased the throttle forward. Respond-
ing, the PT-13’s 225-horsepower engine roared to life. 
Coggs watched the propeller gain speed until it was a 
shimmering blur. Then he released the brake and the 
biplane lurched forward. A moment later, the double-
winged trainer was rolling along the bumpy, weed-cracked 
runway that formed the heart of Moton Air Field, located 
near the campus of Tuskegee Institute, the all-black college 
that Booker T. Washington had founded in 1881. 

He was gaining speed now, with the powerful Lycoming 
engine thundering in his ears and a hot, dusty wind lashing 
his unprotected face. Forty miles an hour … then 50 … then 
60 … and he could feel the wings beginning to shudder, as 
the accelerating aircraft strained to break the hold of gravity 
and soar into flight.

Now his hand went to the stick. Gently, smoothly, he 
pulled it toward him – and felt the fat rubber tires rising 
from the asphalt beneath his wings.

By Tom Nugent
As one of the nation’s first black military pilots,  

“Tuskegee Airman” and Harvard M.D. Granville Coggs 
triumphed over 1940s racial discrimination to become part 

of a living American legend. 
Moton Air Field,    
  Tuskegee, Alabama: 1945
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All at once he was airborne. Beneath him, the Alabama 
earth was already falling away, becoming a patchwork quilt 
made of pale green cotton fields and emerald-hued rows of 
soybeans stretching to the far horizon.

Was there any thrill to match it?  To be 19 years old, with 
your hand on the stick and your airplane thundering toward 
the golden eye of the sun?

Granville Coggs was going to be a military pilot!
He was going to become one of the 

992 pilots who made up the legendary 
332nd Fighter Group and 477th 
Bombardment Group of the U.S. Army 
Air Corps (aka the Tuskegee Airmen), 
and who fought with such heart-stop-
ping valor against the mighty German 
Luftwaffe throughout World War II.

Remembering that brilliant spring morning 62 years ago, 
Granville Coggs, M.D., the Harvard-trained radiologist and 
longtime medical school professor, shakes his head in 
reverent wonder.

“I’m 82 years old now,” he says with a quiet smile, “but I 
can still remember that first solo flight as if it happened 
yesterday. I know I’ll never forget the moment when my 
wheels lifted off the runway and I realized that I was 
actually flying an aircraft by myself.

“For black people all over the south back then, such an 
accomplishment seemed almost unthinkable. But there I 
was, headed toward the clouds and feeling very proud of 
myself – because I knew I was proving what so many black 
people had been saying for so many years in this country:

“If you’ll just give us a chance, we can meet every 
challenge that comes our way – and we will succeed.”

Five months after President 
George W. Bush and the U.S. 
Congress presented Granville 
Coggs and 350 other surviving 
Tuskegee Airmen with the 
Congressional Gold Medal for 
their service to America during 
World War II, the semi-retired 
radiologist and longtime University 
of Texas Health Science Center 
(UTHSC) San Antonio medical professor arrived in Dallas 
for the 36th Annual Tuskegee Airmen National Convention.

Accompanied by his wife, retired nutrition educator 
Maud Coggs (M.S. ’47) the high-flying aviator was enjoying 
himself enormously as he wandered the grounds of the posh 
Gaylord Texan Resort Hotel and shook the hands of his 
fellow airmen.

“Isn’t this fabulous?” said the elegantly clad and vividly 
animated airman, as he stood with Maud admiring the 
resort’s soaring, 20-foot-high central fountain. “When I 
look around and see all of us celebrating like this, and when 
I think about that ceremony in the Capitol Rotunda in 
Washington last March … well, it’s pretty hard to believe 

that all of this really happened to us.
“Growing up black in Arkansas during the 1940s, we 

knew we were going to have to struggle, if we wanted to 
achieve anything. Really, that was all we heard at the family 
dinner table – the idea that if you were black in America, in 
those days, par wouldn’t be good enough.

“You had to be better than par, if you were black. That 
was my father’s message to us, for sure. He’d risen to 
become the president of an all-black college – the Arkansas 
Baptist College, in Little Rock – and he must have told us a 
thousand times: ‘For us, par won’t get the job done. We 
have to excel. And there’s only one way to do that: through 
hard work. We have to outwork everybody else.’”

Coggs says he absorbed the lesson well, and it paid off 
handsomely for him. He says it helped him earn a chemistry 
degree at the University of Nebraska (1949), and later it 
helped carry him through Harvard Medical School (1953), 
where he was the only black medical student in his class of 
150 students. 

Make no mistake: Dr. Granville Coggs taught himself 
how to survive by teaching himself self-discipline, self-deni-
al, and endless dedication to his work. With Maud at his 
side, he’s enjoyed a 49-year career as a radiologist. A 
specialist in mammography, he also patented a device for 
localizing breast cancer in women.

So how did this cheerful, amiable physician pull it off?
To understand the intensity of Coggs’ determination to 

succeed, all you have to do is ask him about the recent gold 
medal he won in the 400-meter race at the San Antonio 
Senior Games.

At the tender age of 81, the indefatigable Coggs zoomed 
400 meters in the remarkable time of one minute and 43 
seconds … while edging out an opponent who’d beaten him 
in five straight races, en route to a first-place finish and 
another medal for his crowded trophy case.

“I knew I had to catch him,” said Coggs with a delighted 
laugh, as he recalled the showdown on an outdoor track at 
the Alamo Heights High School in San Antonio. “That 
David Rocha is a terrific runner, and he’d beaten me five 
straight years. 

“But this year, I was determined to win. And I had some 
terrific motivation, because I knew that four days after the 
Senior Games, I was going to Washington for the Congres-
sional Gold Medal presentation to the Tuskegee Airmen. 

“So I was really fired up. They put me in lane 1, and 
Rocha wound up on the outside, in lane 8. He led most of 
the way … but after we hit the 300-meter mark, that’s when 
I made my move.”

Along with his iron will to succeed, Coggs benefited from 
a very clever running strategy. The strategy was “Maud and 
Gina” (his wife and Gina Valdez, a family friend) – and the 
savvy Coggs had positioned them both at the 300-meter 
mark of the race.

As the hard-charging retiree pounded toward her, he 
trailed the invincible Rocha by several yards. But that’s 
when Maud and Gina went to work.

“Closing kick,” shouted Maud, along with her husband’s 
running coach, Michael Davis. “Closing kick, Granville – 
you gotta get him in the curve.”

Dallas, Texas: August 2007



Coggs didn’t hesitate. Reaching deep within for an extra 
burst of energy, he turned on the afterburners and went into 
his fabled “kick.” Inch by inch, he made up the distance 
between himself and the front-running Rocha.

Together, running neck and 
neck, the two longtime competi-
tors hurtled down the track … 
and when they flashed across 
the finish line, it was the 
take-no-prisoners Granville 
Coggs who had prevailed.

Said an exuberant Maud 
Coggs, who also maintains 
a daily fitness regimen of 
her own: “My husband 
does this ‘victory thing’ 
whenever he wins a race. 
He throws both arms 
high in the air and runs 
up and down the track 
for a few seconds. It’s 
part of his routine 
… and when I saw 
his arms go up, I 
just said: ‘Good. 
Good. He’s 
happy now.’”

Turning toward her 
husband’s chair in the courtyard of 
the resort hotel, Maud laughed out loud. “Look 
at him,” she said. “Look at how his eyes just lit up.”

Sure enough, Coggs was grinning like a triumphant 
schoolboy. “That was a great moment,” he said. “In a 
situation like that, with 100 meters to go in a race against a 
guy you’ve never beaten … well, you’re gonna be tested.

“You’re gonna have to prove yourself, right then and right 
there, by giving it everything you’ve got. And I like that. I 
like the challenge of it, and I like to push myself to the max.”

Born in Pine Bluff, Ark., in 1925, Granville Coggs grew 
up in a world so different that he sometimes has difficulty 
believing that he actually lived through those years. As a 
child, he soon discovered that he’d come into this world as 
the descendant of black slaves who had migrated west-
ward to Arkansas from rural Alabama during the first 
years after the Civil War. Like most of the blacks living in 
Arkansas, Granville’s grandparents had struggled to make 
a living as sharecroppers, laborers and farmhands in the 
rural world of the early 20th-century American South.

The family’s fortunes improved rapidly, however, after 
Coggs’ father managed to earn a degree at Arkansas 
Baptist College and then rose to become a teacher and 
eventually the president of the college. “I grew up 
hearing about the importance of education,” Coggs 
recalls, “and about the importance of books and 
libraries as a way of life.

“In our family, it was assumed that you were going to 
college after high school. There was no debate; you went, 
that’s all. But the second World War broke out in 1941, 
while I was still attending Dunbar High School in Little 
Rock.”

By September 1943, Coggs had enrolled as a freshman at 
Howard University in Washington, D.C. He was 

hoping to become an engineer – but his 
local draft board soon notified him that he 
was likely to be called into the military, 

where he knew he would probably end up as 
infantryman. “I’d heard that two young men 
from my area – Herbert Clark of Pine Bluff 
and Richard Caesar of Lake Village, Ark. – 

had earned pilot wings at Tuskegee in a special 
program for black pilots, so I decided not to 
wait to be drafted, and I enlisted in the U.S. 
Army Aviation Cadet Program instead. I passed 

the qualifying tests and my military career in the 
black U.S. Army Air Corps had begun. I wanted 

to be a pilot.”
After his initial training at Tuskegee, Coggs 

earned military badges as an aerial gunner, aerial 
bombardier and twin-engine pilot. He also completed 

his advanced training while piloting the B-25 “Billy 
Mitchell Bomber.” But by the time he was finally 

certified as a twin-engine military pilot in October 1945, 
“VJ Day” (Aug. 15, 1945) was long past, so he never got 

a chance to participate in aerial combat. 
While undergoing his early pilot training, Coggs also met 

a young college student – Maud Currie, from small-town 
Carson, Ark. – who happened to be an undergrad at the 
Tuskegee Institute.

For the handsome young student-pilot and the lively 
young co-ed, it was love at first sight. “All of the girls at 
Tuskegee were very interested in the good-looking young 
pilots who were training out at the air field,” Maud 
remembers with a nostalgic smile. “On weekends, we’d all 
get together for dances and parties at the local USO [United 
Service Organization], and it was a natural thing for 
romances to start to develop.”

Maud and Granville were married in August 1946, only 
about a month after his discharge from the Army Air 
Corps. That September, they enrolled as students at UNL. 
While Granville signed on as a pre-med freshman, Maud 

Flight School – and a Visit 
to the Tuskegee USO
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became a graduate student in nutrition education. Most of 
Granville’s school expenses were paid by the G.I. Bill of 
Rights, and he also worked as a waiter at the University 
Club in downtown Lincoln. (Maud made ends meet with a 
General Education Board Scholarship.)

“We left Arkansas for the University of Nebraska because 
in 1946, blacks weren’t allowed to attend the graduate 
school at the University of Arkansas,” the airman recalls 
today. Within a few weeks, they had settled into a rented 
house ($18 a month) on “U” Street in Lincoln. They studied 
hard … and to this day, Coggs remembers how he received 
“a whole lot of encouragement” from an unlikely source – 
then-Chancellor Reuben Gustavson, who took the youthful 
student under his wing and advised him to “settle for 
nothing but the best” when choosing a medical school. “He 
took a liking to me,” says Coggs today, “and he often asked 
about my studies and my future while I was serving him 
dinner at the University Club. And when I told him that I 
wanted to attend medical school, he told me flat-out: ‘I 
really think you should aim for Harvard, and not take 
second best.’”

Gustavson’s advice turned out to be excellent, and the 
young pilot was soon registering in Boston for his first 
semester as the only black student in his HMS ’53 class. 
“Harvard was extremely challenging, I can tell you that 
much,” Coggs remembers with a chuckle. “I wore 
my UNL Phi Beta Kappa key there for a while – until 
the day I got my first anatomy test back. The dean of 
students called me in – Dr. Reginald Fitz – and he 
laid down the law. He told me: ‘You got a D, Coggs, 
and you’re going to have to do better than that, if 
you expect to graduate from Harvard.’

“Well, the first thing I did when I left his office was 
to take off that Phi Beta Kappa key and put it in a 
drawer. And then I got down to some serious brass 
tacks. For the next few years, I worked night and day, 
as hard as I could. It wasn’t easy, but with the help of 
Maud and a few of my Harvard buddies, I managed 
to survive.” 

After graduating from Harvard Medical in 1953, 
Coggs completed a radiology residency at the Univer-
sity of California, San Francisco in 1958, then served 
as a member of the clinical faculty in the university’s 
radiology department until 1975. He left the City by the Bay 
that year to accept an appointment as a tenured professor of 

radiology at UTHSC at San Antonio. There he pioneered the 
use of “dedicated mammography” – and then launched the 
San Antonio Breast Evaluation Center (a nationally recog-
nized prototype-clinic for “multi-modality” detection of 
breast cancer), which he operated from 1983-86 while 

working part-time at UTHSCSA.
After retiring from the university in 1989, Coggs 

practiced his specialty at several clinics and smaller 
hospitals in Texas and California. Since 2004, he has 
worked 40 hours a week as a civilian physician at 
Brooke Army Medical Center in San Antonio. 

Ask him about his future plans, and he lights up 
again: “I’m going to retire from the U.S. Civil Service 
at Brooke next January,” he says, “and then from 
2008 until 2015, I’m planning to work at a reduced 
workload as a general diagnostic radiologist locum 
tenens [as a substitute doctor] for agencies in this 
area. I’m also looking forward to spending a lot more 
time in California with my two daughters, Anita and 
Carolyn, and my granddaughters, Aisha and Angela.

“Really, whenever I think about it, I realize that I’m 
the luckiest man I know,” he will tell you with a 

delighted laugh, as he recounts his adventures with the 
Tuskegee Airmen and his later adventures all around the 
country while competing fiercely in the Senior Games. (To 
learn more about his amazing athletic skills, his research 
and his other medical contributions in recent years visit 
http://www.coggs-granville.com/personal.htm.) 

“I’ve experienced some wonderful moments in my 82 
years,” he says, “and that presentation of the Congressional 
Gold Medal by President Bush has got to be right up there at 
the top. When the president thanked us for our service, I 
had tears in my eyes and goose bumps all along my arms.

“That was a moving experience, to be sure, and I’m 
hoping for some more of ’em in the years up ahead because I 
haven’t finished living, and you can quote me on that.  You 
know, my father lived to be 105, and I have every intention 
of following in his footsteps. I love life, I love people, and 
these days I’m having more fun than ever before.    

“Every day is another challenge for me … and the way I 
look at it, I’m just getting started.” n
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President George W. Bush and Speaker of the House of Representatives 
Nancy Pelosi stand amidst 300 Tuskegee Airmen during a photo opportunity 
Thursday, March 29, 2007, in Statuary Hall at the U.S. Capitol. 

White House photo by Joyce Boghosian
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