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Clarence Samuels should be remembered as one of the most important pioneers of African American service in the United States Coast Guard. Born in Panama, Samuels enlisted in 1920, receiving the rate of Seaman 2nd class; and, by 1928, he assumed command of patrol boat AB-15, becoming the first African American in modern Coast Guard history to command a Coast Guard vessel. In 1929, he was promoted to chief quartermaster, becoming the first African American chief petty officer in the Coast Guard and, in the 1930s, he served five years at the famous Pea Island Life-Saving Station.
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In World War II, he achieved several more firsts, becoming the first African American in the modern Coast Guard to become a warrant officer, lieutenant junior grade and full lieutenant. During this time, he served as an officer on board USS Sea Cloud, the first officially de-segregated federal sea service vessel of any kind in United States history. Later in the war, he became the first African American to command cutters during wartime, including Light Vessel 115 (Panama Canal Zone), Light Vessel 91 (Key West) and the 180-foot Buoy Tender Sweetgum (Miami).

Clarence Samuel’s achievements seem all the more significant in light of the fact that the Revenue Cutter Service’s first officer of African American heritage, Michael A. Healy, never disclosed his ethnicity, nor was it ever known by others; and the fact that the first African-American to captain a U.S. Navy ship took command in 1962.

Samuels in 1920





Samuels late in his career





Samuels and another officer on Sea Cloud.
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