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Born in Bedford, VA, Rear Admiral Lawrence C. Chambers ’52,
USN (Ret.), lost his Navy veteran father at age four and grew

up with his four siblings in Washington, DC, under the nurturing
influence of his maternal grandparents. 
         While in high school Admiral Chambers, taking his cue from
fellow Dunbar High School alumnus Wesley Brown, honed his 
academic and leadership skills, turned down offers from Harvard
and MIT and joined Brown at the Naval Academy—a move that
culminated with his becoming the first African American Naval
Academy graduate promoted to flag rank. 
         After a tour of duty in CoLUMBUS, Admiral Chambers 
reported to flight training and received his wings in 1954. Chambers
flew a variety of fixed wing aircraft including the AF Guardian, the
A-1 Sky Raider, the A-4 Skyhawk and the A-7B Corsair II. 
         Admiral Chambers’ early command tours included Attack
Squadron VA-15 and WHITE PLAINS. Under Chambers’ leadership
WHITE PLAINS earned the Ney Award for Best Small Ship Mess
Afloat and the Type Commander’s “E.” In 1975, Admiral Chambers
assumed command of MIDWAY, becoming the first African American
to command an aircraft carrier. Under his command MIDWAY played a critical role in 
rescuing South Vietnamese Air Force Major Bung Ly (Lee), his wife and five children. 
         During the evacuation of Saigon, Major Ly had loaded his family into a two-seated
Cessna and made his way out to the South China Sea. There he spotted MIDWAY, her deck
already jammed with helos delivering other evacuees. His fuel running low, Ly dropped a
handwritten note on MIDWAY’s
flight deck, asking MIDWAY to
move the helicopters over the 
foul line so he could land. With
moments to spare, Admiral 
Chambers ordered every available
seaman to assist the Air 
Department in making a ready
deck. Despite rain, wind and the
arrival of additional evacuating
helicopters the crew responded.
They pushed the abandoned 
helicopters overboard. Admiral
Chambers, having ignored an 
admiral’s orders, feared a court
martial. However, later he learned
that all the ships involved in 
“operation Frequent Wind” took
similar actions. In December 1977 following a successful tour as skipper of MIDWAY, 
Admiral Chambers was promoted to rear admiral. 
         Admiral Chambers’ later naval career included command of Carrier Strike Groups
3 and 4 and assignment as Vice Commander, Naval Air Systems Command. He retired
from active duty in 1984 and began a second career in industry. Working for Unisys 
Corporation, he managed Federal Aviation Administration and international weapons
systems programs. Following retirement from Unisys he embarked on a third career with
Kinnevik AB taking assignments in developing countries all over the world. Recently, he
has focused on community service, including supporting the MIDWAY Museum. He has
also returned to the Naval Academy to address the Midshipman Black Studies Club.
         Admiral Chambers holds an advanced degree from the Naval Postgraduate School
and pursued additional studies in plasma physics at Stanford University. He and his wife,
Sarah, live in Sun City Center, FL. He has two grown daughters. 
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“The decision made by Admiral Chambers that

day was not merely an act of courage or bravery. 

It was one of leadership, compassion and kindness.

The latter characteristics are innate—not capable

of fabrication—but those traits are often refined,

heightened and sharpened through discipline,

training and education. Our family owes our 

gratitude to Admiral Chambers.” 
—Nhan Lee, son of Major Bung Lee 
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