Real heroes don't take phonies lightly

Tuskegee Airmen unhappy over false claims by New Castle man, 82
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T. Rafadl Lee, 82, salutes the crowd June 29 as he
is honored during the rededication ceremony of
the Boulevard of the Allies.

Ed Sorace, a wounded Vietnam veteran and
retired Rittsburgh palice sergeant, knew
immediately that something wasn't right.

At the June 29 rededication ceremony of the
Boulevard of the Allies, Downtown, he watched
as ashort, edely man sporting a fancy blue
uniform and a chet full of medals maneuvered
through the crowd "likea dignitary.”

T. Refad Lee wore the Air Medal, Combat Infantryman Badge, Armed Forces Expeditionary Medd and
some other decorations, including the Navy SEAL trident commonly called the "Budweiser."

"That'sthe one that got my attention," said Mr. Sorace, 60, of Brookline. "I thought, "Wait a second. How ...
could he have been dl these things? "

Mr. Sorace then watched as Mr. Leetodk the stage, where Brig. Gen. William Waff of the 99th Regiona
Readiness Commeand in Coraopdlis honored him as a World War 11 fighter pilot with the famous all-black
Tuskegee Airmen.

Afterward, Mr. Lee gpproached and darted talking about the military.

"l said, 'l got shot twicein Vietnam, | don't want to hear your stories' " said Mr. Sorace. "l just walked
away."

Mr. Leg 82, of New Cagtle, moved on to regale others of his exploits, just as hed done just a few days
before at the Senior Men's Club at the Sewickley YMCA.

There, he gopeared in uniform and talked for 45 minutes about his missons with the 99th Fighter

Squadron, saying, according to anewspaper account, he was "just happy tha I'm breathing and dive" That's
a bit less dramatic than it sounds, however, because Mr. Lee was never a combat pilot. He was never an
arman of any kind. In fact, records show he never even served in World Wer 1.

By charm and sheer brazenness, he's been able to trick everyone from the University of Rittsburgh to the
Senatar John Heinz History Center and the Post-Gazette into thinking he's a Tuskegee hero.

That's something the real Tuskegee Airmen, black pilots who trained a Tuskegee Inditute in Alabama
when the armed services were till segregated, don't take lightly. At least 66 of them died in combet.



"It redlly infuriates us when we see people like thistrying to rob us of our heritage," said Ron Brewington,
public relations officer for Tuskegee Airmen Inc., which held its annual convention last weekend in
Philadel phia.

Among various claims of military servicein four wars Mr. Lee insigs he shat down two German fighters. In
fact, he wasn't even 18 by thetime the war ended in 1945.

“I'm nat trying to boast anything," he said last week, sitting on the porch of his trash-strewn house and
poring over his medals. "If they don't want to recognize me, fine. | did ajob that I'm proud of."

The Tuskegee Airmen keep alist of every pilot who shot down German planes. Mr. Leeisn't on it. Nor is
he on any other ligt of Tuskegee Airmen, which, in addition to the pilots, induded thousands of ground
support personnd.

"He's full of [it]," said William Holloman, 83, of Seattle, the historian for Tuskegee Airmen Inc. "1 know
every pilot that graduated from Tuskegee. He's not one of them. | do nat like liars and wannabes. Ever since
we got the Congressional Gold Medd [in 2007], these guys have been coming out of the woodwork."

Mr. Leg's mative for masquerading isn't clear, but military impostors tend to favor branches of the service
with acertain dan.

The dite Navy SEAL sarea prime example. So many men have passed themsdves off as SEALsthat a
group of red ones created an outfit called VeriSEAL to expose fakers. They say they've outed 10,000 or so
since 1992.

Mr. Lee says he's dso a SEAL. But Steve Waterman, who works with Vei SEAL, said he'slying and could
be prosecuted for wearing the Budwel ser.

Recent famefor fliers

The Tuskegee Airmen have gained fame in recent years, not only for their heroism in the skies over Europe
but also because they disproved the 1940s perception that black pilats wereinferior.

Ther gory hit the maingream with "The Tuskegee Airmen," a 1995 HBO movie. Lagt year's Congressond
Gold Medal, presented by President Bush, raised their profile even more Interest will surdy peak again with
therdease of "Red Tails," a big-budget George Lucas movie in the works.

Locally, WQED produced "Fly Boys Western Pennsylvania's Tuskegee Airmen," which aired in February.
Mr. Lee atended two events announcing thereease of the film.

"Unfortunately, there are folks who do this. It'san egotrip," said Charles McGee, 88, of Bethesda, Md., a
Tuskegeefighter pilot who also flew in Koreaand Vietnam.

Like the SEALSs, theairmen try to keep track of pretenders. At last year's convention in Dallas, they added to
their bylaws a requirement that members present documentation to be considered a "DOTA," or Documented
Origina Tuskegee Airman.

When he became head of public rdations four years ago, Mr. Brewington scoured thelist of 2,000
members and said he found quite afew impostors. He said he can usualy pick out aphony.

"I dways ask them the same question: 'Excuse me, sir, what is Chehaw? If you can't answer that, you
weren't an airman.”



Airmen headed to Tuskegee Army Air Field disembarked at the train sation in Chehaw, Ala.

Asked about thename, Mr. Lee hesitated at firdt, saying hed heard the name, and then did identify it asa
rail depat.

But theairmen al so say anyone can study Tuskegee history and arm themselves with enough history to
sound credible.

Tuskegee impogors pop up everywhere. Last year, the Buffalo News wrote about John Elias, 83, who told
some black city high schod students about his experiences.

"If I can doit, so can you," he said in encouraging them to overcome low expectations facing young black
people.

Mr. Brewington saw the story and searched the airmen lists.
"I didn't find the guy," he said. "AsMarvin Gaye would say, 'What'sgoin' on? "

Mr. Brewington cdled the paper to say the man was afake and then confronted Mr. Elias, who, he said,
"stuttered and stammered but didn't havean explanation." The reporter who wrote the sory said last week
his paper chose nat to do anything because Mr. Elias was old, possibly senile and hadn't been running
around bragging.

A few authentic airmen agree that's sometimes the best approach. If a pretender isn't making money from
theruse, why nat let him enjoy his fantasy?

But most consider fakersan insult to their legacy.

"l ask them, 'Why are you trying to rob thehonor of these men? You never get an answer," said Mr.
Brewington. "They need to stop telling peopl e theyre heroes. It really makes us sick to seeit.”

It'salso acrime. Under the Stolen Vaor Act, Sgned by Presdent Bush in 2006, impostors can be
prosecuted for wearing medals they didn't earn or bragging about having won decorations.

Even before the law was passed, the FBI went after posers. The U.S. atorney's officein Fittsburgh in
recent years has prosecuted two men for impersonating an officer. Bath received probetion.

Now phonies can end up in prison.

Mr. Lee has appeared in at least two uniforms covered with medals, campaign ribbons and badges. At the
men's club speech in Sewickley, he wore the same blue outfit that he wore at the Boulevard of the Allies
event, complete with a beret featuring a lieutenant colond's silver oak |esf.

"He came across as being red, that's for sure. He was convincing," said Ryan Burdick, 60, of Franklin
Park, whose father wasa B-17 pilct.

'Not good with dates

Mr. Lee has made numerous claims over the years and continued to do so in a lengthy interview last week. At
various times he's presented himself as a lieutenant cdonel, a captain, a major, a sergeant and a military
attache for the U.S. State Department.



He said he gtarted training to fly at an air base in New Y ork "before Hitler did his thing” in launching the
blitzkrieg in 1939, athough that meanshe would have been 11 or 12 years dd. Asa Tuskegee pilat, he
said, he had to compensate for hislack of height. He stands about 5 feet 5 inches.

"l was thelittlest thing there," he said. "I had to get an extralittle cushion to set on the seat so | could see
out the cockpit."

Hesaid helater served in Karea, and as a Specia Forces adviser in Vietnam and as an officer in the
invasion of Panamain 1989, when he would have been in his60s.

Two fingers on hisright hand are missng. He said he lost them to rounds from an AK-47 while trying to
pull someone dse from the line of fire during the Panama campaign.

Yet he told the men's clubin Sewickley that he lost the fingersin World War 11. He could only recdl the
Panama mission as "Operation something-or-othe" and he couldn't remember the year.

"I'm not good with dates" he said.

Records from the Nationad Personnel Records Center in . Louis show that Mr. Leeis indeed a veteran. He
was a privae in the Army from 1948 to 1956 and served in Korea. At the time of his discharge, he was
assgned to the Signal Carps.

More detailed records were destroyed in a 1973 fire at the center, a fact that athershave relied on to baster
fase claims. But center dfficials said that while many records are incomplete, basic information about military
serviceremains

Mr. Lee has presented several documents to make his case, including a purported honorable discharge
certificate and two documents called "certification of military service."

Y et the papers contain misspellings, handwritten corrections and dates that don't match various resumeshe
has al o prepared.

For example, on one resume he said he served in the military from 1946 to 1990. On ancther, he said he
served as an attache with the State Department "Spedial Action Force' from 1990 to 1997, overseeing a
"16-man tent hospital” at U.S. embassies around the world. There isno such thing asthe Speciad Action
Force.

Red flags

Mr. Lee says he was born on Guadd oupe in the French West Indies and has no family in the area beyond
his 97-year-old mather. His neighbors say he keeps to himsdf. He changes his stories so often it's hard to
pin him doan.

"I'm trying to stay low-key," he said. "I'm not trying to exploit anything. I'm nat trying to pretend anything. |
aman arman. | am apilat."

He seems to have fooled many people mainly because of his relationship with Regis Bobonis S, a former
editor of the Pittsburgh Courier and reporter for the Post-Gazette who is vice president of the Danidl B.
Matthews Historical Sodety in Sewickley.

Five years ago, the society announced that it was looking for airmen from Western Pennsylvania to be
featured in aWQED documentary.



"He contacted me and said, 'I'm one, too, I'm for red,’ " said Mr. Babonis. "So | got out my pilots list. He's
not on there. So | said, 'Show me some documentation.' "

Mr. Bobonis also chedked with the U.S. Park Savice, which runsthe Tuskegee museum. The sevice said it
had norecord of Mr. Lee but also said itsrecords aren't complete and that officials would have to do more
research.

Mr. Lee gave Mr. Bobonis three pieces of "evidence" he said proved he was an airman: a picture of himsdf in
an Army uniform bedecked with medals; a picture of two airmen, apparently from a bodk, one of whom Mr.
Leesaid ishim; and apicture of a plane under which Mr. Lee had written his name. He aso presented some
medals, including the Distinguished Flying Cross.

Mr. Bobonis said there were enough "red flags' about Mr. Lee that he didn't recommend to WQED that he
be includedin "Fly Boys." But Mr. Bobonisdid put him on amaster list of Western Pennsylvania armen.

At two high-prdfile events announcing the film in February -- a screening organized by the Universty of
Pittsburgh at Soldiers & Sailors National Military Museum and Memorial and a program called "A
Geathering of Eagles' at the Heinz History Center -- Mr. Lee was listed in the official programs.

He showed up as a guest, had his picture taken with real armen and sat at atable with them.
None recognized him, but they said that was not unusua at airmen gatherings.

"There were alat of people you wouldn't know," said William Hicks, 87, of Homewood, an arman who
stood near Mr. Lee for a photo that ran in the Pitt Chronicle, a university publication, and in the Post-
Gazette. "Y ou could be ganding right next to someone and not know them."

Mr. Bobonis, whase Sewickley condo features ceramic statues of Tuskegee airmen that Mr. Lee gave him,
also presented Mr. Lee as aguest speaker at the Sewickley men's club.

And he was the source of a biography on Mr. Lee which the organizers of the Boulevard of the Allies event
gave to Gen. Waff before the genera paid tribute to the airman who never was.

"I'm shocked and disappointed,” said Mr. Bobonis. "What does he get out of this? He's kind of a Walter
Mitty. Thereés never an excusefor lying. It'salways pointless”



