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  "African Americans were not given the full credit some individuals and someunits deserved for their service rendered in combat in Korea. The service of Charles Bussey would seem     to be a prime example."


               —Gen. Matthew B. Ridgway,Commander  of UN Forces in the Korean War


  



  "Charles Bussey describes in vivid detail the realities of the racially segregated Army that fought the early battles of the Korean War, and in doing sohe candidly reveals how he dealt with the opportunities and humiliation of military service at that time. He fought two wars simultaneously—one against American racism and  incompetence and the other against the determined and resourceful North Koreans and Chinese. Bussey, in recounting his adventures amid the violence of Korea, presents a sobering indictment of a racist America."     —Bernard C. Nalty Author of Strength for the Fight A History of Black Americans in the Military


  



  "A haunting and graphic account of the courage and agony of the Blacksoldier in Korea. This book should serve to reinforce the words of John F.Kennedy: 'There are no "white" or "colored" signs on the foxholes or graveyards of battle.' "    —Rep. Augustus F. Hawkins


  


  



  



  



  This book is dedicated to those gallant young men


  of the 24th Regimental Combat Team, including


  the 77th Engineer Combat Company, who fought


  a formidable and determined enemy for the


  American and United Nations cause in Korea


  in 1950-1953. Although denied their basic rights


  of equal opportunity and human dignity, they


  nevertheless put their lives on the line for their


  nation. Although the Infantry men were poorly


  led, poorly trained, and unprepared for the reality


  of that war, they fought hard and, despite their


  detractors, fought well.


  


  



  Glossary


  1. MSR-Main Supply Route. During the Korean War, MSR stood for Main Supply Route. It referred to the primary road or artery used by military units to transport food, ammunition, fuel, and reinforcements, such as the critical route from Yudam-ni to Hungnam during the Chosin Reservoir battle.



  Significance: MSRs were essential for sustaining combat operations and were frequently targeted by enemy forces, often becoming critical points of defense during retreats or advancements, as seen in the Marines' breakout from the Chosin Reservoir.


  Context: Protecting the MSR was paramount to preventing units from being surrounded or cut off.


  2. NKPA stands for the North Korean People's Army, the conventional armed forces of the Democratic People's Republic of Korea (DPRK) that invaded South Korea on June 25, 1950. They were a well-equipped, Soviet-trained force, often utilizing battle-hardened veterans from previous Chinese conflicts to swiftly capture90% of the peninsula early in the war.



  Key details regarding the NKPA during the Korean War:


  Formation and Strength: In June 1950, the NKPA consisted of approximately 90,000 to 100,000 soldiers, organized into eight infantry divisions and one armored brigade.


  Key Equipment: The force was heavily supported by the Soviet Union, armed with T-34 tanks, heavy artillery, and fighter aircraft.


  Combat Experience: Roughly one-third of the initial force consisted of ethnic Koreans who had served in the Chinese Communist Forces, providing significant combat experience.


  Initial Success and Decline: The NKPA quickly overran the Republic of Korea (ROK) forces. However, after the Inchon landing, the NKPA was severely crippled, with many units retreating to reorganize in Manchuria.


  3. RCT-During the Korean War, RCT stood for Regimental Combat Team. It was a specialized, self-sufficient infantry unit tailored for flexibility by attaching supporting arms—typically artillery, engineers, and tanks—directly to a regiment, enabling it to operate independently or reinforce divisions, such as the 5th RCT or 31st RCT.



  Key details about RCTs in the Korean War:


  Structure: A standard regiment reinforced with, for example, a field artillery battalion, a tank company, and combat engineers.


  Operational Role: These units were used for rapid deployment, such as the 5th RCT reinforcing the Pusan Perimeter, or special missions like the 187th Airborne RCT.


  Key Units: Prominent examples included the 5th RCT, 31st RCT (involved in the Battle of Chosin Reservoir), and the 187th Airborne RCT.


  Significance: RCTs provided command-level flexibility, allowing commanders to move a powerful, balanced fighting force to critical areas without moving an entire division.


  



  An AUSA Institute of Land Warfare Book


  The Association of the United States Army, or AUSA, was founded in 1950 as a not-for-profit organization dedicated to education concerning the role of the U.S. Army, to providing materialfor military professional development, and to the promotion ofproper recognition and appreciation of the profession of arms.Its constituencies include those who serve in the Army today,including Army National Guard, Army Reserve, and Army civilians, and the retirees and veterans who have served in the past,and all their families. A large number of public-minded citizensand business leaders are also an important constituency. The Association seeks to educate the public, elected and appointed officials,and leaders of defense industry on crucial issues involving theadequacy of our national defense, particularly those issues affecting land warfare.


  In 1988 AUSA established within its existing organization a new entity known as the Institute of Land Warfare. Its purposeis to extend the educational work of AUSA by sponsoring scholarlypublications, to include books, monographs, and essays on keydefense issues, as well as workshops and symposia. Among thevolumes chosen for designation as “An AUSA Institute of LandWarfare Book” are both new texts and reprints of titles of enduringvalue that are no longer in print. Topics include history, policyissues, strategy, and tactics. Publication as an AUSA Book doesnot indicate that the Association of the United States Army andthe publisher agree with everything in the book, but does suggestthat the AUSA and the publisher believe this book will stimulatethe thinking of AUSA members and others concerned about important issues.


  



  



  



  



  Here I stand.


  I can do no otherwise.


  So help me God. Amen.


  -MARTIN LUTHER


  God and the soldier we adore In time of danger, not beforeThe danger past and all things rightedGod is forgotten and the soldier slighted.


  -ANONYMOUS
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  Preface


  I am the man who led your son in battle. I led him in his transition from Sunday school student to a bloodletter on the “killing floor”in Korea. I made your son a soldier. I am the type of man whodefeated the Canaanites. I felled Jericho. I was the victor at Thermopylae and the hero at Valley Forge. You are free because Ibelieved in your freedom. Without me, or men like me, you couldbe enslaved or worse.


  Further, I returned your son a far better man than when he came to me. I sent him back to you when trouble was past, aman without rancor and without venom but with the spleen required to keep you and himself free. I gave him discipline whereyou failed him. I gave him vision beyond your knowledge ofthat perception. Above all, I gave him confidence in himself andin his fellow man. With me he learned of men and of God. Ireturned him to you a man—better than his fathers and betterthan his sons.


  Much has been said and written of soldiers in all times. No group has contributed more to the development of mankind,and no group has been more reviled.


  It is not my intent to make you admire me or men like me, but I want you to know close up the life and times of fighting men. I want you to understand their lives, their deaths, their strengths, their weaknesses, and, yes, their prayers, for prayersare big with fighting men. When the chips are down and thecards are poor, most men draw sustenance from their religiousfaiths. At times there is nothing else. We believe out of starknecessity. When danger is past, however, we too often forget.We too are frail.


  This book is not a full autobiography with complete details on my personal life. The focus is on my experiences as an officerin the United States Army in the Korean War. My service duringthe Korean War has stirred forty years of controversy in the U.S.Army, the Department of Defense, and the Congress of the UnitedStates.


  After my firefight at Yechon the colonel told me that I should receive the Medal of Honor, but because I was “a Negro,” hecould not let that happen. Other controversy has raged over therole and performance of black soldiers in Korea. The white pressemphasized stories about Negroes bugging out. In those earlydays in Korea, the black 24th Infantry Regiment performed betterthan the regiments of the white 24th Infantry Division and justas well as the other regiments that came later to Korea. Theonly real successes during the first months of Korea were a fewscattered engagements, including the small first firefight at Yechon. Many of the other engagements were terminated with U.S.forces scattered and retreating at battalion, regiment, and evendivision level.


  The U.S. Army’s official history of the first part of the Korean War, South to the Naktong, North to the Yalu, by Roy E. Appleman,strikes me as unfair and not representing what I saw personally.His book suggests that the Negro soldiers and their units wereno good. The official history cites twenty-four instances of poorbehavior by the 24th Infantry Regiment that I served in. Mr.Appleman was never in the combat zone, and some of the interviews upon which his account is based took place as much asfive years afterward. Mr. Appleman interviewed only one blackofficer and no black enlisted men. He never talked to me. In hisreports of the behavior of Negro troops, he quotes only theirwhite officers. In some cases, these officers may have provided self-serving accounts seeking to blame the troops for their ownleadership failures. In the official history, the instances of badperformance by Negro troops appear to be emphasized morethan similar behavior by white troops. The difference may benothing more than another manifestation of the antiblack racismthat was prevalent in American society and in the American Armyfrom 1776 through all wars prior to Vietnam in the late 1960s.


  Unfortunately, until recently, I felt that the few histories written about the Korean War have been tainted by the Army’s “officialhistory” by Mr. Appleman. A more balanced picture is presentedin recent books by Clay Blair and by Bernard C. Nalty.


  Dave Carlisle (one of my officers) and I, and some other black veterans of Korean combat, have sought for many years to overturn the Army’s official version and obtain justice, but the U.S.Army has ignored the new evidence and has stuck to its originalstory. We have been successful to the extent that the Army finallyhas agreed to have a commission of historians and other expertsreview the record and reevaluate just how black soldiers comparedwith their white comrades in a time of desperate measures andoverall poor performance by the U.S. Army in Korea.


  The quest of black Korean War veterans for truth has been questioned by some who see no point in our crusade for justice.They say that it was so long ago that it doesn’t matter now. Whyrake up old coals when so much progress has been made in theArmy and in society toward racial integration? Finally, was it reallyso bad?


  The answer is that it really was bad, and it is important for Americans to understand. Many blacks growing up today haveno idea of what it was like to live in a racist society and be partof a racist Army. They need to understand how it was, if for noother reason than to understand how much progress has beenmade. And it is unfair to deny those who fought their dignity.Suppose it was your son or brother who fought and perhapsdied out there, and his performance was denigrated unfairly because of his race? Would you want the truth to be told? Afterover forty years, many other Korean War veterans—both blackand white—and I are still filled with rage at the failure to paint a full and accurate picture of black men’s failures and successesin the Korean War.


  I have been asked many times by many people to tell about my eight months in Korea, and that is my primary task in thisbook. I have included enough information about my early lifeand about my military career before I went to Korea for you tounderstand how I, a black man, came to be the way I was inthat particular time and place. In the final chapter, I have presented some of my story after I left Korea to give you someidea of how I was affected by that killing field.


  What follows is my account of a very small part of the last war in which I participated. This is my account of my own experiences. I can be criticized for being candid, but I will not be criticizedfor lack of veracity. I tell it the way it was. I am relating what Isaw and what I heard with my own eyes and ears. We are allcaptives of our own individual experiences, and none of us canknow what really happened everywhere. I was there. The historians were not. Some will be embarrassed, but I have no feelingsfor them. In retrospect, some of my judgments of certain individuals may be harsh, but they are not unjust in the context of thetime of that terrible war.


  Out of these pages shrieks the obvious: war is not an adequate substitute for diplomacy, love, tolerance, or other human alternatives. But this is primarily the story of American fighting men—a story of courage and racism in the Korean War. Now you canjudge for yourself.


  



  



  



  FIREFIGHT AT YECHON


  CHAPTER 1


  The Road to Korea


  1921—1942,


  Bakersfield and Los Angeles, California


  The road to Korea started in Bakersfield, California, where I was born in 1921. Like all of us, I am the product of my upbringingand experience. My youth as a black in a bigoted town taughtme some hard lessons—survival, resolution, reason. I took somebeatings there—physical beatings, emotional beatings, psychological beatings. But the town also taught me to recover fast, preparemyself, plan, and try again. It didn’t allow me to quit or to recognizethat I’d been beaten. It taught me to birth a baby and to shoe amule. In a way, growing up as I did helped prepare me for beinga company commander in combat.


  Perhaps Bakersfield was a microcosm of the world and life as a whole, because in all the world over, which I’ve traveled sinceleaving Bakersfield, I’ve found in other towns the same baseness,greed, bigotry, avarice, cowardice, and ignorance afflicting an extremely large segment of the local society. If not white versusblack, it was Christian versus Jew, Catholic versus Protestant, havesversus have-nots. It is always ugly, always pernicious, and alwaysdestructive. A pity on a planet of such plenty.


  I had the benefit of being integrated all of my life. I was able to measure myself against Asians, Mexicans, and kids of MiddleEastern and European extraction. Early in life I learned that Iwas more proficient than some of my contemporaries and less proficient than others. It became obvious to me that academicand physical acumen was in no way related to race, althoughthere were always influences that implied that the whites weresomehow superior. However, in my experience, if there wereany differences, the advantages went to the Asian and Jewishkids. Their advantages appeared to be a result of the additionalschooling they received at church or temple plus a lot of motivationat home.


  Home was a place of sanctuary for me, and in my town one needed sanctuary. People there were automatically the enemiesof their fellow men. It was perhaps natural that I became a soldier,because I spent my entire youth fighting—fighting for ill-definedcauses usually as a result of ridicule or abuse aimed at me becauseI was black. Blackness alone, to a large segment of the whitepopulation of Bakersfield, was sufficient motivation for vituperation, abuse, and derision—a fuse for expressions of enmity andcontempt.


  I had to learn to survive with bigots, racists, and normal human beings who by inference, innuendo, and blatant remarks let meknow where I stood with them. Strong parents taught me howto deal with this adversity. I heard all of the lies, the jokes, theput-downs, the denigrating statements, and to a degree I wasaffected negatively by it all until Jesse Owens and Joe Louis becamechampions. I realized that I was not a champion at anything,but I realized that being black did not diminish me in any way.In all, I thought I was a damned good person. And with thatattitude, I was.


  One of the greatest influences in my life was my mother. I called her Momma. Her nickname was “Charlottie,” but that namewas reserved for adults. We had many altercations because I wasborn a male chauvinist; but Momma knew how to deal with me.She was a strict disciplinarian. There were only a few rules inMomma’s house, but they were carved in stone—inviolable. Myolder and smarter siblings were seldom punished, but I had built-in troubles, and my acts of mischief kept me in deep difficultyquite often.


  Momma had a theory that young Negro males needed specific guidance, which involved both self-respect and respect for peopleand the property of others. That was a plateful, but she also feltthat strict discipline had to be imposed on young Negro malesso that they developed a strong sense of self-discipline to carrythem through the abuse they would suffer at the hands of lawenforcement officers and court officials. It was not that youngNegroes were different in any particular way from young whitemales, but the major element of society was more tolerant ofthe foibles of their own kind than they were of those of Negroes.She based her theory on the statistics that showed an inordinatenumber of Negroes in jails and penitentiaries.



  Momma was bound and determined to educate her sons in a manner that produced free men, no matter how much effortwas required. Fortunately, she was reinforced in her efforts bythe “Titan,” my dad—all five feet and seven inches of him. Dadwas the authority for what I considered capital punishment forserious breaches of discipline. He intimidated me. Between thetwo of them, I was forced into discipline, good citizenship, andpatriotism. I loved them for their principles and for their persistence.


  The discipline in my parents’ home prepared me perfectly for the regimen of military service. Reward and punishment was themode of life. It fit me. I hungered for an opportunity to provemyself, and opportunity came, first as a fighter pilot and thenas an engineer officer.


  I always wanted to be a soldier, as far back as I can remember. One of the reasons for my desire to be a soldier was because myfather had served in the Army in World War I. Another reason,perhaps, was the stories I heard from Old Man Caldwell when Iwas just a kid of about five or six.


  Old Man Caldwell, 1926, Bakersfield, California


  Old Man Caldwell would come by the house from time to time for a visit. He lived on Cottonwood Road, not far from our housein Bakersfield. Momma slapped me once for referring to him as“Old Man Caldwell,” but in my mind, that was his name. It fit him. He was rickety and fragile, slow and feeble. No derision.He had been a slave and later a Union soldier and an Indianfighter. I liked him, and he liked me. He had served as a sergeantin the 9th and 10th Cavalry regiments, along with my grandadand with Dad Thompson. They had all chased Pancho Villa, andthey had brought Ceronimo back from Mexico to the reservation.They’d all been together on San Juan Hill with Teddy Roosevelt.Sometimes he’d show me the three arrowheads he carried in apouch around his neck. They had been removed from his chestand thigh.


  Once he let me feel an arrowhead that was still lodged in his neck. He claimed it only bothered him in damp weather. Themissile in his neck was in the bone in a way that made its saferemoval impossible. That arrowhead, in my mind, was equivalentto the Congressional Medal of Honor.


  Mom said Sergeant Caldwell was eighty-five years of age. She’d known him when he and her father were Horse Soldiers at FortRiley, Kansas, and Fort Huachuca, Arizona, when she was a younggirl. She admired hint immensely. The old, retired soldier drovearound in a buggy drawn by an ancient horse called “Shad.” Inmy infant mind, Sergeant Caldwell and Shad looked alike, bothancient, rickety, and arthritic. He was like a grandfather to me.I loved him dearly.


  It was difficult for me to see this aged man as a young vital soldier, but he told me stories of ancient conflicts, and he toldhis tales with a vigor and credibility that left no doubt in mymind of his veracity. As a young man, he had fought at Gettysburg,Shiloh, and in the Wilderness. After that he fought Indians, Mexicans, and briefly, Spaniards. My imagination would go out ofcontrol. I vowed to become a soldier. Momma was categoricallyopposed to that so I didn't mention it to her, but I knew. Evenat six, I was dedicated.


  Momma resented my hearing these tales, because she knew I was impressionable, and she knew the nature of soldiers’ lives.She wanted something better for me.


  One day the Sergeant came by and called me out to his highseated wagon at the curb. He wore an old tattered Army greatcoat, even though it was hot in the early summer. I remember wellthat our lilacs were in bloom. He had me climb up on the seatbeside him, and he gave me the leather pouch of arrowheadsthat he wore on the string around his neck, “Just because I wantyou to have them.”


  He said he was going away soon. He asked me to go to “Africky” when I was “growed up”: “Just put your feet on the groundthere, anywhere on the continent and give one long thought tome. Just one thought, and it’ll be all right. My life’s aim was togit back home, but I didn’t make it. I wasn’t borned there, but itis home. Oh, how much I wanted to go back.”


  “Where you goin’, Sergeant Caldwell?”


  “Heaven, I hopes, son.”


  When I got to Africa, long, long afterward, I gave that thought to him and Shad, and it was all right. I owed him that for hisprofound inspiration and the loan of the three arrowheads, whichhad once lain within his bones. I threw them far out into theNiger delta, and I knew that Sergeant Caldwell was “home, home,home!” In a way, so was I, but I was more American than hewas. My identity with Africa was not so strong, but there wassomething kindred there, and I’ve always appreciated the Sergeant’s impact upon me. His was a rare dignity.


  Citizens Military Training Camp, 1938, Los Angeles,California


  I grew up in Bakersfield and went to Bakersfield High School. My life was not unpleasant, but I did know the prejudice of thattime and place. While in high school, I got a break that set mycourse for a military career. This was the opportunity to attendthe Citizens Military Training Camp (CMTC), perhaps the bestthing to ever happen in my life.


  It was true that before CMTC, I had always attended integrated schools. I was always exposed to the best available education,but that also meant that I was subject to tons of abuse, mostlyfrom teachers but followed up by students, always anxious to emulate their adult leaders and to impress their peers. Many ofthe teachers deliberately downgraded my work and gave me littleor no personal attention or instruction. I found myself excludedfrom the developmental aspects of education, such as chess club,athletic teams, and debating teams. I also noticed that when datingage came that all of my white “friends” abandoned me socially.My folks supported me through the long series of denigratingexperiences. I survived it all, but “integration” was an abrasiveexperience for me. It was worth it, however, for the quality ofacademics to which I was exposed. The alternatives were infinitelypoorer.


  The result of having been exposed to both blatant and subtle discrimination, interspersed with obvious neglect, is a questioningof one’s social values. One’s self-worth is eventually debased. Thatis the price for being born a member of a minority group. I wasbecoming doubtful of my social value. The feeling of being secondclass was becoming a reality. Little by little my fabric had begunto erode. I worried a lot about it. I was getting less support thanI needed. There was only one black professional person in mytown, and he was inconspicuous. The pimps, gamblers, hustlers,day laborers, janitors, and porters of my acquaintance were notadequate to shore up my flagging confidence in myself and inmy people. Life had become ugly and unfulfilling.


  Then I found out about CMTC from an unobtrusive notice on a bulletin board in the school administration building. I wasemotionally involved with everything military, and I pursued theprogram application for the summer camp, which required a favorable endorsement from the professor of Military Science and Tactics. When I went before the professor with my application, hehad no objection to my attending the camp, even though I wasnot enrolled in Reserve Officers’ Training Corps (ROTC) classes.The endorsement to my application was as follows: “Recommendapproval for attendance at an appropriate camp for Negroes, inaccordance with military policy.”


  In due time I was advised officially of my acceptance to a camp that accepted “colored people.” Transportation and per diem whilein travel status were provided. I left home to go to camp for thefirst time in 1938, the most exciting and enlightening thirty days of my life.


  This was the finest time of my youth. It was a continuous adventure. CMTC was a system for developing Army officers, and it was a good system. Unlike ROTC, which in California was forwhites only, CMTC was open to blacks. I was at camp with otherNegro teenagers. That in itself was good for me because I wasexposed for the first time to high-quality young black men whohad matured in the progressive urban centers of California. Thesewere young men of the highest quality I had ever known.


  The encampment was at Fort McArthur, California, and most of the cadets were from the Los Angeles area. They were sonsof doctors, lawyers, and businessmen, as well as porters, janitors,teachers, policemen, and gardeners—a wide spectrum of Negroinvolvement. More important were the cadets themselves. Theywere everything young men could be: students, musicians, orators,actors, marksmen, and athletes of all kinds. They were potentiallyeverything that the American environment could develop. Theywere vigorous of mind and body. They had no doubts aboutwho they were or what they were or what they would or coulddo with their lives. They had not been subjected to the life of asmall town, and in their integrated schools they made up at leasthalf the enrollment. Nothing had dwarfed their minds. They inspired me. They caused my self-esteem to rise, to tower, to soar.It has never flagged since.


  The cadets were grouped by size for barracks assignments and organized into squads, platoons, and companies. The trainingwas strenuous. Many hours were spent daily on close-order andextended-order drills, marksmanship, area police, kitchen police,guard duty, and military instruction. Instruction was providedby a cadre of white officers and black enlisted men from the25th Infantry Regiment, stationed at Fort Fluachuca, Arizona.Training was pitched somewhere between cadet life at West Pointand basic training at Fort Benning, Georgia. After duty hours, alot of time was spent on athletic competition. Competition was aconstant theme of life at the camp.


  One of the most important competitive events was scheduled for Open House when parents, friends, and girls came to visitthe camp. A minor track meet was held, three innings of softball, a retreat parade, and finally, a drill-down. The drill-down was aclose-order drill competition from an open-ranks formation. Inresponse to commands from the battalion commander, cadetsperformed the appropriate maneuvers. When mistakes were madein position, timing, or performance, the perpetrator was disqualified and dismissed. The last man remaining on the field was thewinner.


  All cadets participated in the drill-down. It was judged by the cadre from the 25th Regiment. About 350 cadets were on theparade ground that day for the drill-down to see who was thebest man-at-arms.


  The competition began, and as cadets made mistakes in their responses to the commands, they were told to leave the field. Atthe command, “H’ordal—h’ahms,” twenty cadets bit the dust. Thecommands and the mistakes continued. The event took a lot oftime because most cadets were highly proficient, but gradually—very slowly—the ranks were thinned. My dad was directly in frontof me in the audience. He held up four fingers, which I assumedmeant that there were four cadets remaining on the field. I wasunable to look around, so dad was keeping score for me. I wasdetermined to win that competition.


  Finally, there were only three cadets left on the parade ground: Cadet James Carlisle, Cadet Norman Houston, and me. I feltthat I would, and could, win. Moments later Norm Houston waseliminated. Jim Carlisle and I deftly slapped those rifles. It wasglorious! I knew my dad was happy. We two remaining cadetsperformed for what seemed to us an eternity. “Right shoulda—h’ahms. Left shouldah—h’ahms. H’ordah—h’ahms. Left face.” Onand on.


  Our hearts were running like trip hammers. The competition was becoming boring; it had gone on too long.


  “H’at ease.” I relaxed and moved my left foot about ten inches to the left; my competitor simply slumped slightly in place. Eitherwas acceptable by the book, but I was thumbed out.


  Jim Carlisle won the drill-down. Dad was more disappointed than I was. I was not harmed, and the winner was a worthy adversary. Besides, to be number two in that environment was a towering success to me.


  I did better with the boxing. I was a welterweight then, and after the sorry showing that I’d had in an amateur tournamentearlier, I had taken some lessons and become pretty good. I haddeveloped some good punches—as amateurs go. As luck and determination would have it, I won my division and got the goldenglove. I also won the top marksmanship award.


  The cadets in my barracks put on a play and insisted that I play a part. I did. I enjoyed it. I learned the lines and did apassable job. I also made the company debating team. I excelledin all aspects of the military curriculum. I found mysell for thefirst time a first-class citizen in a first-class society.


  It became obvious to me while at CMTC that I was going to be a soldier, an officer, a flier, a builder. So it became. My upbringing in the mean, prejudiced town of Bakersfield prepared me tofunction in the mean, prejudiced Army. Despite the bigotry, theArmy was home. I was dedicated to it. Dedicated more to whatit could and should be than to what it was. I was prepared tolive for my country, fight for my country, and if necessary, todie for it. I knew that the changes I could make would be infinitelysmall, but I was resolved to make those changes. I knew that Iwould be good—damned good. There was no longer anythingsecond class about me. I would give it my best, in exchange sometimes for a miserly return.


  I went home from camp that first year a far better person than when I had arrived, and I planned to return the followingyear. While at camp the second year, in the summer of 1939,there were ominous rumblings of war on the part of Herr Hitler,and the world quaked before “The Moustache.”


  The second year’s encampment was even better than the first, and my ambition to become a soldier grew. I received a lot ofencouragement in my desire for a military career from membersof the enlisted cadre from Fort Huachuca, Arizona, but I alsogot some discouragement from Private Hawkins, who was oneof the cadre at the camp.


  Private Hawkins, 1939, Fort MacArthur, California


  Private Hawkins was a veteran of World War I, who was approaching thirty years of service. On his sleeve he wore one stripe up and several rockers below—a first and sixth. That meant he wasonly one step up in military rank but got extra pay for his technicalproficiency. He cornered me one morning and told me therewere some things about the Army that I should know, and thatif I was interested, he’d fill me in. He said he wasn’t trying todiscourage me, but that there were aspects of military service,which weren’t readily discernible at summer camp, that I shouldbe aware of.


  Hawkins explained that hard difference between commissioned and enlisted ranks. He stressed the towering reluctance of theArmy to commission Negro officers—no matter how capable andhow well educated. On the other hand, he related the jealousyand antipathy of Negro enlisted men toward other men of theirrace who were well educated or had advanced in rank.


  He talked about Fort Huachuca, which sat alongside the Mexican border. It was not a fit place for white soldiers, and only a fewhad ever been stationed there. Fort Huachuca was in a treelessocean of sagebrush and cactus. The closest large city was Tucson,about ninety miles away. Huachuca was a poor place for womenor families. The officers assigned to the post were a miserableand appropriately disgruntled group; they were there due mostlyto poor politics or misbehavior. The post had been built at itspresent site during the Indian Wars, shortly after the Civil War,because it was a good location from which to fight Indians orpursue them into Mexico. White soldiers didn’t like either missionin the 129°F summertime temperatures. A hellhole at best! Therewas a contingent of Negro soldiers at Fort Benning, Georgia,and some cavalry at Fort Riley, Kansas, and maybe a few Negroesat some other posts, but most went to Huachuca. Such was thenature of the Jim Crow Army.


  According to Hawkins, it was hard for a Negro to advance or even get into the Army. There was a ceiling on Negro enlistments;so for a Negro to enlist, there had to be a retirement, a death, adesertion, or a failure to reenlist somewhere in a Negro unit. All of those conditions were nebulous and uncertain. The onlypossibility was to go to Fort Benning or Fort Huachuca and makefriends with a senior noncommissioned officer, preferably a firstsergeant. If the proper relationship could be established, the firstsergeant would obtain permission for the prospective soldier tobecome a “striker.” A striker was a flunky who worked in exchangefor meals. He performed tasks considered unpleasant by thetroops, duties such as kitchen police (KP), shoe shining, and carpolishing—sometimes for a small wage. In those days, KP wasan important element of Army life and consisted of all the menialbut essential tasks associated with food preparation: cleaning tables, floors, and windows in the mess (dining) hall; preparingfood for cooking; washing trays, pots, and pans; and peeling potatoes. Available enlistments were filled on a seniority basis fromthe ranks of the strikers. It was a lousy system. It was at thispoint that my enthusiasm flagged.


  Hawkins asked me some questions. “Was your dad a soldier?” I responded, “Yes, sir.”


  “I don’t rate a ‘sir,’ ” he stated. “What unit was he in?”


  “My dad was in the infantry—815th Regiment. They fought in France.” '


  “No, they didn’t fight in France. They did grave registration and burial details for white soldiers.”


  I was shocked. Hawkins continued, “Only a few Negro soldiers were allowed to fight. They were poorly trained and mostly givenmenial tasks. The 92d and 93d divisions—Negro troop units withmostly white officers—saw some action, but they were just a pitifulhodgepodge, not really well trained or equipped. It wasn’t intended for them to do well, or for them to do anything otherthan serve in port battalions as stevedores or in grave registration.Under no circumstances were Negroes allowed to outperformwhite soldiers, and the most effective way to accomplish that wasto eliminate any areas of comparison.


  “That happened during the Civil War too, in the 54th Massachusetts Infantry. Some of the black enlisted men in that Union regiment had been ex-slaves who had hatred stored up. They ventedtheir anger on the battlefield against soldiers of the Confederacy. White folks, even Northerners, couldn’t stand that, and since thattime there’s been a conscientious effort to keep those few Negroeswho are in the service isolated and in a position to do no harmto white folks.


  “Oh, there were a few Negro fighting men in France. The U.S. Army loaned them to the French, who used them well, werevery happy with their performance, and decorated them highlyas units and as individuals. All this was much to the displeasureof the U.S. Army, which played down the effectiveness of theircast-off Negro troops.”


  I was stunned but replied, “Well, I believe you, but I’ll join anyway, maybe after college. I don’t want to waste any time beinga striker. I’ll go for a commission. I’m sure the service will bemore rewarding that way.”


  When I returned home from CMTC that second year, I was a different, new person—confident, strong, resolute. It was obviousto me that I should find a better place to live than Bakersfield;I knew life offered infinitely more elsewhere. The day after Igraduated from Bakersfield High School in 1939, I left that townnever to return. I moved to Los Angeles and studied engineeringat Los Angeles City College for two years. At that point, I decidedto join the Army. As fate would have it, I became a fighter pilot.


  CHAPTER 2


  Fighter Pilot


  1942—1945,


  Tuskegee, Alabama, to Italy


  In September 1941, when I became twenty years of age, I volunteered for the Army. Because of my CMTC record and my good standing in school, I was accepted for aviation cadet training inthe U.S. Army Air Corps. I was assigned to Tuskegee Army FlyingSchool for my flight instruction, and I took the train from LosAngeles for my first military experience.


  I had never traveled first class before, so I didn’t understand the terms set forth on my travel voucher. It was easy enough tounderstand, however, that although several white youths and Iwere going to various military bases in the South, the Jim Crowlaws precluded my sharing a drawing room with them east of ElPaso, Texas. The pullman porter explained to me the bigotry,the hatred, and the duplicity that I would meet in the southernstates of the United States. The porter was embarrassed by theexplanation of the country’s great weakness. His lecture was paternalistic and judicious.


  The same Jim Crow laws also forced me to sit behind a curtain during meals, either to deny me the opportunity to see the whitefolk eat or to deny them the opportunity to watch me. I wonderedabout that, because my table manners were better than thosedemonstrated by most of the diners.


  All of my life I had heard of Jim Crow segregation, and I had experienced some of it firsthand. I had also been exposed todecency from white people, and most of the time I had beentreated with respect and human kindness as I earned it in mycommunity. But my experience had not prepared me for thereality that was the South. Even the red, clay soil looked poor.What passed for cotton was dwarfed, stunted stalks no more thantwelve to fifteen inches in height, with three to five light, lifelessbolls of hungry-looking growth. The livestock were bony and illfed. The people appeared to be in the same condition.



  Except for select parts of the villages and towns where well-painted homes rested in the shady comfort of the middle class, the people lived in shotgun houses turned a dismal grey fromthe effects of weather on pine planks. Hovels dotted the barrenlandscape. The only abundance in that environment was children.There were children of every size, color, and description wavingat the train from every shady spot near the tracks. Children, somehow surviving the misery of summer in the Deep South. Thehot, hyper-humid, sticky atmosphere was Stygian.


  It was barely possible to survive within that black monster of a train, huffing and belching, whistling as it coursed, viciouslyclicking on the endless rails. It vomited coal smoke and spewedcinders into the many cracks around its doors and poorly fittedwindows. A noxious and grimy condition existed in the interiorof the train. There was no form of air conditioning, so the passengers perspired and fanned themselves over the impossible milesto their destinations. Even in this situation, meticulous effortswere undertaken to keep Negroes and white people segregated,separated.


  Well, that train moved night and day until it arrived and disgorged me at a place called Chehaw, Alabama. Tuskegee Army Flying School was located in the wilderness nearby, the site selectedby Dr. Frederick D. Patterson, black president of Tuskegee Institute. Negroes had brought enough political pressure to bear onthe Democratic administration in Washington, D.C., to convincethe government to train and utilize Negroes in the war effortagainst Nazi Germany and feudal Japan. It was a matter of graveconcern to American Negroes, because the mentality that denied military participation to Negroes was the same mentality that siredand maintained racial segregation in other areas of Americansociety.


  Whether drafted or enlisted, most Negroes in the U.S. Army during World War I and World War II saw duty mainly in laboror port battalions. Many were theoretically infantry, but, as PrivateHawkins had told me, they were given only noncombat tasks,such as grave registration and burial. Negroes buried men whoconsidered Negroes not good enough to fight alongside them.It was a demeaning, second-class status from which the Negroleadership begged and demanded to be released.


  Tuskegee Army Flying School was the palliative given to the Negro citizenry. It was a segregated training facility hidden deepin the Alabama woods. The location of the Flying School gavean economic boost to the state in the form of rental housingfrom the institute and board for the aviation cadets during thepreflight phase of flight training. The Negro portion of the cityand its commerce also benefited materially from the patronageand cash expenditures of the Cadet Corps and the support troops.The citizens and commercial establishments of the white portionof Tuskegee were hostile. So were the citizens of the surrounding countryside. Assaults and abuse of Negroes were rampantoff the military base. In all, it was a miserable place for American servicemen to live and train to fight the enemies of thenation.


  Life on the air base differed significantly from the hostility and meanness of the city, county, and region. The Army practicedthe segregation policy of the War Department and the local environs, but without the brutality. The white officers involved withthe command and operation of the air base were “good of boy”types who wheedled and mewled the Negro soldiers, while maintaining the strictest segregation. A good example of segregationwas in the operation of the base cafeteria, a single-story buildingof approximately five thousand square feet. The building wasdivided lengthwise by a five-foot wall. One-half of the buildingand services was devoted to the white population of thirty toforty personnel. The other side of the building, identical in size, was available to the four hundred to five hundred Negroes, whoseline extended halfway around the block for lunch. That was adisgrace before God Almighty.


  The selection policy for aviation cadets, established by the War Department for the Army, was the same for Negro and whiteyouths. However, the course-completion rate for white cadets was50 to 60 percent, while the completion rate for Negroes was under25 percent. This disparity was caused by a lack of commitmentto produce a Negro fighting force of any real significance andby allowing the “good of boys” to waste the taxpayers’ dollarsby performing their training duties poorly. Some of the instructorswere fine men, but there was always an abundance of those whosemission was of a destructive nature. There were many instructorswho were abusive, inefficient, and of poor quality as men, flyers,or officers. As a consequence, the training and combat readinessat Tuskegee was only a fraction of what it should and could havebeen.


  Congress should authorize a medal for every Negro who was required to serve in the Jim Crow South. The duty was hazardous,demeaning, and beneath human dignity. Ironically, no white person has ever admitted to participation or knowledge of this abuse,even those who perpetrated the inhuman abuse.


  The only redeeming aspect of the entire Tuskegee experience was the beautiful girls who were in Tuskegee and other Alabamatowns in abundance. They made the harsh life a little more acceptable.


  I completed pilot training at Tuskegee Air Base as a member of Class 43-E, and on 28 May 1943, I won my pilot’s wings andwas commissioned a second lieutenant in the U.S. Army Air Corps.Momma and over nine hundred other Negro mothers came toTuskegee to watch their sons graduate and receive those silverwings. Momma was proud that day, not only of her son, but ofthe progress that had been made in the Negro’s journey up fromslavery, up from the cottonfields. Momma conceded that my beingan Army officer was not a bad thing, and she gave me her blessing.I was on my way.


  Selfridge Air Field, 1943, Mount Clemens, Michigan


  Most of my class was assigned to the 332d Fighter Group and sent to Selfridge Air Field, Mount Clemens, Michigan, for unitflight training. Our training at Selfridge Field suffered from thesame neglect we had encountered at Tuskegee. The few instructorsassigned to Selfridge were theoretically combat veterans from thePacific theater. In reality they were lousy pilots who seldom flewand, after their initial ignominious defeats in mock combat withus in our P-40s, never went aloft when the trainees were in theair. It was an embarrassing situation in which the students weresuperior to their teachers.


  One of the most significant efforts of the training commanders and staff was directed at keeping Negro officers out of the OfficersClubs at Selfridge Field, Michigan; Godman Field, Kentucky; Walterboro Field, South Carolina; and other air fields where Negrotroops were stationed. At Selfridge, segregation and maliciousenmity toward blacks were the primary preoccupation of the airfield commander, Col. Robert Selway. Colonel Selway was a tiredold man who rarely, if ever, engaged in flying. It was obvious tous that his concern was not with developing fighter pilots or effective flying organizations, but with “keepin’ those nigra offisahsouta the Club.” This effort at segregation was also evident atOscada, Michigan, where aerial gunnery training was conducted.


  Selfridge Air Field had only one club, a beautiful facility that could accommodate many more officers than those assigned tothe airfield. Colonel Selway and the staff were unable to controlthe situation because the Negro press was continually exposingthe situation and embarrassing the Army and the administrationin Washington, D.C.


  Colonel Selway was supported in his segregation policies by Maj. Gen. Frank O’Driscoll Hunter, commanding general of theU.S. First Air Force. General Hunter was a tall man whose countenance was that of a miner or sharecropper, but whose demeanorand speech would have embarrassed either group. General Hunter’s major accomplishment in the war was his harassment of Negropilots. He caused Negro units to be moved around, at great expense, from one Jim Crow duty station to another. These wereduty stations where he could deny the black officers what arenow called civil rights. General Hunter flew into his Jim Crowstations and berated the black fliers in the most demeaning termsbecause they insisted upon utilizing the Officers Clubs. He madetheir lives miserable with his racial diatribes, to which no responsewas possible on pain of trial by court martial.


  The general was the voice of the U.S. president, the U.S. Congress, and their constituents. These were the same people who incarcerated Japanese citizens on the West Coast of the UnitedStates. We blacks could be consoled, perhaps, by the fact thatwe were free, although we were second-class citizens.


  Tuskegee and the other airfields that we endured were ugly experiences. No thanks to those who made it so, but we benefitedfrom the ill treatment and duplicity of those whose arrogancewe overcame. We stayed and excelled and won the struggle againsttheir bigotry. We grew monumentally under their yokes, and wethrived in the face of their manufactured adversity.


  Looking back, Tuskegee and its aftermath was, despite all the many negatives, a fantastic experience for the Negro of the 1940s.Mr. Roosevelt’s experiment, his palliative to the worrisome Negropress and politicians, bloomed in many ways and spawned a brandnew type of man. It produced many a Negro who had demonstrated his potential and his technical prowess. The AmericanNegro became aware of himself, his enormous and powerful skills,and his soul. Nearly one thousand pilots, navigators, and bombardiers were trained in Tuskegee. Many were highly competentbomber crews, and many were fighter pilots possessing the mostdemanding military skills of that time.


  After we completed our transition training at Selfridge Air Field, the 332d Fighter Group moved to Camp Patrick Henry, Virginia,early in 1944 to stage for sea transportation to the Mediterraneantheater of operations, although we did not know it at the time.While at Camp Patrick Henry, I struck a small blow for freedomand almost got into a lot of trouble for doing it.


  All of us were both glad and sad to be leaving Selfridge Air Field. It was sad for those who were leaving their wives and lovedones, but it was good to get away from the hard Jim Crow regime.


  2 January 1944, Camp Patrick Henry, Virginia


  I knew that we were at Camp Patrick Henry because a tobaccospitting conductor came stomping through the railroad cars our squadron occupied advising no one in particular, “Camp PatrickHenry.” Camp Patrick Henry was at Norfolk, Virginia, a majorport of embarkation where thousands of troops boarded shipson the way to distant wars. The 332d Fighter Group was stagingthrough there on its way to join the war. We had no idea where,but we knew it would be combat.


  It was a gigantic place. All I could see was miles of rows of barracks. The train crept along at a snail’s pace, and I noticed asign, “Colored Only.” A block farther down the street was anothersign, “White Troops Only.”


  Eventually, we detrained. From the train window I had counted twenty-three signs stating “Colored Only” or “White Troops Only.”I knew at that moment that I had to do something. If I couldrisk my life in the service of my country, I could afford to risk itin my own service. For sixteen months in the Army, I had beensubjected to the bigotry and discrimination of the military JimCrow policies. I was about to be sent overseas to fight to defendthe freedom of the very people who denied me freedom. I vowedto strike a blow for my own freedom. I’d had enough.


  We carried out our personal baggage, and a detail carried our heavier baggage. The Bachelor Officers’ Quarters (BOQs) weredirectly behind the Orderly Room. Directly across the street fromthe Orderly Room was a theater with a capacity of four hundredseats and a sign saying, “White Troops Only.”


  After I was all squared away in the barracks, I decided to walk around a bit. Winter in Virginia was something less than pleasant.There had been some snow, which had largely melted, and therewere scraps of trash still frozen to the ground. A cold wind lurkedaround every corner. It was a bleak and forbidding place. Mywalk took me up to the first cross street, where I found a largepost exchange and, characteristically, the “White Troops Only”sign. The white post exchange was only half a block from ourbarracks, while the black post exchange was seven blocks away.


  I began to steam, quietly. I was getting damned tired of theconstant racial insults that I was being subjected to. I talked with Larry Wilkins about the Jim Crow system we were involved inat Camp Patrick Henry. I’d known Larry since high school, andhe was long on guts. We both agreed that discriminating againstthe nation’s fighting men was bigotry at its worst. We agreedand sympathized with each other, but we hadn’t formulated aplan to shake up the system. The trick was to protest in a mannerthat wouldn’t bring on a court martial or cause physical violence.


  Time moved grudgingly, but eventually Sunday came, and I was still smoldering. A church service was conducted, but I wasnot in the mood to listen to a mewling preacher promising memilk and honey by-and-by. I was concerned with the problemsof the moment, and I knew that the chaplain was not going todeal with those problems. I just stomped about the squadronarea and watched the issue of weapons and ammunition incidentto our departure for combat. Spratmore said that once the ordnance issue is made, departure takes place within forty-eight hours.Spratmore was the god of barracks rumor, and his word wasusually correct. He was often referred to irreverently as “Sprat,”but he enjoyed a significant level of regard for knowing whatwas happening.


  The ordnance issue went smoothly, along with the detailed safety instructions, even though we had undergone extensive training previously. Eventually noon came and, with it, the opportunityfor Sunday dinner. But my smoldering insides had precludedmy breakfast from digesting properly, so lunch was impossible.I retired to my bunk.


  I was consumed by the outrage of Camp Patrick Henry added to the towering insult that was Tuskegee and the racism ofSelfridge Air Field. I was powerless to ignore it or console myself.I knew about the penalties—the floggings and the lynchings forthose who resisted the revered traditions and folkways of JimCrow. Many Negroes had been murdered for their resistance,and I really don’t want to go that route. I felt compelled to dosomething about it. But what?


  Larry Wilkins came by and sat on the foot of my bunk. He asked, “Are you still steaming about the discrimination?”


  “Yeah, I guess I am.”



  “Sort of a waste of time, isn’t it?”


  “Yeah, I guess so.”


  “Is that why you missed turkey for lunch?”


  “Yeah, I’ve had heartburn from breakfast.”


  “Got any new ideas?”


  “Umm, think I’ll pull that sign down off the theater, and then go to the window, and demand a ticket.”


  “What if they won’t sell you one?”


  “Then I’ll just walk in.”


  “Military police?”


  “Hell, I don’t know. I just know that I’m desperate to protest this Jim Crow business.”


  “Well, I’m with you. I understand. Can you handle the sign by yourself?”


  “I’m sure I can. I’m just going to rip it off the building and throw it in the ditch, then walk up to the window and demanda ticket. Damn the consequences!”


  “OK. I’ll get some Negro enlisted men to back you up. I don’t want some military policeman caving your head in. You obviously don’t give a damn, but what do you think the Old Manwill do?”


  I responded, “There ain’t a helluva lot he can do. It isn’t serious enough for a court martial. But I’m sure there’s something theArmy can do to make me more miserable, and they’ll just haveto do it. I must strike a blow for freedom.”


  “I know what you mean, but it may have a helluva price. I’m in on it, as you know. The movie starts at 1400 hours. I’ll checkwith the troops. Be back soon.” And Larry was on his way tothe enlisted barracks.


  I felt better after Larry left, because no matter how stupid it was, I at least had a plan of action.


  As I walked out of the barracks about ten minutes before show time, I noticed a lot of our Negro troops forming up by theenlisted barracks area. I hadn’t mentioned my plan to any officersother than Larry because I felt his support was enough.


  Over to the theater I went. I looked back over my shoulder.


  Our men were coming, but it really didn’t matter; I was committed anyway.



  There were at least one hundred white soldiers in line, with a few of their officers at the head of the line. As I passed alongtoward the ticket window, I noticed a hush as the casual chatterstopped. At the window I crossed the line and proceeded alongthe face of the building. When I reached the offending sign, Iplaced my foot about three-and-one-half feet up on the building,hooked my hands behind the sign, and ripped it off the building.I was somewhat surprised that the sign came off, but it did.I carried it over to the storm drain along the street and threwit in.


  Larry and I joined the rear of the officer line. My enlisted backup force joined the enlisted line. We were anticipating trouble,but it didn’t come. I bought two tickets, and Larry and I enteredthe theater. Our troops entered the line, bought tickets, and entered the theater, and that should have been the end of the story.


  Humphrey Bogart played with his cigarette, and words came out of his mouth. That should have been enough for entertainment. But we had anticipated physical conflict, and all of theemotions engendered by the racial abuse of the previous monthswelled up in me. I didn’t enjoy the movie.


  Racial expletives could be heard coming from the white members of the audience during the latter part of the movie. It appearedthat the situation in the movie theater was going to get out ofhand and become violent. I didn’t know what to do about stoppingthe violence that was on the way; hatred had set the scene fortrouble.


  However, when the fictional “forever afters’’ were over, the theater lights came on, and in the hard revealing lights the potential for violence evaporated. In their anger and frustration, fourof our men ripped out a row of seats, but the audience departedby all available exits, and the danger of a fight was gone.


  Larry and I were silent during the short walk to our quarters, but once inside, he asked, “Well, what do you think?”


  I replied, “I pulled that sign down, but there are probably four or five hundred more like it on this camp, and I can’t do muchabout them. The Man has been doing his thing for a couple hundred years, and I don’t think there’s really anything we cando to change things.”


  “You’re right,” he replied, “but it was good striking even that small blow.”


  Then out of the night came gunfire. Two, ten, fifty, one hundred shots came out of our barracks area. I heard pistol shots, rifleshots, semiautomatic fire, and small-arms fire of all types. It waschilling. A heavy volume of fire. A small war.


  Larry said, “There’s real trouble. It made sense to issue weapons today, but it was damned dumb to issue ammo. We could’ve anticipated this after this afternoon. Did you feel the tension in thattheater? If the lights hadn’t come on when they did, this troublewould have broken out then, and we’d have had some killing.


  “What we are hearing now is just noise, a lot of noise, but just noise. They just want to get the Man’s attention. Right now, it’sonly our men, but it’ll probably catch on in the other Negrounits. We’re gonna have a long night.”


  Larry was right. The shots were only being fired into the air, but even so there was great danger, because bullets do comedown, and with great velocity. I knew that the random firing Iwas hearing was a chain reaction from my small demonstrationin front of the theater.


  I heard sirens wind up in the distance. They were heading in our direction. A military police vehicle appeared and slowed down,but when the police heard the level of fire, the vehicle sped upagain and left the area. The military police (MPs) probably considered that their stateside duty didn’t include participating in asmall war. While the military police cruised well outside our area,the random shooting continued into the night.


  About 0200, the squadron commander came into my bunk area and called me. I certainly had not been asleep. He directed meto go down to the enlisted area and stop the firing.


  I said, “Hell, Skipper, there’s nothing I can do about the firing down there.”


  The squadron commander said, “You damned sure better try. Spratmore says you started that foolishness yesterday afternoonover at the theater. If anything serious comes out of this mess, it won’t be difficult to tie you into it. Go down there, get someof your Los Angeles friends, and get that noise stopped.”


  By that time I was nearly dressed and convinced that I was in some serious trouble. I didn’t know if I could contribute to peace,but I was dedicated to trying. While I was still within earshot,the squadron commander added, “Make it fast. The post commander’s arming infantry troops to come down and take overthis part of the camp. That could provoke some killing. Youare now my provost marshal. Get at it. You are in trouble,hoss.”


  I adjusted my tin hat and ventured down into that no-man’s-land. I looked for Tech. Sgt. Joe Johnson, an old friend from Los Angeles. I told him that the situation was too far out ofhand, and that some infantry was on the way. We had to getthat firing stopped immediately. Without hesitation, he said, “OK,let’s go from barracks to barracks. You do the talking, I’ll backyou up. Most of the guys want to quit now anyhow. After themovie yesterday, they had ammo and guns, and since it was difficultto identify any one individual, they could just bang away. Theywanted to let the ‘Man’ know they were unhappy with Jim Crow,especially since we’re going overseas so soon.”


  We walked into the first barracks. In the semidarkness I yelled, “All right, men! Stop the firing!” To my complete surprise, itstopped immediately.


  We did the same thing in the next barracks, and someone wanted to know, “Who says so?” With far less bravery than I felt, I bellowed,“This is Lieutenant Bussey of the 302d Fighter Squadron, Temporary Provost Marshal, and I’m telling you that it is time, rightnow, to stop this firing. You have made your point. I'm proudof you, but let’s knock it off now.”


  Someone in the semidarkness said, “Yes, sir.” And the trouble was over in that barracks. Sergeant Johnson and I continued untilit was all quiet and nearly daybreak.


  When I returned to my quarters, the “Skipper” was waiting for me without a smile. He said, “I expect Colonel Davis will bewanting to see you in the morning. It’ll behoove you to be onyour best behavior with a minimum of ‘lip.’ He’s really got you by the short hairs. It probably depends on how much pressurehe gets from the post commander, but if you can show somehumility about this Jim Crow business and how it’s been eatingyou all these months you’ve been in the service, he may hearyou—or he may not. Remember, he’s Negro too, and he tookall the bigotry and hatred up at West Point. He may not hearyou, but you’ve got little else going for you. We’re leaving tomorrow, and that’s another thing in your favor. If they try to courtmartial you, it means leaving a lot of witnesses behind. Awkward.I’ll let you know.”


  It was a long wait. I took some precautions. I called my brother, Ed, and listened to his excoriation of my conduct. Without tellingme, brother Ed then called our Uncle John, who was a politician;and Uncle John called the governor, who did whatever governorsdo. Brother Ed prepared wires to each of the leading Negro newspapers: the Chicago Defender; the Pittsburgh Courier; the BaltimoreAfro American; and several others, but it didn’t become necessaryto involve them.


  Around noon, the squadron commander called me in and took me apart. He berated me professionally and concluded our meeting with a query about my intentions. I was ready for that, becauseI was anxious for Col. Benjamin O. Davis, the group commander,to get that information before I had to meet him. I was intimidatedby the group commander. Hell, his reputation had me downrightscared. As a lieutenant colonel, Davis had commanded the 99thPursuit Squadron, the first black flying unit. In April 1943 the99th, stationed in North Africa, had flown combat missions againstthe Italian island of Pantelleria between Sicily and Tunisia, andlater against Sicily and mainland Italy. In September 1943 the99th moved to a base on mainland Italy and engaged in divebombing and strafing German positions and personnel. Sincethe output of Tuskegee far exceeded the requirement for replacements in the 99th Pursuit Squadron, additional black flying units were formed. Then-Lieutenant Colonel Davis had beensent back to the United States in 1943 to form the 332dFighter Group and bring it to the Mediterranean theater ofoperations. While in the States on this mission, he was promoted to full colonel.


  Finally the colonel sent for me. I began to sweat. Then he kept me waiting for about twenty minutes. Finally, a master sergeant advised me that the colonel would see me.


  I sort of stumbled into the room and stood before his desk. I tossed up a salute, which he ignored for what seemed to be along, long time. I would have liked to pull my salute down, butI dared not. When he finally returned the salute, I jerked minedown and started to say, “Second Lt. Charles Bussey reportingas ordered.”


  But before I could complete it all, he said, “I know who you are, but I wish I didn’t.” And the chewing went on from there.He rebuked me for ages. He declared that I was not fit to be anArmy officer, and I almost believed him. I was thoroughly intimidated. His chewing was more thorough and professional thanmy father’s, but my dad had never become a colonel, and hadnever perfected his techniques. Through it all I stared right backat the colonel—eyeball-to-eyeball—but down inside I felt as weakas tapwater.


  I did notice, however, that the colonel wasn’t threatening me with punitive action, which was a standard element in the chewingof a miscreant. Finally, it was over. He concluded with the remark,“As long as you and I are in the same Army, you will never bepromoted. I am going to run you through my Underwood typewriter. Your scars will never heal. You will not recover.”


  He excused me. I saluted him, and he returned it snappily. I was glad to get out of his office.


  I was going back to the barracks, making up a lot of half truths about my encounter for public consumption, when I noticed alarge fatigue detail with a stake-and-platform truck taking downthose offensive signs. I walked directly across the street and intothe post exchange, where I bought all the cigarettes and goodiesthat I needed for a long ocean trip.


  I had the opportunity to tell those half truths back in the barracks, and I also knew the whole truth—that I had struck a blow for freedom.


  1944, 332d Fighter Group, Italy


  The next day, 4 January 1944, we moved to the port and found out we were going to the Mediterranean theater of operations.We were stationed initially at Taranto, Italy; then we moved toSalerno, to Naples, and finally to Termoli on the Adriatic Sea.


  The 332d Fighter Group was part of the Fifteenth Air Force (Strategic). The Air Force had B-17 and B-24 bombers andP-38, P-47, and P-51 fighters. Our fighter group had trained onP-40s in the States, and we were equipped with P-39s for thefirst few months in the Mediterranean. Then we got P-51 Mustangsand used these fine aircraft until the end of the war. The 332dFighter Group included the 100th, 301st, and 302d Fighter squadrons. Later, the 99th Pursuit (Fighter) Squadron also joined ourgroup.


  The pilots of the 332d Fighter Group had the finest combat record of World War II. Strategic fighter units are not rated bythe number of enemy airplanes shot down; they are rated bythe number of bombers that are saved under their protection.Under the hard, disciplined, but enlightened leadership of Col.Benjamin O. Davis, the 332d Fighter Group flew 250 missionscovering American bombers and never lost a bomber to enemyfighters. They also bombed and strafed enemy positions. No othergroup can claim a performance record to equal that of Davis’sgroup. Colonel Davis had the training and temperament to command such a select and diverse group effectively and to retainhis desired direction. Only Ben Davis could have done it. Thepride and confidence engendered by that towering success contributed singularly to the aggrandizement of Negroes. It removedthe last white justification for continuing the ignominious vestigesof Jim Crow by keeping blacks out of combat duty.


  Benjamin O. Davis was one of the most outstanding men of his time. He became a general officer and retired from the U.S.Air Force wearing the three stars of a lieutenant general. Heseized the rare opportunity to thwart all those naysayers. In essence, he forced the integration of Negro airmen into the highlysuccessful and progressive U.S. Air Force. No one recommendedhim for the Nobel Peace Prize, but the success of the 332d Fighter Group was the harbinger of freedom for his people. Throughhis leadership, a positive and highly visible demonstration of Negrotechnical abilities and patriotism was submitted for all the worldto observe. Under that scrutiny, the conventional wisdom faltered,later to be assaulted and defeated under the leadership of Dr.Martin Luther King, Jr.


  April 1944, A View from the Cockpit


  It was a fantastically beautiful morning with visibility of more than one hundred miles. No haze. No smoke. Just good cleanair. The 332d Fighter Group was aloft on a combat mission. Wewere cruising at twenty-five thousand feet in our fighters. OurP-51 Mustangs were well suited for escorting heavy bombers, andwe were on the way to a rendezvous with elements of a heavybomber wing.


  The target was Schweinfurt, Germany, and its critical ball-bearing plants. Our job was to fly “top cover” for the bombers, that is, protect them from enemy fighter planes. We were to rendezvousat thirty thousand feet sixty miles from the target, escort thebombers over the target, and then back to the northern shoreof the Adriatic Sea. Intelligence had reported nineteen hundredantiaircraft guns at Schweinfurt, and I believed it. We had beenthere before, and we knew about the tremendous loss of aircraftover the ball-bearing factories. From the quantity of flak in theskies above, below, and into the bombers, I believe that all nineteenhundred guns were being fired with tremendous accuracy.


  The flak guns were intended for and aimed at the bombers. The shell fuses were cut for the altitude at which the bomberswere flying. We fighters were always well above the bombers andwere rarely affected by the fire the enemy put up. The flak wasalways below us. That allowed us to concentrate on looking forenemy fighters threatening our bombers below.


  Top cover was really one of the less hazardous missions, when one considers the casualty rates on strafing missions and dive-bombing runs. Plus, there was the distinct possibility of makingkills during encounters with enemy fighters attacking bomber formations. Every fighter pilot looked forward to racking up aerial victories over enemy aircraft, particularly enemy fighters.


  At that time, the enemy had very few fighters to send aloft. The Allies had destroyed the Ploesti oil fields, stifled the oil-bargetraffic on the Danube River, and effectively accomplished thedestruction of rail-vehicle traffic on the way to Germany. TheNazis were denied much of their oil supply.


  We’d had some field days shooting up barges on the river and railroad rolling stock between Ploesti and all points in the Fatherland. We had sorely curtailed the availability of fuel for aircraft.Additionally, hundreds and hundreds of bombers had been destroyed on the ground as a result of bombing and strafing byAllied planes. We’d been out to the Ploesti oil fields many times,and we witnessed the pasting of the gathering system, the refinery,and the entire area roundabout.


  I was leading Blue Flight and feeling pretty good about it all. We were flying in a four-ship tactical formation heading northover the Udine Valley. My history courses reminded me that thearea below us had been fought over many times previously. Iwas enjoying the fabulous summer weather, but I was not lethargic.The business we were in was far too serious for anything otherthan extreme alertness.


  Venice had disappeared under my nose, and Verona had passed under my left wing, in front of Lake Garda. Switzerland alwayslooked beautiful, enclosed by the Alps. We overflew Innsbruckand Augsburg.


  We were easing up behind a bomber wing—a stranger. The bombers we were responsible for were still miles ahead, and ourcommander was advising of the approaching rendezvous. Thecloser bomber formation was many miles long in the morningsky. The bombers seemed to hang in the blue like droves of gnats.We were two thousand feet above the bombers and all seemedto be going well.


  Suddenly out of the radio came the stark warning from Lt. Larry Wilkins, “Bombers under attack at one o’clock low.” Larryhad the best eyes in the group. He saw it all, from the groundup to fifty thousand feet.


  Our squadron, “Doorknob,” was the rearmost squadron in thegroup that day, so the Old Man called, “Doorknob Blue and Yellow Flights, get ’em.”


  I signaled Blue Flight to drop their wing tanks, and we were on the way to fight. It was weird. I’d neither seen nor heard ofthe tactic the German fighters were using. There were six ME-109s in a continuous loop right up through the bomber formation,and every time a Messerschmitt reached a vertical flight attitude,he shot up a bomber, which exploded in a mass of fire and rubble.The German plane then climbed right up through the formation,over on his back, nosed down in a dive, and did a repeat of theaerobatics. The ME-109s were line-astern in the continuous anddeadly loop. I was fascinated by it all. I had never seen nor heardof this maneuver, but it was being accomplished right before myeyes.


  It was time for action. I set my timing with the progress of the planes in the loop, taking advantage of our greater altitudeand consequently greater speed. I joined the loop behind oneof the ME-109s, became vertical directly behind him, and blewhim out of the sky before he fired at the bomber over his nose.His debris showered me as I passed dangerously up through thebomber formation. The same maneuver was occurring behindme. I was unable to get a second victory because we were observedby the other ME-109s, who split for home. It had all happenedso rapidly and so instinctively that I hadn’t even breathed duringthe brief encounter.


  I rolled over in an Immelmann and climbed up to see what was going on. My wingman was not with me, but I could hardlyexpect him to stick with me in that killing sky. It was too crowded,and it would have been more appropriate for him to shoot downthe German plane that had been on my tail when I joined theGerman formation. I pulled up abruptly into the sun, hopefullyto thwart a rear attack on my ship. A turn at thirty-five thousandfeet indicated that I was alone, so I dropped my nose and headedfor the barn.


  It was a glorious morning. I made frequent and numerous turns to be sure it stayed that way, with no surprises from enemyfighters.


  A lone pilot is appropriately apprehensive when flying overenemy-held territory. It’s not bad at high altitude because I could out-dive attacking enemy fighters. I had descended to twenty-five thousand feet heading southward, and I was feeling prettygood about myself. I was turning, searching the skies, while heading for home. I could feel a long trickle of cold sweat starting atmy shoulder blades and running down my spine. I made it aroutine: always turning, looking down, looking to the rear, anotherturn toward the south, looking up, looking down, looking around.


  Way out in front I noticed a speck in the sky, much lower than I. I closed on the speck and identified it as an aircraft headingmy way. I still couldn’t tell what type it was, but I knew only aGerman aircraft would be flying north. I switched gas tanks andset my flap stop at 20° as the aircraft approached me. When theaircraft ran close under me, I saw that it was a Focke Wulf 190.I rolled my P-51 Mustang over into a split “S” to come out immediately behind the Focke Wulf without overrunning him. All thewhile I was praying that some other “son of the Fatherland" wasn’taligning his sights on me.


  My initial altitude advantage also gave me a speed advantage. I closed in on the Focke Wulf rapidly—too rapidly. I didn’t lookat my instruments, for the Focke Wulf had my total attention. Itried to align my sights, but I was gaining too fast on the target.I slapped down my flaps and slowed abruptly. I got a good burstof fire into the Focke Wulf and then sucked up my flaps andspeeded up.


  A panel flew off the Focke Wulf, and the pilot—obviously a novice—panicked. A veteran would have hung the Focke Wulfon his prop and climbed away from the Mustang, or perhapsmade a very shallow climbing turn to get into the sun. But thispilot did a steep diving run away from home and away fromlife. I was on him like a duck on a June bug, adrenaline waspumping like a geyser, and there were pains in my spinal column.I cut off the German’s turn and got another burst into him. TheGerman pilot was inexperienced and dropped his nose still further.I closed on him slightly. There was no escape for the Germanship.


  My fighter was bore-sighted so the bullets from all 6 machine guns converged at a point 300 yards ahead of the aircraft. Theguns fired at a rate of 650 bullets per minute. A lot of lead passed through the aiming point in even a short period of time. Everytenth bullet was a tracer, which allowed me to see where myfiring stream was concentrating.


  I began firing again at long range, five hundred to six hundred yards behind the Focke Wulf, and the pilot began making franticturns. At each turn, I cut a little off the distance between us byturning inside, tighter than the arc flown by my prey.


  1 had no idea of my throttle setting. Everything was forward, way forward. I was “locked on.” The Focke Wulf and its pilotwere an impersonal entity—-just an airplane, a target. My brainpulsed. The excitement was intense and indescribable. Killingbecame a drive, and my mind closed out all else.


  1 bred another burst. The pilot had not learned his lessons well. He began to dive again. This was the wrong thing to do.American planes were faster in dives, and German planes werefaster in climbs. So when in trouble, the smart German pilotclimbed. This was particularly effective at about thirty-five thousand feet, and the American planes ran out of power while theGermans could still climb effectively and rapidly. But this poorpilot chose to dive, and that was his downfall and his demise.


  I bore down on him. Another burst and small pieces flew off the Focke Wulf. He turned again, and I fired again. We weredown fairly low by now, and the Focke Wulf still had his nosedown. Eventually we were down in a valley with peaks higherthan we were. As dangerous as it was, I couldn’t let him go. Wewere flying only slightly above a dry streambed, which rose at aslight angle. The Focke Wulf was turning with the streambedmaking it impossible for me to get any more shots into him.The peaks became higher above us, and I was at maximum power.I wanted to quit. Then I got another firing opportunity. I fireda burst but without effect. Suddenly the Focke Wulf hit the sand,cartwheeled, exploded, and burned. I pulled my Mustang upthrough the Focke Wulf pilot’s funeral pyre.


  I nursed my ship up out of the valley amid the spires of rock. I was scared. The engine was running roughly, and the ship wasextremely close to stalling. I was praying.


  Then I was clear. As 1 throttled back, I looked into the cockpit for the first time in what seemed to be a long time. I noticedthat I was pulling seventy-three inches of manifold pressure andthree thousand revolutions per minute. This exceeded take-offpower, and I had been applying it for a considerable period.



  As I climbed and turned southward, I saw the burning Focke Wulf. I didn’t know whether I was in Switzerland, Austria, orItaly, but I was glad to be heading home. I was turning, looking,reaching for home; then I saw Trieste way off on my left. I beganto feel better, but there was still a lot of pain in my spine nearthe kidney. I was gratified to see the bright blue of the AdriaticSea. Then I gave a small prayer of thanks:


  



  Oh Lord, God in Heaven,


  I am grateful for Thy protection,


  For providing me with safety


  And success in the face of my enemies.


  Thanks, O God, for my preservation.


  



  Please, Heavenly Father,


  Accept the soul of the vanquished.


  Keep him in Thy bosom.


  Forgive the sins and weaknesses Of my enemy and me.


  



  And Dear God, I ask protection For my loved ones at home.


  Shower them with Thy blessings.


  For all Thy bounty, I thank thee.


  Father, teach me to be strong And resourceful in Thy service,


  And in service to my fellow man.


  If I have sinned this day,


  Lord forgive me.


  Amen.


  



  When I passed Ancona and was heading south, I relaxed a little. I was inordinately proud of myself. This was a long wayfrom home.


  I thought for a moment about Momma. She’d be extremely proud of me, but there had certainly been many times whenshe hadn’t been, and I reminisced about my times and tribulationswith her. I recalled her numerous visits to my elementary school,where my mischief caused my teachers gross consternation. Ithought briefly of the neighborhood pranks in which I participated. As I neared the home held, my mind ran wild and memoriescame into my mind like popcorn on a hot griddle. It was Mommaand me. We had some times and some confrontations; there werea few draws, but I lost most of the time. In retrospect they weregood times, and I was glad for the self-discipline that came outof it all. Mostly I reflected on her visit upon my graduation fromflight school, the receipt of my commission, and the acceptanceof those beautiful silver wings. She was proud of me that day.



  I was just another guy, not stifled by lethargy, nor consumed by hyper-initiative. Particularly on this day, I knew that I was adamned good man. 1 was happy and proud and blessed to be amember of the most select group in the world—the fighter pilots.We were special.


  I completed seventy combat missions with the 332d Fighter Group. I destroyed two enemy aircraft and damaged two more.In April 1945, I was reassigned to the States to be a flight instructorat Tuskegee Army Air Field. I was there when the war ended.


  CHAPTER 3


  Between the Wars


  1946-1948,


  Los Angeles, California


  WAR ENDS! JAPAN SURRENDERS!!!!



  The newspapers had a held day, and the hoopla began. It was 14 July 1945—shouting, boozing, weeping, wailing, and prayingamid a conscientious effort to erase the ugliness of the precedingfour years of war. There was laughter, relaxation, and booze. Itwas time to restart, to rebuild. It was a time to be whomever,whatever, wherever we really were without the strain, worry, andapprehension that wars impose on human mentality. It was atime to live. It was a time to go back home.


  Like millions of other young men, I got out of the Army as fast as I could and went home. I mustered out on 1 February1946. I returned to reality, to college, to a poor level of employment. The brass buttons, shoulder bars, and silver wings of afighter pilot became instant nothingness. I made the futile attemptto pick up where I’d left off, but the world I’d known before nolonger existed.


  My first marriage had been a typical wartime romance, to a young girl I grew up with in Bakersfield. We married in 1943as I was on my way to the war. Our marriage lasted only eighteenmonths and we were divorced shortly after I got back from Italyin 1945. I had no children and no regrets from that wartimeepisode.


  I met my second wife, Thelma, in 1945, and we were married in 1946. Thelma was a lovely, highly talented woman. She was afine pianist and vocalist—a rare combination. I loved her dearly.We had four children together. Our son, Charles, arrived in 1946,and our daughter, Fay, in 1949. After I returned from Korea,we had two more children—Patricia in 1955 and Edmund in 1958.



  Thelma had a master’s degree in education, and she loved teaching the sixth grade. I had no problem with her teaching, except that I wanted her at home until our youngest child started school.I wanted my children to have manners exactly the same as myown generation’s. She acquiesced on that point.


  When strong men marry strong women, there is always potential for a clash of personalities. Sometimes the clash is verbal, loud,and expressive. Frequently, one of the parties yields, and a realdifference is avoided, quietly. It is essential that the rough cornersbe rubbed off with a minimum of abrasion. In any case the accommodation requires close participation by the married couple. Military men are by nature and by profession hardnosed, and whenthe wife has some of the same characteristics, long periods ofseparation widen the chasm of misunderstanding. Prolonged separation certainly contributes to the failure of many service marriages.


  I had the hard-nosed attitude all right, and I was something of a chauvinist, but I had a good marriage to a fine woman,who should have been married to a school teacher or a postmanwho arrived home at 5:15 p.m. daily without the reek of boozeon his breath. We had one very basic problem. My wife couldnot be happily married to a flier. Aerial flights and happy hourwere synonymous in those days. Liquor she could tolerate, butshe was deathly afraid of flying. That was a basic problem. Iwas a flier before I met her. Flying was my life. The truth is Ihad no idea of her phobia about flying until much later. Wehad never discussed it. She kept that from me. She knew how Ifelt about it, and she knew that a declaration of her feelings wouldhave created a problem between us. It was just a question oftime, however, before this problem would surface.


  The GI Bill was a great blessing in that period of my life. Liketens of thousands of other ex-GIs, who could never have afforded it otherwise, I went back to college—five nights a week at theUniversity of Southern California. Employment opportunitieswere poor, but with the $105 per month from the GI Bill, Imanaged to support my wife and myself. I finished up at SanFrancisco State University and was awarded a bachelor of artsdegree in political science in 1949.


  Earning that bachelor’s degree was one of my life’s most worthwhile accomplishments. I fought the books at night school until I earned my degree. The degree was good, not only for the education, but because it gave me greatly increased confidence in myself,in my intellect, in my reasoning power, and in the dictates ofmy conscience. I would have been a cripple without that degreeand the study that led to it. I'm about as smart or stupid as thenext guy, but I believe “an ant can eat a bale of hay.”


  The job market was very limited for ex-fighter pilots. The National Guard offered an opportunity to make some money, and in 1946 I joined the California National Guard. The guard armorywas nearby—another blessing. The unit at the armory was anEngineer Combat Group, so like many guardsmen, 1 transferredfrom the Air Corps (which was still part of the Army at this time)and became an engineer officer. I enjoyed the involvement, andmy guard experience kept me in good stead later.


  Civilian life was full of frustration for me. The service had been filled with young men of integrity, but integrity was a qualitytotally lacking in the civilian populace. Military relationships werestrong and meaningful. One could rely explicitly on the characterand strengths of one’s military associates in all matters. Not sowith my civilian associates. I didn’t enjoy civilian life.


  I would have loved to have been a farmer, perhaps raising grapes or poultry, but there was no possibility of that. I didn’thave the money, and I really didn’t try to find it. My wife wouldhear no part of farming. As I matured, I realized that my occupation had to be of my own choosing and that my wife and childrenhad to go with my choice, or not at all, particularly if my choiceprovided them with all their needs and a substantial quantity oftheir desires.


  My little world had changed drastically during the four years that I’d been gone. Many of those changes were not progressive.I found that having a bachelor’s degree and appropriate credentials did not provide an opportunity for me as a Negro male toteach school. The teaching field had opened up somewhat duringthe war for Negro women, but the men were left out of it.


  I was thoroughly disgusted. One would have thought that almost five years of honorable wartime military service would at leastafford a qualified veteran a fighting chance. I felt perhaps it wouldhave provided something that resembled equality. It wasn’t there.


  In desperation, I tried to make a living in many ways, including joining the local police force. I was number one in my class atthe police academy, but then I was taken out of the class to workvice in the black ghetto just taking shape. I was assigned to “busting” prostitutes and bookies. I was not good at it. I felt that if a“John” was deprived enough to lay a prostitute or to bet his moneywith a bookie incident to a horse race at a remote track, thatwas his privilege. By golly, he should lose his money. But in mymind, booking horses and selling bodies were something less thancrimes, especially when I was ordered to make arrests only whenthe perpetrators had not paid off. I was so lacking in sophisticationthat I was unable to handle myself in the circumstances of mywork.


  One night I arrested my next-door neighbor on charges of assault with intent to do grievous bodily injury upon his wife. Imade the arrest at the demand of his wife, who had been seriouslyand brutally battered. I delivered the arrested neighbor to thepolice station in my car. Before I could complete the voluminousforms incident to the arrest, the wife had bailed her loving husbandout and returned home. I had made an enemy of my neighbor.I resented the outcome of that affair, because more than mostthings in life, I had a towering need to attend to my own businessand leave everyone else’s business strictly alone. A police officer,however, must be alert to everything within his sight. I was nothappy being a policeman.


  Eventually, I came to the realization that civilian life was not worthy of my efforts or concerns, and I applied for a return tomilitary service. There were, however, a few obstacles. The National Military Establishment had been formed. In 1947, the Air Force became autonomous, and I was in the Army National Guard.Irrespective of the problems of entering the service through theArmy and then transferring to the Air Force—an eighteen-monthprocess—I opted for it. Even going back into the Brown ShoeJim Crow Army was preferable to what I’d seen on the streets.


  I went back on active duty in the Army in August 1948 and was assigned as a platoon leader in the 74th Engineer Battalionat Fort Campbell, Kentucky. I had become an engineer officer,which was acceptable, but I really wanted to be a fighter pilotagain. I started the long process of transferring from the Armyto the Air Force, but it was all in vain.


  The orders transferring me to the Air Force didn’t reach me until eighteen months later in Korea in late December 1950, whenthe 25th Infantry Division was dug in on the south bank of theImjin River awaiting a Chinese attack. We were building culvertsalong the main supply route. The assistant division commander,a general, had my orders with him, and he stopped to talk for afew minutes.


  He said, “Well, Hot Shot, I’ve got some good news and some bad news. Which would you like first?”


  “The good news, sir.”


  “The good news is that your transfer to the Air Force is authorized—by these orders.” He showed them to me.


  Then came the bad news, “But we can’t let you go at this time. We don’t have a replacement for you. I know you understand. Icould make a joke about it, but this isn’t a funny time.”


  “No, sir.”


  CHAPTER 4


  The Army of Occupation


  January 1950-10 July 1950, Gifu, Japan


  After a year and a half at Fort Campbell, I was reassigned on 1 January 1950 to the U.S. Army of Occupation in Japan. Thiswas inevitable. After the end of World War II and the surrenderof Japan, the U.S. Army occupied the Japanese islands. Almostone-third of the U.S. Army’s fighting forces were stationed inthe Pacific theater. The 7th, 24th, and 25th Infantry divisions,and the 1st Cavalry Division (actually infantry) were in Japan.The 29th Regimental Combat Team was in Hawaii. All of thedivisions were filled with new replacements and were in a poorstate of combat readiness. For economic reasons, and with onlyone exception, all of the regiments had only two of their threeinfantry battalions, and the artillery battalions also were shortone of their firing batteries.


  The 25th Infantry Division, with which I would serve in Korea, included the 24th, 27th, and 35th Infantry regiments. The division,located on Honshu in the middle of the Japanese islands, wasspread out over several smaller posts, and spent its time on occupation duties, with little regard for readiness for war. It was typicalof Army organizations in Japan at the time.
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  Military duty in Japan as part of the U.S. Army of Occupation was comfortable and leisurely. Good living was the order of the day. Occupation meant occupying the best of Japanese commercial, residential, and recreational facilities, holding a glass in one hand and a Japanese girlfriend, or moosimae, in the other, andseeing how much food and drink one could indulge in and howmuch hell one could raise. Single soldiers concentrated on thegood life with lovely Japanese girls, and married soldiers concentrated on opulent living with families, if they were present, andfemale servants, who were omnipresent. The only fighting thatU.S. soldiers engaged in was negotiating a price for a single night’sfavor, for professional services on a month-by-month basis, orfor Noritake china and Mikimoto pearls.


  Eighth Army and the Supreme Headquarters gloried under the clouds cast by two atomic blasts. A future war was impossible;an immediate war, unthinkable. Training was conducted accordingly. It was slipshod and routine—not a serious or focused professional activity. The senior officers were there essentially to gettheir tickets punched for promotion to higher rank or pass thetime until retirement. Their troops, many of whom were hangers-on from World War II, felt that the American people, and certainlytheir former enemies, owed them a good living. Japanese occupation duty was precisely what they were entitled to—a good deal.


  The long-established military “pecking order,” temporarily relaxed during World War II when men such as Audie Murphy showed what a real soldier could do, was reestablished rigidly. Itwas the Regular Army up top: West Pointers by permanent rankor class first; and other Regulars next, from The Citadel, VMI,Texas A&M, or honor graduates of ROTC. The reservists, nomatter how well qualified or capable, were at the bottom. Therewas a strong, very strong, propensity for protecting Regular officers regardless of professional weaknesses or personal failings,even at the expense of “the good of the service.”


  A large number of lower-ranking enlisted men were products of the 1948 draft. They loved their fat, tomcatting life and reenlisted in overwhelming numbers. Any U.S. private could affordto share his bed and board with a native lady. The Sears RoebuckCatalog provided mail-order attractions necessary for a happyrelationship otherwise denied to original raw goods suppliers:silk stockings, silk underwear and lingerie, silk blouses. If living was easy, cohabitation was smoother.


  Perfunctory training meant an occasional spell of maneuvering at the Gotemba Training Area beneath the majesty of MountFujiyama. Training was not designed (nor apparently intended)to maintain or even to create a “fighting” Army. Night fighting,cold-weather operations, and counterguerilla tactics were not onlynot emphasized, they were not even considered.


  The Army of Occupation was in bad shape. The general physical condition of the troops was poor, morale was low, and the generallevel of intelligence was reduced. Many who stayed in the serviceduring peacetime, or who had been drafted in 1948, did nothave high IQ scores. Serious drug problems had begun to bemanifested but were not always discovered by those who themselves were becoming addicted. Heroin and alcohol ran rampantthrough veins just as venereal diseases ran rampant through theranks.


  The black market was a significant factor economically. Cigarettes, sugar, coffee, and even tea were among the items that, being scarce, commanded exceedingly high prices. Money itselfwas valuable beyond its actual denomination. Military scrip wasvery much in demand, and real greenbacks sold at extraordinarypremiums. Many, many soldiers routinely (but illegally) supplemented their pay through transactions, which they hardly bothered to hide, on the money market. What most of them consideredthe prevailing rate resulted ultimately in a higher price than America could ever afford to pay—a gradual weakening of the moralfiber of the Army.


  The all-pervading attitude was: occupation may not last forever; get yours whenever and however you can.


  Racial segregation continued to flourish in the Army. Sure, President Truman—a World War I-vintage artillery battery ex-commanding officer (CO)—had issued an executive order in 1948that banned segregation. But the president’s order was not followed, and he could not see all the way from Washington, D.C.,what continued to take place in the Far East.


  Of the four black regiments that had been established immediately following the Civil War, only one remained: the 24th Infantry Regiment. Stationed in Japan as part of the 25th Infantry Division,the 24th was the only regiment in Japan with its full complementof three battalions. In the 25th Infantry Division, the 159th FieldArtillery Battalion and the 77th Engineer Combat Company werealso segregated black units. There were also some segregated engineer construction battalions on Okinawa and Japan, includingthe one to which I was assigned initially. In these segregatedunits, the enlisted personnel were black, and almost all of theofficers were white. The few black officers were company grade—lieutenants and a few captains. The regimental commander andstaff, all of the battalion commanders, and most of the companycommanders were white.


  It was still a Jim Crow Army. Segregation was practiced routinely and administered religiously. Black infantrymen and black soldiersof any branch were treated discourteously in military life andmistreated brutally in military courts. Negro soldiers existed toserve under white officers. Their lot was to be subservient whileserving whites of whatever rank, grade, or status and to be constantly derided before those who, being yellow, were after allonly off-white. The Japanese were accustomed to feeling raciallysuperior to the Koreans and other Asian people. Now they werebeing conditioned by the Caucasian majority to mistreat, cheat,and even to hate the Negro and other minorities. Insofar as possible male Negro soldiers were discouraged from having intimaterelationships with Japanese females.


  Bigotry toward blacks was a manifestation of the same mindless mentality of white racial superiority that had already contributedto a shameful disaster on the Asiatic mainland when the ChineseCommunists had defeated the American-supported government.It was rapidly creating serious problems later to be manifestedon at least two major island nations—Japan and the Philippines.Most Americans considered all Asians—Japanese, Chinese, Koreans, Filipinos, and the rest—to be “gooks” and openly referredto them as “gooks.” The Asians were not respected as peopleand polities. Certainly they were disregarded as military powers.They had, after all, all been defeated in our time. Only the Russians enjoyed a measure of respect among American military leaders who, mistakenly, continued to regard the Soviet Union as a monolithic Caucasian nation.


  Certainly it was an Army not ready at all for what was about to happen.


  The General and Me, 1 May 1950, Gotemba, Japan


  I was serving in the 538th Engineer Service Battalion, comprising black troops and mostly white, mostly prejudiced officers. I wasnot assigned to an established position; I just defended enlistedmen at the numerous and frequent courts martial on charges ofdrunk and disorderly, disrespect, absent without leave (AWOL),desertion, larceny, and conduct unbecoming. I was no lawyer. Iwas an engineer officer—a fighting man. Out of place. Out oftime.


  Frustrated, I discussed the matter with the battalion commander. He advised me, “Ah run this battalion in accordance with thepolicy of the Department of the Army and rules of the Americanpeople. You don’t like it? Take a jeep. Go down to Eighth ArmyHeadquarters. Tell the G-l to move ya. Ah didn’t want you orno other nigra offisahs heah in the fust place.”


  “Yes, sir.” I saluted and left his office.


  I drove the eighteen miles to Eighth Army Headquarters and asked to see the G-l—the personnel officer. Not some personnelflunky, but the big gun himself. I was received by the G-l, a fullcolonel, with great concern and respect.


  The story I told the G-l was no secret. He had heard it before, and for sure he had heard the white side of the story. In anycase, he heard me out and picked a sheet of paper from thestack in his in-box.


  “Read this, Bussey,” he said as he extended the paper to me. He reached for the telephone with his other hand, dialed, andsaid, “Send me the file on 1st Lt. Charles M. Bussey immediately.”


  The G-l took a long look at me and said, “General Wilson is assistant division commander of the 25th Infantry Division. He’sat Gotemba, at the base of Mount Fuji. The maneuver area there is his special preserve, and his job is training. He has the separate engineer company there to maintain the maneuver area. Rightnow it’s commanded by a competent infantry officer, but the General needs a strong, very strong, engineer to command the company. I think you are the man.


  “I caution you, the General is tough, smart, fair, mean, and dedicated. In order to survive with him, you must be the same.And, lest I forget, he has a Bailey Bridge, which he somehowhad sent up from the Philippines. He’s obsessed with having iterected across an arroyo in the training area. Do you know theBailey Bridge?”


  I lied, positively. “Yes, sir. I’ve spent many training hours on Baileys.”


  Actually, I’d never seen a Bailey Bridge, except in pictures. But I knew that I’d seen a copy of the Bailey Bridge Manual inthe battalion library—TM 5-277, or maybe it was a field manual(FM). Either way, it was going to be my road map.


  The G-l said, “This is not a key to integration of Negroes in the service. If it were in my power, I’d end segregation withinthe hour. As you well know, having been a fighter pilot in BenDavis’s Group—incidentally, we were classmates at the academy—he has capitalized on the record of his fighter group during theBig War. He made the Air Force take note of the record andhas influenced integration of the personnel of his composite winginto the total Air Force. Maybe you’ll never have the opportunityBen Davis had, but you can help establish the credibility of Negroofficers, which frankly is not strong at the moment for manyreasons, none of which are the fault of the Negro officers. Gowith it, Bussey, and good luck! Look me up in six months.”


  I stood tall, saluted, and said, “Thanks a million, sir.”


  “You’re entirely welcome, Bussey. I hope I’m doing you a favor.”


  Well, I waited around downstairs for copies of my reassignment orders. I clutched them in my hand all the way back to my miserablebattalion. The reporting date was one day hence, so I droppeda copy at the adjutant’s office, went to the library, then to myquarters, packed, signed out, and left that lousy situation. Nogoodbyes. No regrets.


  The next day, 1 May 1950, I reported to the Maneuver Area Headquarters. Brig. Gen. Vennard Wilson came out of his officeto meet me. He offered me a seat alongside an ornate coffeetable and seated himself opposite me. He began, “The G-l upat Army told me he was sending you down. He spoke highly ofyou; hope you can live up to your billing. I want you to knowthat you are on trial! I’ll watch you closely. It will take a tallman to do what I want here. Not just a good man, but a damnedgood man. I hope you’re it. Do you know the Bailey Bridge?”


  “Yes, sir,” I answered, “I’ve worked all the standard configurations and some nonstandard erections as well. Nights, days, all weather.”


  “Good, Bussey. This is Monday. I want that bridge in place at 1300 hours on Thursday. I want a ribbon-cutting ceremony atthat time. Come. I’ll show you the bridge site.


  “Miss Morton, have the jeep brought around. Notify my aide.”


  We talked while we waited for the jeep about troops, weather, barbed wire, mines, and the overfull sewage tanks in the barrackslatrines. The general introduced me to his aide. We saddled upand hightailed toward the bridge site. On the far side of thearroyo there was a road about fifty feet from the bank runningparallel to the arroyo.


  The general wanted a bridge that was possible, but hard. Connecting the bridge to the road would be difficult because the road was so close to the bridge abutment on the bank. It wouldrequire a tight turn. But I knew I could handle it, and I toldhim so.


  He came back to me. “The division engineer says it can’t be done. What makes you think you can do it?”


  I responded, “Trust me, General.”


  “I’m testing you, Lieutenant.”


  I smiled a little, always looking him in the eye. He was an intimidator, but I had his number, and I knew that once I passedhis test, I’d be nine feet tall. I had some advantages over thetextbook engineers. I had imagination. I believed that an antcould eat a bale of hay. I knew that David slew Goliath with asmall, round stone. I had plenty of stones.


  I completed my sketch and my notes, and we saddled up for Maneuver Area Headquarters. Surprisingly, General Wilson invited me into his office again, and after he sat, I did also.


  He asked, “Are you as good as you infer?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Well, a lieutenant was commanding your company at one time. He attended a briefing. I asked him some engineer questions,but he didn’t know any answers, so I chewed his butt. He cameapart at the seams. Had to get the medics for him. He’s still inthe hospital. What will you do if I chew you up into small chunks?”


  “The General will never have a requirement for chewing me. I’ll always have the answers and always the performance.”


  “Damn. I hope you’re that good.”


  He excused me, and I went to work. I called a meeting of the commissioned officers and the senior noncommissioned officers.I let them all know that I was a “can-do” guy, and that was theway it was going to be. I addressed my two platoon leaders andgave my orders: “Lieutenant Peoples, contact the town mayor.Tell him I want the sewage removed from the latrines withintwenty-four hours. No cash transaction. No politics. Get a receiptfor the estimated gallonage.


  “Lieutenant Benefield, I want to meet you and the Field First Sergeant at the pile of rusting Bailey Bridge members in thirtyminutes.” That gave me time to change into field gear. I continued,“First Sergeant, we’ll have a retreat formation at 1700 hours. Iwill address the troops.


  “That is all for now.”


  Lieutenant Benefield, Master Sergeant Walton, and I met at the bridge storage site and discussed the erection of the bridge.I could talk a helluva show, because I’d studied the manual fortwo days. I sounded like an expert. I knew the weights of themembers, and team compositions, and other particulars.


  The problem with the bridge was that it had been placed over a gorge in the Philippines, and due to a misalignment of theabutments, the bridge had warped under heavy traffic. It wastwisted out of shape. That’s why the division engineer said itcouldn’t be erected. Now was the time to eat that “bale of hay.”


  We went out to the bridge site and surveyed it from both banks. We had a problem. The span called for single-double trusses tocarry the loads the general prescribed, that is, enough capacityto carry his tanks. That part wasn’t difficult, but what to do aboutthat awkward warpage? Over that span, the south end of thebridge would be forty inches too high when the north end wastied down.


  Simple! Before erection we would dig twenty feet down and about thirty feet in from the abutment. We’d install a deadman(heavy metal object) as an anchor, tie some cables to it, fill theholes above the deadman, and winch the cable tight enough topull the south end of the bridge down to level spans. There wasa possibility that the bridge might rise out of level on the otherbank, kitty-corner from the original deadman, so we’d install another deadman on the other bank to take care of that.


  There was plenty of heavy equipment available, so work began immediately on the abutments and the excavations for the dead-men. We also began widening the existing road away from thearroyo, so that vehicles could turn in either direction coming onor off the bridge.


  I met the troops and gave a pep talk about how good they were going to be. I think I impressed them with my sincerity.I’d watched many commanders, and I tried to assimilate theirbest habits. I had the feeling that there was much to do as rapidlyas possible. I wanted the company to be combat ready. I had aforeboding that my survival and theirs (the troops’) were completely intertwined.


  I personally supervised all aspects of the bridge erection. It went like clockwork. We sweated all day Tuesday and all dayWednesday. At 1600 hours on Wednesday, I called General Wilson. “Sir, your bridge is complete. We can accept traffic as of1600 today.”


  No sound for a moment. Then, “I’ll be right there.”


  General Wilson arrived at the scene and dismounted from his jeep to inspect the near-shore abutment; then he walked acrossthe bridge with pride showing in every step. The general wasextremely happy with his bridge. He looked at the cables holding down the warped members. He took a long, long look at me and matter-of-factly stated, “Test completed. You’re on my team.Keep it up.”


  I didn’t know it until much later, but he called the division engineer, Lt. Col. Wyeth Rivers, and ordered him up to the ribboncutting ceremony the following day. I’d made a ton of pointswith General Wilson, but I’d showed up the division engineer,who was also the engineer battalion commander, and who wasunimaginative and inept. I made an enemy who would make itrough for me as time went by. Colonel Rivers, the moment hesaw that bridge, had a hard-on for me at least 3 feet long.


  But I was a hero for the moment. I gave all the credit to my troops at the ceremony. In all, I was a winner.


  General Wilson and I had many encounters after that. When we moved to Korea, he frequently stopped by at chow time because,according to him, I had the best mess in the division, and he’dtried them all. He had stomach trouble, but our food pleasedhim a lot. I could do no wrong in his sight. I respected him,and he respected me. It was simple. We were both performanceoriented.


  Also in Korea, he bypassed the intermediate headquarters and promoted me to captain on my thirtieth day in country, my firstday of eligibility. General Wilson personally brought the ordersto me, along with a set of double bars he scrounged from somerear-echelon captain in his headquarters.


  77th Engineer Combat Company, 26 May 1950, Gifu, Japan


  There are times in one’s life when specific desires are overwhelming—driving. And so it was with me in Japan in 1950. I had to be a company commander. Not the commander of a service company or a foot-slogging infantry company—I wanted to be theboss of a combat engineer outfit. It fit my personality. It fit myperson. The work was the most stimulating of any in an infantrydivision. The men had many, many skills. They were builders, sappers, and bridgers. They were builders of roads, structures, barriers, and minefields. They were experts at demolitions andwater supply. And when necessary, they were first-class fightingmen. They were better than infantry soldiers, and they loved toprove it. At some place and time I had been told not to wishtoo hard for anything because I might acquire it, and so it happened.


  It was a time of life when I had the maturity and the physical, mental, and emotional strength necessary to command a companyof combat engineers. When the opportunity came for me to assumecommand of the 77th Engineer Combat Company (ECC), I reveledin it. I worked at it from sixteen to twenty hours a day. Fortunately,it was when I was overseas in Japan, and fortunately, my familyhad not joined me. I was free to work all the hours I needed orwanted, and I did. There was no better job for a workaholic.There was a strong training requirement. There were literallytons of specialized tools, equipment, and weapons to maintain,including heavy vehicles, air compressors, gauges, test equipment,water purification sets, and on and on. But the biggest demandon my time and attention came from the men. The men hadproblems of all kinds, and those who didn’t have problems usuallygenerated some.


  The 77th Engineer Combat Company was a separate all-black company assigned to the 25th Infantry Division to provide blackengineer support for the black 24th Infantry Regiment. It wasnot a part of the white 65th Engineer Battalion, which providedengineer support for the rest of the division. The 77th EngineerCombat Company had an authorized strength of 5 officers and153 enlisted men, but most of the time it had well over 200 troops.This was because almost all black combat engineers in the Pacifictheater were assigned to the 77th.


  The 77th Engineer Combat Company was subdivided into three combat platoons and a headquarters platoon. The headquartersplatoon took care of administration, maintenance, and supply,and provided additional equipment to back up the combat platoons. The combat platoons normally worked in support of thethree battalions of the 24th Infantry Regiment. The three combat platoon leaders were the key officers to provide engineer support to the regiment. The company executive officer was my second-in-command and took care of all of the administration and support.The company First Sergeant was the top enlisted leader and myconstant advisor and helper.


  The role of the 77th Engineer Combat Company in combat would be assisting the movement of our troops and impedingthe movement of the enemy troops. Our tasks would includebuilding roads, timber-trestle and Bailey bridges, floating bridgesand ferries, and other structures; building obstacles, placingbarbed wire, and blowing up bridges and buildings; and placingour mines and digging up and destroying enemy mines. To dothis work the company had dump trucks, bulldozers, air compressors, other heavy engineer equipment, and hand tools. We coulddo a lot of different things well.


  The usual relationship between the 77th Engineer Combat Company and the 24th Infantry Regiment was one of direct support. That meant that I, as the engineer company commander,took missions directly from the 24th Regimental Commander andstaff but relied on the 65th Engineer Battalion for administrativeand logistical support. When fighting as infantry, the 77th Engineer Company usually was attached to the 24th Infantry Regiment,which meant that all missions and support came from the regiment.In reality the 77th ECC was a permanent member of the all black 24th Regimental Combat Team (RCT), which comprisedthe 24th Infantry Regiment and the 159th Field Artillery Battalionas well as the 77th. In combat, the all-black 24th RCT habituallyoperated together as a combined-arms team.


  When I had assumed command of the 77th in Japan on 1 May 1950, the company was working at the Gotemba Training Area on Honshu. It had been at Gotemba for several months performing engineer work to keep the training area in good shape and to support training activities. This was good duty, nad our time was takes up fully doing the work and coping with the soldiers. We left Gotemba for our permanent station on 26 May 1950.


  The permanent home of the company was at Gifu. Our barracks were in the medieval Gifu castle. It was built of dark grey stones,which for the most part had been fitted meticulously togetherwithout mortar. There was a moat complete with alligators, andon warm afternoons an occasional python would crawl up to theparapets to sun himself. The castle was made to keep peopleout, but in our time it served equally well to keep people in.The ancient stables served as our motor pool, and the courtyardwas our drill field. In all we fared well in the buildings, whichhad been designed for soldiers of a bygone era.


  It was a good life. Little did we know that in just four or five weeks we would be in heavy combat.


  The Officers


  Attrition is always at work in military units. Death, wounds, illness, injuries, leave, and transfers impinge upon unit strength fromday to day. The personnel pipeline is established to keep newpeople—soldiers of all grades—always on the way to combat units.It is always feast or famine. Either more good officers and menthan you’d need, or pitifully short of those “granite blocks” and“keystones.” Yet, it is the troops that do the work.


  After the bridge-building episode had confirmed my command, I took stock of the officers and men I had inherited in the 77th.I was blessed throughout my tour of duty with the company inhaving wonderful officers to advise me and to carry out the dutieswe had as a unit. Every man in an organization must pull hisweight, and every man did. The crew I had on board initiallywas first class, and I got some fine replacements later on in Korea.


  When I took over the company, I had just two officers, Lieutenant Benefield and Lieutenant Peoples. Lt. William Benefield led one of the combat platoons. He was a Kansan, and a good manto have on your side in a footrace or a fistfight. He was a superbathlete, strong and aggressive. Although short in stature, he actedlike a giant. He played fine poker. He was a fine citizen, husband,father of a daughter and two sons, and a good friend. He knewhis work well, having done several years as an enlisted man. Atower of strength.


  Lt. Hazael Peoples, also a midwesterner, led another combat platoon. He was an ordnance officer, a good officer at what heknew: motors and supply. He was a scrounger, without whomwe would not have been nearly as effective. I didn’t understandor fully appreciate him at the time; he wasn’t aggressive enoughto suit me. Later on, there were at least two instances when hedidn’t demonstrate the hard fiber I felt was absolutely essentialin the presence of our enlisted men. I couldn’t handle his lackof aggressiveness well at the time. Peoples stayed with the 77thduring the entire time I was in command.


  When we moved back to permanent quarters in Gifu in May, Lt. Chester J. Lenon, who had been running the post exchangeat the Gotemba Training Area, joined the company as a combatplatoon leader. Like Benefield, Chet was from Kansas, and thetwo men became fast friends. Lenon was tall and slim, with bronze-colored skin and a hint of freckles. He was strong and resourceful—equal to the difficult circumstances in which he found himselflater. Chet Lenon was a man of impeccable manners and a softvoice, totally out of character with the strength he showed in allhis endeavors. He was an asset to any organization or endeavor—a giant.


  Lt. James Wilson was also assigned to the company but was away on temporary duty most of the time we were in Japan. Herejoined the company just before we went to Korea and servedas a combat platoon leader throughout my tenure. Jim Wilsonwas quiet and efficient. He was a very decent man, and I reflectedthat society needed men like him to teach in schools, run banks,and run society itself. It was a waste for a man like him to spendhis time fighting farmers halfway around the world from home.Jim was wounded and won the Silver Star for his service in Korea.


  The First Sergeant


  Roscoe Dudley was the company First Sergeant. He did it all. Theoretically he commanded our rear echelon, but he was alwaysa part of the action. In every respect he was the First Soldier.He was a quiet, highly perceptive man; positive, strong, everyinch and pound a soldier. Deadly. Resolute. He won a SilverStar for his valor defending the Pusan perimeter. I should havesomehow found the time and opportunity to have had him decorated for meritorious service as well.


  When I took over the company, Dudley was a sergeant first class (SFC) in the platoons, and there were six master sergeantsin the company. I interviewed each of them, and each had acogent reason why he didn’t want the job of First Sergeant. TheFirst Sergeant’s job is tough anywhere, but in that overstrengthunit it was a nightmare. I talked to each of the officers, and eachrecommended Dudley despite his being junior in grade. I hadan in-depth interview with SFC Dudley. He was the man. I talkedagain with my six master sergeants, and each expressed a willingness to work under Dudley, whatever that meant. So he got thejob.


  First Sergeant Dudley had an immediate impact. In Gifu General Wilson had advised me that my unit had the highest rate of venereal disease (VD) of any company-size unit in the Pacific theater,and that my success and tenure was predicated upon how effectively I reduced that VD rate. I put that monkey on the FirstSergeant’s back. Unfair, but one of my smarter moves.


  He made a pronouncement at retreat formation on that first long day: "The next and every son of a bitch who turns up with a dose of clap, chancres, chancroid, or any other type of VD, I will stomp near to death. I will put a stop to your screwing for a while. Then I am going to write to your wife or your mother or whatever name appears on your Form 20. I will tell that woman what a sorry disgrace of a man she sent to the U.S. Army. You've been told. Fall out."


  Sick call was at 0700 hours. My office was next to Dudley’s and I was at my desk fighting the paper war. Through the wallI began to hear furniture being violently rearranged. Body blows, grunts, moans, epithets. I felt that I should intervene, but somehow I didn’t. There are some things better not to know. It ran itscourse shortly. I didn’t condone fights among the troops, butthere are times when discretion is more valuable than policy.When it was over and quiet, I went to the First Sergeant’s officeand jumped him about his miscreancy. He sort of apologizedand told me it was Sydney Thomas with his fourth dose of gonorrhea in the past six months. Dudley also said that it wouldn’thappen again—neither the beating nor the clap. Corporal Harveycame in, and I left after a few more words. Harvey’s typewriterbecame rapidly alive.


  Soon, Dudley whistled for work call and announced the day’s activities. When it was done, he called Private First Class (PFC)Thomas, “Front and center,” and announced: “Men, yesterday Itold you that the next man who disgraced our company with acase of VD I was going to whip his ass. Thomas here broughtus a dose and I stomped all over him this morning.”


  Thomas stood there with a hang-dog expression, several knots on his forehead, lips busted, one ear torn down and greatly impaired vision in both eyes, a sorry sight. A spectacle. Dudley reiterated his promise and presented a letter to Thomas with instructionsto place the letter, to Thomas’s wife, in the company mailbox.


  I observed the formation from my office. One month later in the same office, General Wilson visited me and presented me aletter of commendation for having reduced the VD rate to zero.


  The First Sergeant got things done. A tall, tall man.


  The Troops


  There were dozens of outstanding enlisted men in our company, but I cannot include them all. I will mention some who wereparticularly close to me.


  The position of field First Sergeant is seldom found in the official tables of organization and equipment, but in many engineerunits, a field First Sergeant was appointed. The duties of thefield First Sergeant are to help the platoon leaders and platoonsergeants organize and supervise the work of the troops on construction and engineering projects. The field First Sergeant also provides technical advice on how to do the work. Master Sgt.Andrew F. Walton was my field First Sergeant. Fie was probablythe oldest man in the 77th, and he was the most respected. Hewas a big man in stature and in substance. His extensive knowledgeof military engineering made him sought after on all of our fieldprojects, and his extensive knowledge of life in general madehim sought after for counsel on personal problems. I had considered him for the position of First Sergeant, but his preferencewas to work in the field. He was a mentor to the NCOs and asurrogate father to the younger troops. The unit’s successes werebased largely upon the skills and knowledge of our “Field First.”


  Sergeant First Class Lamont was skinny and tough; he never slept. A perfectionist. Our mess sergeant. His was a tight ship.There was never a moment when there was not fresh coffee andnever a time when any man couldn’t get a good meal. I liked itthat way, and Lamont and I got along famously. When we werein Korea, in addition to preparing the poor Army chow well, hehad a detail out scrounging for garlic, peppers, onions, and otherseasonings and vegetables left behind by the refugees who haddeparted their homes and gardens in the face of friendly or hostilearmies. There was no better mess in the division.


  I didn’t know until deep winter, as we came back off the rout in North Korea, that Lamont was also an accomplished vintner. He had made and stored numerous five-gallon crocks of raisin jack and prune, apricot, peach, and apple booze. Some of it he had even distilled. His output depended upon how much leisure time we had in different bivouacs as we moved northward. At -28°F to -30°F, when we were living like badgers, totally exposed to the weather without tentage and without arctic foot gear, the wine and raisin jack, judiciously dispensed, was a boon to us all. SFC Lamont was a definite and distinct asset to our unit. No one was more important.



  I remember my jeep driver, Pinkney, best. He was always ready. He had a lot of guts. He looked out for me. He kept some cleanclothes and shaving gear in the jeep. When I was stuck at oneof the interminable meetings at higher headquarters, he would go into one of the vacant farmhouses along the roadside, build a fire, and heat some water for my infrequent baths, which werethe sole luxury of my life. He was a good man to have along.We were an effective combat team. We could “unass” that jeepand go instantly into a firefight without a word being spoken.Like me, he’d grown up in the fields and ghettos. We were survivors. No one had to draw pictures or write stories for us to understand the rules of engagement or nature of life on the killingfloor. It was always “green and go.”


  Of course, it was illegal to have an enlisted man take care of an officer’s personal requirements. But without a little help Icouldn’t have done what was really required of me. Some cleanclothes from the laundry and bath unit when I didn’t have timeto go there was wonderful. Some hot water for a shave and bath,when it was convenient along the main supply route, was mylife’s highest reward. Pinkney did these things for me withoutmy ever mentioning or suggesting that he do so. I was gratefulas well as needful.


  There were numerous other noncommissioned officers and enlisted men who singularly or collectively contributed so very much. I had a profound love and respect for them: Master SergeantsGreen, Wilkes, Knight, and Stallworth; Sergeants Walker, Davis,Jackson, Woods, Lee, and Brown; and many others. There wasCorporal Fields and his sparring partner, Private First Class VanNess, and Robert Semedo. American society owes them much.


  Private Jack Beavers, 26 May 1950, Gifu, Japan


  Jack Beavers wasn’t a bad young man, but he was one of those who was contrary to authority. He was contentious. He alwaysfought the problem.


  Pvt. Jack Beavers had joined us at Gotemba, at the foot of Mount Fuji, when we were preparing to displace back to Gifu.The air around camp was charged because the troops were goinghome, and home always means renewal of relationships with wives,girlfriends, kids—being whole again. In due time we went homeafter securing the maneuver area.


  Once we were back at the castle, we settled down to a routine, if you call a soldier’s life routine, with its public toilets and showers.I was looking forward to some basic-type training. Our missionat the maneuver area was such that we did a lot of pioneer work,but we became very sloppy in basic soldiering. On the train ridegoing home, I worked out the schedule of activities for the ensuingmonths.


  I’d had no problem with Jack Beavers, but I knew it was on the way. When you are a troop commander, you must on occasionassert yourself. It is mandatory that you be ready to support yourtroops, and that they know it. And sometimes you must disciplineone of the troops a little to guarantee that everyone knows whois boss. Being new to the unit, I was waiting for an opportunityto be hardnosed.


  Jack gave me the opportunity to be tough. I received a letter from a Mrs. Beavers, addressed to the commanding officer. Itread as follows:


  



  Dere Sir,


  My son Jack Beavers is in your Company. Jack is my boy. I got 2 others and a girl. My girl is 13 and she is “big.” My man got rumatickfever and is in bed. I do laundry and such—but can t quite make it.We nede ten dollars more a month. Am desperit. My boy don’t riteno more. Can you talk to him. I nede help.


  Thank you,


  Jenny Beavers


  



  I reflected upon the letter. Over the course of time a CO receives many such letters from families, girl friends, creditors, whomever.So I called Jack in and had him read the letter.


  When he was through reading, I asked, “Is this letter actually from your mother?”


  “Yes, sir, this is from my mother.”


  “Do the conditions set forth in the letter actually exist?”


  “Yes, sir, things are tough at home. It’s always been bad in Louisiana, but since Dad’s been down from the fever, it’s still worse. Momma can’t quite make it all happen.”


  “Well, can you send her the ten dollars per month that she requests?”


  “No, sir, I can’t spare it.”


  I was flabbergasted. I asked, “Why? You earn ninety-eight dollars a month. Quarters, clothing, and rations are provided for you.Surely, you can spare ten dollars.”


  “No, sir.”


  “Well, Beavers, I find that hard to understand. Did your parents abuse you as a child?”


  “No, sir, they did the best they could. They loved me and did for me.”


  “Are you telling me that you refuse to help a mother who was good to you, who worked and sacrificed for you, a motherwho needs one-tenth of your income in order to provide for thewhole family?”


  Jack responded, “Well, sir, you see, I’m setting up a house with this girl, and she needs a lot of things—pots and pans, radio,tatami, and all those things—and we’re in love, and there justain’t no extra money. I’m sorry, but there just ain’t no extra money.”


  I felt my hackles rising, and though family affairs, per se, are no concern of the Army, I was into this family’s business. I remembered the struggle my mom had, even with total cooperationfrom all parties. I was incensed, and a man of Jack’s stature andstatus could not deal with me under the condition I was buildingup to.


  “Well, Private Beavers, I think you are a hunk of scum, an animal that puts his biology above the welfare of his family. Iwill crush you like the beetle that you are. I will not pay youuntil you decide that you can send some money home. I recognizethat bringing you into line with the human race is not necessarilya part of my military duty, but that’s how it is. I’m going tochew you up in small bites.”


  “Well, sir, you can’t do this to me. I want to go to the IG. I have to have my money. I do my duty. Don’t get into muchtrouble. I got a right to spend my money as I choose, sir.”


  “Very well, Private Beavers. Tell the First Sergeant that I want you driven down to see the IG immediately. Also tell him tosend your Off-Duty Pass in to me. You will have no more passesuntil we have negotiated the disposition of your funds. Tell thatto the IG also.


  “Sir, I got a right to my pass. I do my soldiering.”


  “You are wrong, Private Beavers. A pass is a privilege, not a right, and you just lost your privilege. Understand that? Alsounderstand that the Inspector General cannot—will not—changemy mind. I’m going to crush you, as I said earlier. But you dohave a right to see the IG. Move it.”


  Private Beavers made his trip to the Inspector General (IG). He had a good case. He garnered some sympathy, which materialized in the form of a hardnosed infantry lieutenant colonel whosemission, among other things, was to guarantee that soldiers werenot abused and that their rights were maintained.


  Lieutenant Colonel Hardesty came up to intimidate me by force of rank, which was considerable, and precedent, which was alsoon his side. But as the morning drifted along, Colonel Hardestyand I developed a fine rapport. He read the letter from Mrs.Beavers, and he agreed with me in principle, but he disagreedin practice. We drank a lot of coffee, and I introduced him tothe practice of putting sharp cheddar slices into the coffee cup.It was great. We talked about World War II, and I filled him inon the techniques of dive bombing and all those things that nonfliers wonder about. He left without any threats and without anypromises. He just left, and I felt that, with discretion, I couldkeep my foot in Beavers’s behind. And I did.


  I explained the situation to the First Sergeant within earshot of a couple of the troops, and the word was out. And ridiculeset in, and that was part of the treatment—Beavers’s and mine.


  Well, payday came, and I had sent Beavers on a detail to the bridge-training site. I paid the other team members before theyleft. Beavers didn’t get paid, and he hadn’t slept with his newfound love since our initial confrontation. Rumor had it that someone else was solving his girlfriend’s puzzles. The ridicule was relentless, and Beavers came in to plead with me. He knew that onthe tenth of the month there was a supplemental payroll, which could and should provide a soldier with pay that was due. But Beavers was off on special duty when the supplemental pay becameavailable. Beavers wanted to go to the IG and I gave him accessto the telephone. He was told to call back if he wasn’t paid bynext payday. That gave me about twenty days for the pressureto build a little. My reputation for being tough and not to bemessed with was well established, which made the job a little easier.


  Jack Beavers exploded into sobs, and asked if he could be excused. It was okay with me.


  On payday he came to see me right after reveille. “Sir, I’m ready to send the money home. I’m glad you opened up myeyes. I’ve never had a real woman of my own before, and it sortof warped my thinking. I’m grateful to you, sir. I know what isright, and I’ll do that from now on. Working for you is great.You’re like my dad. Thanks.”


  I called Colonel Hardesty. He laughed, and said, “I thought you’d break him before we had to say anything about it. Goodfor both of you. Visit me when you’re in the neighborhood.”“Thanks, Colonel. Out.”


  Colonel White and Me, 26 May 1950, Gifu, Japan


  Every Wednesday evening I had supper with my officers and noncommissioned officers. We had standard fare, but the mealand the atmosphere gave us an opportunity to do a little pullingand stretching. It was pleasant and informative—good for theorganization. On this occasion we resolved that we needed 16mmmovies several times a week. We all thought it was a good idea,and I noted it for some study and presentation to Col. HortonV. White, the regimental commander.


  A number of items came up, and there was some discussion and resolution. I thought the meeting was winding down, but Iwas mistaken, badly mistaken. Just as I was getting ready to announce the conclusion of a fine meal, the First Sergeant roseand addressed me.


  “Sir, some of our NCOs and enlisted men have a serious problem. It’s not a problem you can resolve alone, but we think if you pursue it, perhaps it’ll work out. The problem is this: severalof the men have applied to marry Japanese girls, some as longas two years ago. Some already have children, and they feel it’stheir right and responsibility to marry girls of their choice. Weknow the federal government doesn’t want to import a lot ofpeople with low morals into our country, but every one of thegirls we’re talking about tonight have passed their investigativeexaminations. There’s no reason for these delays except for thestandard prejudice of the State Department. It’s no secret theyalways give us a bad time where it involves non-Negro women.


  “We’ve investigated this thing under the table, and we know the applications were approved by the chaplains and signed offby Colonel White. So the problem’s got to be at the State Department. We know the paperwork’s just lost down there, and thatit’ll stay lost unless the Colonel leans on ’em. Maybe he doesn’twant to press this thing because of the racial aspect, or maybeit’s just that the military doesn’t like to push the State people atall. We’re desperate, and if nothing happens, we’re gonna go tothe NAACP. It’s not the kind of issue they’d like to fight either,however, cause every Negro soldier who marries a foreign womanmeans some Negro woman doesn’t get married.”


  I noticed a lot of “amens” in the body. “Anything else, Sergeant?” “No, sir. You know the effect of marriage on soldiers: improvedconduct, morale, and all that, and of course we’d like you to dowhatever you can to help. We know how difficult it is to move amountain like this, but please. . . .”


  “I’ll do what I can, starting tomorrow. I’ll let you know as soon as I can.”


  I would rather have had most anything put to me than the racial thing. I got along well with Colonel White, but I’d neverhad this kind of difficulty to work out with him. I was acutely aware of the Jim Crow attitude of the Army in general, but they were cagey where women were concerned, even foreign women.


  The locals had told Negro soldiers a thousand times about the comments that the majority of white soldiers passed along. Theattitude of many Japanese reflected the enmity that they absorbedfrom the whites. Any fool could see the prejudice, the hatred,denigration, and the bigotry that existed. Of course that bigotryalso existed, powerfully, against the Japanese. If possible, the hatred was stronger toward the Japanese, but they didn’t seem tobe aware of it. The Asia-Pacific war was just over, and that causedtremendous antipathy toward the indigenous people. There wasno justification for hatred against Negroes; there had really neverbeen a war or any real competition against Negroes. It was mostlyhabit, passed on from father to son, gifts along with religion,along with fresh air and blue sky. Having said that, I have tosay that I'd known some damned fine white folks. In order for aNegro to retain his sanity in that idiotic white world, he had tolearn to keep it steady as it goes, play the percentages, learn toaccept his wins and his losses. Trust when you can.


  I decided to trust the Old Man. He liked me, and I never dealt in foolishness where he was concerned. I decided to takethe matter to him directly, without rancor or history. I felt thatI could justify my position with respect to the marriages, butmarriages are not a unit commander’s business, really. Maybe Ishould say that too.


  The next morning I called for an appointment and got one for 1300 hours. I was hoping that the colonel had had a goodlunch with two large, chilled martinis. And it seemed to haveworked that way. We had a lot of insignificant conversation, pleasant and mood setting. Finally, the colonel said, “You never comeup here to b.s. with me. What’s on your mind?”


  “Well, sir, I have a problem. At least my men have. Some of them have had marriage applications in and approved for as longas two years, without final approvals. The marriages are vital tothose men.”


  “Do you think those marriages will make your company better?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “I may or may not agree with you, but I’ll get them pushed through for you. And just for my entertainment, convince me.” “Well, sir, married men are happier. They don’t chase around,no VD, and have improved performance of duty.”


  The Old Man laughed himself into a convulsion. “That is only funny because I know that you are married.”


  The colonel rose, and the confab was over. I was happy as hell. We went through the saluting drill. As I reached for thedoor, the colonel asked me, still in jest, “What do you think,really think, about these interracial marriages?”


  “Well, sir, God must have willed them because the mechanisms work so beautifully together.”


  The bad part of this story is that even after the Colonel pushed the papers through, the State Department waited months to finalize the actions. Meanwhile the Korean War came along andswooped up some of the men who had so long ago petitionedfor marriage. They were gobbled up in that war. The girls neverbecame wives, and many children remained fatherless legally, reviled by the Japanese people, unborn as far as Americans wereconcerned, but nonetheless, sons and daughters of American fighting men.


  Private Moorehead, 1 July 1950, Gifu, Japan


  This is a story about a personnel problem, a human problem, a homosexual problem—a problem of towering magnitude. It’s aproblem I could well have done without. I won’t guarantee thatmy method for dealing with this particular problem was the best,but it was humane, and it was in accordance with Army regulations.There were no books on the subject—then or now. I had to limpalong on a short stick.


  The problem was “Mabel.” Mabel was a hyperactive homosexual male. Had he been a female, Mabel would have been considereda nymphomaniac and be done with the story. But Mabel was amale soldier named Private First Class (PFC) Artemis Moorehead.*Private Moorehead was called Mabel at his specific request.Mabel was a cook and considered a good one. The problem withMabel was his insatiable sex drive and his lack of discretion. In addition, he was an exhibitionist. Put that all together andstage it in an Army barracks, and you have insurmountable problems.


  All of this information had come to me through my First Sergeant. Neither he nor I lived in the barracks, nor did either of us have to settle the fights among the men desiring to possessMabel or caused by his desire to possess the troops. Mabel broke“dates,” performed, and created one helluva nuisance.


  The First Sergeant had brought this problem to me soon after I joined the company. He had wanted me to get my feet on theground first. I asked him, “Why has this been allowed to exist,to continue?”


  He responded, “Been goin’ on for a year or more. Ever since the day he came here. We been tryin’ to get rid of him, butdivision, Army, none of them will do anything about it, ’less wecatch him in the act and someone will testify against him at atrial. Of course the man he’s involved with goes to jail, too. TheTable of Maximum Punishments in the Court Martial Manual saysthirty years for sodomy. Bad news.


  “There’s a file in there, sir, you should read it. Then you’ll see where we are. He applied for a discharge because of theproblem, but Eighth Army headquarters hears that he just wantsout of the service. Hope you can do something about it. We gota bad problem.”


  “Well, Sergeant, how do the men feel about Moorehead’s cooking?”


  “Well, he’s clean, or at least he appears to be, and he cooks damned well. He’s accepted as a cook. As you know, that’s oneof the things fags do a lot in civilian life. But he causes problemswith the men. Some guy is always beatin’ on him, or they’re beatin’on each other. Some men hate fags and just enjoy bashing them.We have a lot of that, too. Sorry, sir, I just don’t know how tohandle this. He’s smart as hell and knows his rights, which arethe same as if he were a real man. Sometimes he jumps on oneof his lovers who has been out in the street and he ’spects himof playing with some woman out in town.”


  I had a sick feeling in my stomach. I could imagine nothing more repulsive than a man deliberately abandoning his normalsex drives to lay or play with another man. The practice is evencastigated in the Bible. The touch of another man beyond a handshake produced negative—even hostile—feelings in me, and Iconsidered that to be normal. I decided to read Mabel’s file.


  The file included a letter from PFC Artemis Moorehead to the commanding general requesting an honorable discharge frommilitary service by virtue of a propensity toward homosexuality.The letter was neat and orderly, and it gave a long history ofhomosexuality, commencing during preschool, when Mooreheadslept with his abandoned mother until he was ten years of age.The mother fondled and aroused her son sexually nightly. Mabelnever knew his father nor any male members of his family. Whenthe boy was ten, Mrs. Moorehead succumbed to an ill-definedmalady, and her son was placed in a foster home. There themale adult recognized that Mabel had “round heels” and seducedhim. From that time, men had been Mabel’s thing. Not a matterof choice exactly, but now a matter of compulsion.


  Moorehead was drafted into the Army in 1948 and had actively practiced his homosexual desires daily and even more often eversince. Private First Class Moorehead acknowledged that his actionscreated turmoil in the barracks, but insisted that there was nothinghe could do to change his character. Moorehead stated—correctly—that release from military service would be beneficial tothe Army.


  The administrative wizards at the several headquarters through which the correspondence passed used the letter as a big joke.It was something for discussion at happy hour. The letter wascirculated from office to office—an object of derision. It was alsocirculated through many homes as well. It provided a lot of excitingfilth, the basis for sick humor with no concern for the good ofthe service or for the application for discharge.


  At the end of several weeks, the letter had arrived back in the hands of Private First Class Moorehead. In essence, the high-level reply was a strong negation of Mabel’s request couched ina cloud of drivel, undoubtedly written by a lawyer. There was an advisory—or threat—that the activity described in the letter constituted sodomy, the punishment for which was thirty yearsat hard labor, reduction to the lowest enlisted grade, and forfeitureof all pay and allowances. Hell, Mabel knew all that, as did hisplaymates.


  As commander, I was completely deflated. Eighth Army knew the facts well. They had sent a senior field grade officer to investigate Mabel and his activities. He took many sworn statements,and he rendered an extensive report. I felt that in view of allthe facts, Eighth Army should have made some disposition ofMoorehead and rectified a difficult situation. Surely there wereregulations that a board of officers could have used to get Mabelout of the service. As a minimum they could have transferredMoorehead out of a troop unit, where teamwork and coordinationare so vital to mission accomplishment.


  Sentiment had gone against PFC Artemis Moorehead, whose blatant, loose conduct had soured the troops. The troops lookedat each other wondering who might become accomplices or witnesses. Time went by, and Mabel hung blankets down from theupper bunk, in order to screen his activities from the barracks’other occupants.


  That was the situation I inherited. I toured the barracks, tore down Mabel’s shrouds, and had him moved to a vacant roomdownstairs. Because of the deplorable condition of the area inwhich he had lived, I gave him nonjudicial punishment underthe Uniform Code of Military Justice: restriction to quarters for thirtydays and forfeiture of two-third’s pay for one month. I chargedPFC Artemis Moorehead with unbecoming conduct. I drew upa roster of noncommissioned officers, and one of the NCOs wason duty every night to ensure that Mabel had no visitors. I selectedthe duty NCO carefully. I didn’t want any bashing under theseconditions. I didn’t want bullying or denial of civil rights. I knewthat the restriction was not wholly legal, but it was the best Icould do with an ugly problem. I was buying some time andclearing up the atmosphere at the same time. Mabel did his dutyassignment and was allowed a few minutes in the library eachevening with the duty NCO. The whole thing was made easier for me because of the Jack Beavers affair, which made Mabel feel that I really would lower the boom. But because Eighth Armyrefused to act against him, my hands were tied, and whatever Idid was bluff.


  The 77th Engineer Combat Company had other things to worry about. Our pleasant duty in the Army of Occupation of Japanhad been interrupted by the actions of North Korea.


  CHAPTER 5


  Going to War


  10-11 July 1950,


  Gifu, Japan, to Pusan, Korea


  At 0400 on 25 June 1950, the North Korean People’s Army (NKPA) launched a massive offensive across the 38th Parallel into the Republic of Korea. The attack was a complete surprise to the U.S. Army. Although the U.S. government had declared South Korea to be outside the boundaries of our vital interest, President Truman decided to intervene on behalf of the South Koreans. It was called a “police action.”


  However, the president’s declaration that the U.S. Eighth Army was to become involved in a police action did not work out the way the Army expected it to. After all, it figured, when a policeman blows his whistle, the perpetrator climbs back over the fence. This did not happen when the United States blew its police whistle. Across the Sea of Japan, bugles were being blown by the North Korean People’s Army as it advanced inexorably southward across the 38th Parallel north latitude. They didn’t stop even when the U.S. Army intervened.


  The U.S. Army occupation forces in Japan started getting ready to fight, and some units were sent to Korea right away. On 30 June 1950, following authorization by President Truman, Task Force Smith (essentially the 1st Battalion, 21st Infantry Regiment, 24th Infantry Division) arrived in South Korea to fight the invaders. The remainder of the 24th Infantry Division landed in Korea starting on 1 July 1950, under Maj. Gen. William F. Dean. Along with the small Republic of Korea (ROK) Army, the 24th Infantry Division fought a series of delaying actions to slow the North Korean advance. The overwhelming combat power of the NPKA forced the combined U.S.-ROK forces steadily southward.

  The 25th Infantry Division and the 1st Cavalry Division started landing in Pusan, Korea, on 10 July 1950. The 29th Regimental Combat Team from Hawaii arrived in Korea a few days later. Those U.S. Army combat organizations moved northwest from Pusan to help the 24th Infantry Division and the ROK divisions stem the tide.


  At the beginning of the Korean conflict, the U.S. Army did not perform well. This led to much blaming. The Eighth Armyblamed its debacles on the ROK divisions. The 25th InfantryDivision blamed its inadequacies on its Negro troops. There wasplenty of blame to be passed around. However, the performanceof the U.S. Army in Korea, and particularly during the later greatrout of the U.S. Army from Kunu-ri, could not be blamed onthe blacks or the yellows alone. It was an integrated debacle withthe whites doing just as well or just as poorly as the rest.


  As soon as the war started, we realized it was just a question of time before the 77th Engineer Combat Company would besent to Korea to fight. I turned my attention to getting the equipment and the troops ready. As usual in such situations, we didnot know what was going on, but we knew that we had betterbe ready to move out.


  Departure, 11 July 1950, Gifu, Japan


  The Orient is unfathomable to the Western mind. In so many ways, no matter how intimately one is involved, events occur andinformation circulates in a manner totally incomprehensible to awesterner.


  Most of the troops had “hooches,” rooms in the village they shared with their girlfriends or their wives, mostly unregisteredand unsanctioned by the U.S. Army and by the Department of State. The hooch was as sacrosanct, and ostensibly as inviolable, as the legitimate domiciles maintained by men all over the world.It has always been the same. Soldiers of occupation have consortedwith and bred with the women of all subjugated nations.


  News traveled fast in the hooches. News of international significance circulated in the hooches, as did those of national affairs, military affairs, and even military secrets at times. Everythingwas public and trafficable.


  Corporal Sledge, my communications chief, met me in the hall after dinner. As he braced against the wall for my passage, hesaid, “Sir, we’re going to be ordered to Korea in a few hours.We pick up our TO&E (Table of Organization and Equipment) shortages at the RTO,(Rail Transportation Office) and proceed toMoji or Sasebo. We’ll go to Korea from there.”


  I looked at him, with a lot of doubt showing. He said, “It’s true, sir, the news is in the hooches. We’re going!”


  This brought me up short, and I conferred with the First Sergeant. He’d heard the word. He always had it; he was good.


  The Army was silent. We’d had no word from higher headquarters for hours. I authorized open post until midnight against the possibility that the clandestine news was factual. There’s alwaysa lot of unfinished business when a man has to leave home forextended periods. Furthermore, I knew we could meet any movement deadline between midnight and departure time, whatever.


  Sure enough, division called at 2330 hours, with the cryptographic identification requirement and hullabaloo, to give me the hyper-official information that the “mooses” had spread threeor four hours earlier. With the troops on hand I started to saddleup. The word was that we would put up a show of force in thefield in Korea, and when the enemy quaked and returned acrossthe 38th Parallel—which was inevitable—we would return to homestations.


  “Depart 0400 to RTO Gifu for 0600 departure. Full TO&E. Pick up shortages at RTO. Secure garrison. No, repeat, no rearsecurity element. Additional instructions follow.”


  I had forebodings of terror, fear, blood, and death in spite of the cavalier tone of the message. I was right on track. I just didn'treckon the horrible magnitude of it.



  Never before had I dealt simultaneously with so many emotions—fear, happiness, uncertainty, concern for the lives and welfare of 250 men. I loved the company and the men as a group. They were my kids, my family, my life.


  A company commander in combat has an awesome responsibility. He is father, mother, and big brother to every man in his command. His concern is the physical and mental health, morale,food, clothing, shelter, attitude, appearance, and every elementof life of each man. He has to know their names, hometowns,family compositions, parents’ occupations, religion, sex life, education, ambition, childhoods, likes, dislikes, and general dispositions.All or any one of these items may have a distinct bearing on thenature of the men’s individual assignments, their daily or specificcapabilities and duties, their performance potentials, and ultimately the success or failure of the unit.


  Finally, the company commander has to know himself. He has to know all of himself, starting with the attributes stated above,and progressing rapidly to his strengths and weaknesses, and hisfaith in himself, in his unit, his country, and his God. Where herecognizes weaknesses, he has to shore himself up. He must be“tall,” or the lives of the 250 to 300 men of his command willbe forfeit. No level of fatigue, apprehension, or privation canever be allowed to encroach upon the performance of a companycommander. He cannot delegate his responsibility. He can onlyshare it with his junior officers and his non-coms. But there isno hiding place for him. He must do the job.


  The First Sergeant whistled up the troops and fell them in on the courtyard. I “eased” them and made something of a speech. I told them we were going to Korea, probably no action, just ashow of force in the field, and then a trip back to Gifu. It waswishful thinking.


  Over my talking, we could hear the “mooses” moaning and wailing outside the gate. They knew, I knew, and the troops knewthat there was more in store for us than a mere show of force.The mooses knew that some of their lovers and husbands wouldnever muster in the castle courtyard at Gifu again.


  I talked to the company about the make-up of the train, about the hourly stops, the feeding schedules, the baggage list, the route,and the schedule of march. All the pertinent information incidentto our move was passed out so that every man knew as much asI did, although that wasn’t very much. I gave the men my finalinstruction, caution, or command, if you will: “Do not walk onthe tops of railway cars. Wherever you happen to be when thetrain prepares to depart, remain there until the next stop. Dismount and travel on the ground to the car you want to visit,whether the chow car, equipment car, or wherever.”


  Full instructions having been given, I brought the company to attention. I called, “First Sergeant,” which automatically broughtthe First Sergeant directly before me as the officers retired tothe rear of their platoons, and the platoon sergeants took theirplaces. A brisk salute and I moved off the field. There was muchyet to do.


  The stand-off between me and PFC Artemis Moorehead had remained in effect and he was still very much a problem whenthe word came down directing us to move to South Korea. There was no way I was going to take a millstone like Mabel into a combat situation. There were too many other problems to attendto under the best of conditions in combat. Duty demanded thatI use my time—all of my time—productively. There would notbe one moment to waste on the likes of Moorehead.


  Just before we got on the train to Moji, I wrote out a confinement order, which authorized the stockade commander to incarcerateMoorehead, with paperwork to follow. I knew that Moorehead’senlistment would expire in about forty-five days. I had no ideawhat Korea would be like, but I was willing to gamble that itwould take some time for Moorehead to find us even if he tried.I wanted very much for Moorehead to serve out the rest of hisenlistment somewhere else—anywhere else. He was out of syncwith the Army. I wished him well, from afar—damned far.


  By a quirk of fate, Lieutenant Benefield’s wife and three young children arrived in Japan the very day we left for Korea. Hewanted desperately to see his family. His youngest son was bornafter he had left home for Japan, and he had never seen thebaby. I was sympathetic, but we needed him. After all, we wereonly going to be in Korea for a short time.


  We departed shortly after 0300 that morning. The dew was heavy on the ground and on all the fiat surfaces of our vehicles.The trucks were warm as we mounted, and the wailing of the“mooses” grew louder. For an instant I felt sorry for the girlsand their children and for the men who left them. This was amodern reenactment of many long-past departures by soldiers;similar to the departure of Joshua for Jericho, or the departureof Napoleon for Waterloo. I thought of my wife and my weeones safe and so far away at home, halfway around the world,and I wondered for a moment how my early morning departurewould ultimately affect them.


  “Move out!”


  I looked into the predawn blackness as we rode past the rice paddies for the last time on the road into Gifu. We arrived atthe RTO, loaded our equipment on the train, and settled intothe coaches while the cooks prepared a 6:00 a.m. breakfast. We’dgone through the food preparation exercise many times traveling to our training area in Gotemba. I thought fondly of Gotemba, at the foot of beautiful Mount Fuji. Then I turned back to mytravel schedule and pondered the problems of shipping, ammunition issue, petrol supply, rations issue, medical support, administrative channels, tactical operations, and a thousand things thata commander has to live with. I remembered that I'd had nosleep for nearly twenty-four hours and decided to snatch a fewwinks before breakfast. The nap was good to me and good forme, and I awakened refreshed after twenty minutes. It was destinedto be a long, long day.


  Our mess crew was well trained, with a good attitude about their work. I had leaned on them about service. It had to begood, or they were out of the kitchen and into the platoons.Cooks traditionally don’t like hard soldiering, dirt, and labor, andthe trade-off is to cook, bake, and serve in a creditable manner.The mess and its personnel had to be hospital clean, and thefood had to be miles above the standards routinely establishedfor Army kitchens. To hell with the book! I demanded that thechow be seasoned to suit the palates of the average soldier, namelyme. The chow had to be good, so that the troops enjoyed eating,even as they would at home or better, more like a classy restaurant.A man is only as good as the food he eats. That is axiomatic.


  We re-inventoried all our tool and equipment chests to be sure that we could perform all normal engineer company-, platoon-,and squad-size tasks. We checked our weapons and our ammunition. It was best to be ready for anything. I had told the menthey were tough so many times and for so long they believed it,and so did I. And we were.


  There wasn’t time for me to enjoy the beautiful Japanese countryside after dinner or the exciting seascapes. Japan is a fantastically beautiful place. Totally manicured. But preparing a unit for combat and assessing unit capability are all-consuming tasks. I neededto know our mission so that I could requisition quantities requiredas soon as engineer dumps were available. I reviewed the personnelforms to be certain that no man was assigned to a job he wasn’tcurrently fit to perform.


  Suddenly the train began rapidly braking to a halt. I knew I had another problem, but I had no idea of the nature of it. When the train came to a stop, the brakeman came running up thetrack. As he approached me, he began to gesture toward theroof of one of the box cars. It was certainly one of the troopsinjured while walking the top of the car, and I was angered becauseI’d given explicit instructions against this very thing.


  I climbed the ladder to the roof, and there was Corporal Summers with the back of his head cut off and blood and brains in splotches where the mess had landed on the walkway of the boxcar. He had been hit by one of the catenary supports while walkingon top of the train. He was threshing around wildly atop thetrain and smearing his own brains on the top of the car.


  Lieutenant Lenon climbed back down to get Private First Class Napoleon, our company medic, and some rope so that we couldlower Summers to the ground. I was sick at the sight of himand hurt because a casualty at this stage of activity was so damnedneedless.


  In my mind I wrote Summers off for dead. I saw no way that a man could live with so much of his head cut off. The catenarysupport had done a neat job on Summers as he’d walked towardthe rear of the train while it sped toward Moji.


  Private First Class Napoleon came up with his little bag. He looked at Summers, then at me, winced, and stooped for a closerlook. He listened at Summers’s chest and touched his carotidartery. Then Napoleon turned to me and said, “He’s alive, sir,but I don’t think he can live for long. It’d be better if we couldget him down on the ground. I’ll give him some morphine, butI don’t think there’s much that can be done for him. In fact, hedoesn’t even need the morphine; he’s beyond that.”


  “How do you recommend we move him, Napoleon?” I asked.


  “Rope sling around his chest, sir. I’ll try to hold his head up while he’s being lowered so’s not to spill out any more of hisbrains.”


  We lowered him as gently as possible, after a bandage was wrapped around his head to hold what was left inside it and toprotect that great gaping hole from the flies. Meanwhile he convulsed and flapped around a bit.


  It was a pitiful sight, and Napoleon looked like he’d be sick. He’d never seen a real honest-to-goodness injured person. Hewas fresh from medical corpsman training. This was his baptism.He eventually became a master at the repair of damaged humanflesh.


  We lowered Summers away and put him on a stretcher in the baggage car where Napoleon had his gear. There was little todo but wait for him to quit living. I had the mess on top of thebox car covered with straw as an absorbent and then cleanedup. I didn’t call another formation. The word was out. There’dbe no more top-walking. The troops really had the message now.


  The train gradually accelerated, and we were on the way again. I had instructed the engineer to wire ahead for information aboutthe closest U.S. Army hospital on or near our route and to adviseme at our next scheduled stop. I asked him to advise the Japaneserailroad authorities of the incident and to request the nearestU.S. Army hospital to send an ambulance and personnel to handlea partial decapitation. All the while I felt that only a hearse wasreally needed.


  At our next scheduled stop, there was a wire for me:


  108th station hospital 45 miles your location, stop, no ambulance


  AVAILABLE. STOP. NO PERSONNEL AVAIL. STOP. ADVISE. END.


  I really had a problem: no hospital and Summers nearly dead or dying. I called Lieutenant Lenon over, “Chet, let’s tie Summers gently on the stretcher. Hitch a ride for yourself and Summers to the 108th Station Hospital, Itamazu. Here’s his Form 20. Stay with him until he dies. Do what you have to do. Join us as soon as possible. Don’t know where we’ll be—somewhere in Korea. We have no resources and no time. Good luck. God bless you both.’’



  So we left Chet Lenon on the station platform with a badly injured soldier.



  I had a moment’s additional thought and numerous unspoken questions as we accelerated away from the RTO. How would Chetget Summers to the hospital? How long could Summers live?How would Chet catch up with us? And where?


  Chet was totally resourceful, and 1 didn’t worry. I looked out at the Japanese farms, and I said a fervent prayer for Summers.

  



  Oh, merciful God,


  accept the soul of our recently departed.


  Take him into Thy bosom.


  Forgive him of his sins, and provide him with eternal peace.


  Heavenly Father, protect us, your children,who know not whither we go.


  Give me strength, wisdom, and perseverancethat I may prolongthe lives of my menas we move amongst danger.


  Continue in the love and care of my family.


  And for all thy bounty,


  I thank thee.


  Amen.

  



  When I opened my eyes, I had small tears, which were strange to me. A strong foreboding of danger and death, and silently Irecited part of the Ninety-first Psalm.

  



  . . . Thou shalt not be afraid for the terror by night,nor for the arrowthat flieth by day.


  Nor for the pestilence that walketh in darkness,nor the destructionthat wasteth at noonday.


  A thousand shall fall at thy sideand ten thousandat thy right hand,but it shall not comenigh Thee. . . .

  



  I was greatly strengthened. The Psalms always reinforced me. I indulged myself with another nap as the afternoon wore away.


  Soon it was evening. The chow was good, but I found little enjoyment in it. We were nearing the port of Sasebo, and I hadvery little knowledge of what to expect. What ship? Where? Howwould I move my equipment aboard ship? What about sleepingquarters for my troops? Questions tumbled endlessly in my head.Immediately before sundown, a tall, blond NCO swung into mycar. He had an iridescent orange armband, which denoted someauthority. He had all the answers, and thirty minutes later wewere being hauled aboard the Isikawa Maru for our voyage toKorea.


  Voyage, 11 July 1950, Moji, Japan, to Pusan, Korea


  I shared quarters on the ship with its captain. It was an important feeling. On the pier I saw Lieutenant Colonel Burnette, executiveofficer of the 24th Infantry Regiment, to which we were usuallyattached. He had a lot of duffel and gear—too much for a combatsituation. I invited him aboard and sent some troops down towrestle up his bedroll, held desk, hie cabinet, and packs. I wasthe troop commander there, so I had him bunk with my officers.I went to the captain’s quarters. That was the protocol.


  At midnight we mustered all hands, including 108 ex-prisoners from the Eighth Army stockade. All were black, and all weredrug offenders released to go to Korea. It bothered me not atall. I’d known several of them in the past, and I knew—contraryto public opinion—that with no drugs there would be no problems.I created a 4th Platoon, reinforced my headquarters by redistributing personnel from the three original platoons, and distributedthe drugheads evenly among the four platoons.


  I designated SFC Collins A. Whitaker leader of Chet Lenon’s platoon, and it was a damned wise choice. Whitaker was good.


  Soon we cast off and slipped out to sea. A lot of the troops leaned on the rail looking back at Japan until all the lights fadedaway. Many of them were leaving the best homes of their lives.


  I received a message advising me to proceed to Kumchon after debarking. I had no map except the one that had appeared the week before on the back page of Stars and Stripes, the official newspaper for the U.S. armed forces.


  I napped fitfully during the night, and with daybreak I could smell the feces and garlic, or the garlic in feces, that was Pusan,Korea. The offshore wind was nauseating. 1 watched the horizonbecome a smudge, become a band, then become the shape ofstructures, a harbor, a place for debarkation.


  Land of the Morning Calm, 11 July 1950, Pusan, Korea


  It was hotter than the hearthstones of hell as we slowly rocked at anchor in Pusan harbor. The ocean was dead calm beneathus as we drifted into port and waited to be beached in Korea—the Land of the Morning Calm. The tides were favorable, andwe docked at 0700. The light breezes we felt merely circulatedthe smell of garlic and feces. The sewers must have emptied intothe bay.
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  The 25th Infantry Division, commanded by Maj. Gen. William B. Kean, had set up its initial headquarters at Yongchon, halfwaybetween Taegu and Pohang, on the east coast. The division’smission was to block North Korean movement south fromChongju. Two of the division’s infantry regiments were sent forward to contact the enemy and stop his advance. The 27th InfantryRegiment went first to Uisong, north of Taegu but moved laterto Andong. The 35th Infantry Regiment was at Sangju. The 24thInfantry Regiment initially was placed in division reserve at Kumchon, ready to move either to Taejon or Chongju asnecessaryto support the overall defense.*The 77th Engineer Combat Company was to move to its designated area at Kumchon to supportthe 24th Infantry Regiment.


  We did not know what to expect as we landed. It seemed as though we were blundering into a war which had no reason forus as outsiders. But in 1950 the time was right for satisfying theemotional needs I had not sated in World War II. Wars producedpromotions, medals, adrenaline, wounds, cowardice, hatred, heroism, valor, and above all, death. In all times men have gloried in war—young men out of stupidity, old men out of greed andlust for power.


  The Stars and Stripes map was not good enough to fight from, but the town we were supposed to go to—Kumchon—showedon the newspaper map. I was itching to get there. Not only becauseduty demanded it, but since we were committed, I was anxiousto get into action, get it over with, and get back home. Therewas living to do. I had two beautiful kids to raise, and once Igot back in Japan, they would join me.


  Immediately after the hawsers were in place, a pompous Korean gentleman came up the gangway and engaged the captain inbrisk Japanese. The captain advised me in English that the longshoremen and stevedores were on strike, and would not off-loadour ship. The captain was extremely unhappy because he hadcommitments back in Japan; I was disgusted because they wereholding up our war. We’d been rushing headlong up to now,and I was anxious to get into action. It was time to apply theyears of training.


  I called a meeting of all officers and eight or ten key NCOs. We were all young, under thirty years old, skilled, smart, andtough. I gave the group my assessment of our predicament, fromwhich, at the rate things were going, we could have been stalledfor an eternity. Even at 1000 in the morning we were sweatingin the damp, humid air. I raised some hell about the weatherand ranted about being victimized by some oriental labor boss. Iasked if anyone had experience in stevedoring or winch operationsand, luckily, there were three NCOs who’d been in port battalionsduring the Big War. I made some notes.


  It was time to act. I asked for locomotive operators and got some smarts on that also. I sent for the ship’s captain, advisedhim that we were going to put our equipment on the pier, andrequested his indulgence. When he was assured that we had skilledoperators, he was more than happy to assist us. There was moneyto be made bringing more troops to Korea, and he wanted toget at it.


  Meanwhile, I sent a brace of sergeants under Lieutenant Benefield to commandeer a train and an engineer with crew. I told him the train should have the same make-up as the one in whichwe had traveled from Gifu to Sasebo. I wanted it dockside so wecould off-load directly onto the train from the ship. They movedout. I was excited about it. It is always exhilarating to break logjams.


  I walked back out onto the deck and had the First Sergeant muster the troops. I always insisted that—to the maximum extentpossible—everyone be informed. I gave the troops my plan, andI studied their faces as they assimilated the information. Muchhad happened in the roughly thirty hours since we left our homestation. We’d picked up and moved to another country, anotherculture, another world. Soon I’d know whether we were madeof “meat or dog food.”


  At 1130 hours Lieutenant Benefield waved to me out of the cab of a locomotive. His platoon sergeant, SFC Freddie Bardo,was the engineer. I was astounded, but I shouldn't have been.That was the kind of man Benefield was. There was a job to do,and he did it. That was the way he played basketball or poker,and that was the way he lived. Go for broke!


  Sergeant Bardo was another good man to have around. He had served in engineer battalions in World War II. Although hewas a quiet man of average size, he could operate bulldozers,road graders, cranes, and—apparently—locomotives. He did allthis calmly and expertly. Bardo was long on guts, and he didwhatever an engineer soldier had to do. He was the kind of manwho made our unit successful.


  My lieutenant colonel passenger was very antsy; he didn’t approve of my action. He would have stayed on the Isikawa Maru forever. He had no guts for the war we were trying to get into.He’d become fat and complacent during the years of garrisonsoldiering. He was good on courts martial, boards, and inspections.He was a boozer. Wars are for young men, and he was no longeryoung. He warned me of possible ill consequences of my acts. Ithought, to hell with it! I was the commander.


  We had the ship’s mules and winches operating, and the hatch-covers off. We began to off-load our equipment. At 1500 hours we were on the beach, checked, blocked, and ready to roll. That lousy map from the Stars and Stripes had very few towns, no contours, no grids, no elevations, but it did show Kumchon.


  I didn’t know much about railroads except that other trains ran on the same track, some going the same direction, some goingthe opposite direction. This could be a problem. I sent LieutenantBenefield, “Benny,” back to find an engineer and crew. I figuredthe engineer would know the essentials, such as where and whento go into railroad sidings to avoid trains coming the other direction. Thirty minutes later, Benny and Sergeant Bardo came backwith two Korean men. It is difficult, when a soldier carries acarbine, to tell whether he is threatening with it or not. It didn’tmatter; the two Koreans casually looked at the load, but gavethe engine a thorough “preflight,” and we were on our way.


  Lieutenant Colonel Burnette repeated his advice to me that I was probably in deep trouble for kidnapping, larceny of a locomotive and rolling stock, and violation of countless labor laws. Ihad to laugh in his face. He did saddle up with us, however. Ifigured that the offenses of that day were nothing to the onesI’d commit as time rolled by. I was right. To hell with local laws!There was a war to fight. “Balls out for Kumchon!”


  Well, we fooled around all night. Run ten miles, go into a siding, wait an hour, run for twenty minutes, and go back into asiding. We did meet two oncoming trains during the night whilewe lay in sidings, so I didn’t challenge the engineer’s performance.But I was damned unhappy at the slow advance we were making.


  I drank a lot of coffee, which was always available in our mess. It was understood that coffee and some kind of chow was availableto anyone at any hour of the day. I tolerated no hunger in theranks, irrespective of operating hours.


  The night was long, and I welcomed the rays of dawn and the promise of a new day and a new series of adventures.


  About 0800 hours the next morning, we pulled into a station labeled Kumchon. We switched down into the yards and commenced off-loading. The RTO was a crazy place. The Army hadkiosks and personnel giving confusing directions. I saw a man Iknew, and he directed me to a clear area near the 24th InfantryRegimental Headquarters. My own reconnaissance team, under Lieutenant Peoples, was already out looking for sites for bivouac, water supply points, motor pools, engineer dumps, and rationpoints. It was a helluva mess. My driver brought my jeep up infront of the station as soon as it was off-loaded.


  I saw Lieutenant Colonel Burnette push his duffel and gear out of the train and onto the platform. He walked down to thebottom step, belly flopped onto his sleeping bag, and clutchedat his chest. I looked at him with sickening disgust. He made asoft place to flop on and continued with his “heart attack.” Someone called for a medic from the aid station, just setting up onthe RTO. They finally evacuated that big, fat, lazy bastard. Hewent back to another cushy job in Japan, or maybe retirement.


  Things were beginning to happen, and I needed Chet Lenon. I wondered if he was still in Japan; I wondered if he had beenable to get Summers to a hospital in time.


  Lieutenant Peoples reported the locations of the ration breakdown point, engineer supply depot, and ordnance small arms supply point. I told him we’d put our locators up. LieutenantWilson was supervising the off-loading. I told him, “When Bennycomes back from his recon, set the company up, establish thewater supply point with good security, and dig in. Put in foxholesand defensive wire. We don’t have any intelligence, but I don’twant any surprises.”


  Then I was on the way to report to the regimental commander, Col. Horton V. White. I liked the Old Man, and he liked me.He referred to me as “the Hot Shot.” I never knew whether itwas because I was a doer, or because I’d been in fighters duringthe Big War. It was alright with me either way. He liked actionpeople. I found him in the shambles they called a command post.The headquarters company was in confusion, although the schoolthey were setting up in was ideal for their purposes.


  I checked in with Lt. Col. Paul F. Roberts, the new executive officer (exec). Lieutenant Colonel Roberts had been commandingan infantry battalion, but after Lieutenant Colonel Burnette got“sick” at the RTO, Roberts had come up to regiment to give theOld Man a much-needed hand. His new call sign was Lion Five.Lion was the regimental unit call sign. Six is the code designationfor commanding officer. Five is the code for exec.


  Lion Five was an old fightin’ hand. He’d gone from second lieutenant to lieutenant colonel during World War II, and hewas as tough as the men he fought. Behind his back he was referredto as “Terrible Tex” or “Tall Paul.” I asked him about it once,and he knew and kinda liked the handles. He was a professional,and we got along well.


  Colonel Roberts was straightening out the situation at regimental headquarters. It was good to see him there. I asked for the OldMan. Colonel Roberts gestured over his shoulder with his thumb,and I walked back to where Colonel White sat. He was suddenlytired and very old, and he looked sick. I asked him how he felt,and Colonel White said, “Hot Shot, I’m too old for this. I didn’trealize it until this morning, but soldiering is for you young-uns.Mine is all behind me. I think I’ll have to pack it in soon, butyou give ’em hell."


  I felt like crying, because I knew that he wasn’t going to be there long. He’d aged in that God-awful heat, the mosquitoes,and the filth. There were no niceties out there—no booze andno comfort—and he was a man who was used to good living.We weren’t whiskey-drinking friends; we had a sort of father-son relationship.


  I excused myself and checked in with the S-3 and then the S-2. Regiment was not yet in touch with division, so they knew as little as I did. I said a few other hellos, reported the generallocation of my company command post (CP), made sure theywere going to lay a telephone wire to my CP, and went aboutmy business.


  Lieutenant Wilson had been doing a good job of setting up. We’d made and struck camp so many times that all of our officersand NCOs knew how I liked things done. Always fundamentallythe same. Kitchen and sleeping areas near the road, but out ofthe dust patterns, on high ground with good drainage. The securitywas out and it was all coming together well, and the eveningmeal was nearly ready.


  Lieutenant Benefield briefed me from a map he’d improvised. He showed me the relative locations of elements of the division,the regiment, and the artillery and engineer battalions. The waterpoint was in business, and he had nailed up locator signs. He had made arrangements for ration pickup, POL allocations, and numerous other unit necessities.


  He gave me a rumor he’d picked up: “13th Field Artillery Battalion had been overrun the night before; lost all guns and all troops. The 23d Infantry Regiment from down south, was routed withextremely heavy casualties; unit presently ineffective.” I lookedat him in stark disbelief.


  And still no word from Lieutenant Lenon.


  The wire was laid. We had communications and almost instantly the phone was jangling. I was called to regiment for a meeting.I told Jim Wilson to have some weapons maintenance done, issuehand grenades (with some good instruction), and place some tripflares and antipersonnel (AP) mines on the perimeter along withsome more wire. “Get set up for the night.”


  Things were better organized at regimental headquarters, but their sorry kitchen still hadn’t gotten their miserable field rationsready to eat. I’d have scuttled the whole bunch.


  Colonel Roberts ran a good meeting. He set up a tentative move for the following day: north to Sangju and west about twenty-five miles, where we were to tie in with Leopard on the left andLynx on the right. Leopard and Lynx were call signs for our sisterregiments in the division. He outlined my tasks, which were routine. I gave him the status of the unit, engineer supplies, mines,barbed wire, demolitions, sand bags, and other items for whichI was responsible. We were heading for some action, I couldfeel the flesh crawl between my shoulder blades, eerie but exhilarating. Combat!


  The move was later postponed, and the regiment sat.


  CHAPTER 6


  Desperate Intervention


  12-25 July 1950, Kumchon, Korea


  It was truly a desperate intervention. The news was bad. The Stars and Stripes spoke of catastrophic losses: the 24th InfantryDivision is defeated at Pyongtaek, the division artillery loses allguns; fierce fighting occurs at Taejon; there are severe losses ofpersonnel and equipment at Taegu; the 21st and 34th InfantryRegiments routed and ineffective, after serving vigorously.


  Our Army was ill prepared to fight using the individual and organizational tactics forced upon us by our enemy. Our mentalitywas the same as that used at San Juan Hill, St. Mihiel, and Normandy. We certainly hadn’t trained for night fighting. T he soldiers were not physically fit for combat in that hostile environment. We had not trained to change our tactics from massattacks to guerrilla warfare from one day to the next and frommassive tank actions to individual combat with handmadeknives from one hour to the next. We were blundering, befuddled clowns, posturing, mouthing, stumbling, losing, criticizingour allies, blaming others for our indecision and errors. We werepitiful.


  The U.S. Army’s problems in Korea didn’t start in Korea. The problems started back in Washington, D.C., with the attitude that“we won the last war; we’ve got the bomb; and these gooks won’t give us any trouble. We’ll show some force, and they’ll go home.” This attitude pervaded the minds and attitudes of our politicaland military leaders. They all grossly underestimated the seriousintent and full capability of the North Korean People’s Army(NKPA). The motivation, level of training, and logistics systemof the NKPA were stupidly underestimated. The Soviets hadequipped their North Korean proteges well for their mission andfor their enemy.


  Our divisions were sent to Korea lacking intelligence about the enemy and about the terrain. There were no good maps,and this lack made it virtually impossible to travel prudently, communicate, or fire artillery effectively at the elusive enemy. Themaps that were available had neither contours nor grid systemsand were printed in the Korean language and calligraphy. Atbest, the maps were crude sketches. The troops and their leadershad no knowledge of their enemy’s capability, his strength, norhis determination.


  The U.S. Army and the allied forces were not prepared to coordinate their activities closely with the Republic of Korea (ROK)Army, nor were they willing to trust each other. Most of all, theydid not understand the politico-military status of the South Koreans, particularly in light of the invasion from the north. The“No-Win” policy of the United States defeated our forces evenbefore the first American soldier arrived in the Land of the Morning Calm. What had our State Department and our intelligenceagencies been doing during the five years between the end ofWorld War II and the North Korean invasion?


  A new and ugly pseudo-military term, “bug out,” was born. Bug out implied that troops abandoned their positions withouta fight, or yielded to the enemy without a struggle, or fled outof control in the face of the enemy. This term was used by thosemilitary personnel and civilians who were not under the pressureof assault by a determined enemy. It was a term used by headquarters’ troops, reserve forces, and newsmen who commented fromsafety miles to the rear of the fighting.


  The news remained bad. The 19th Infantry Regiment sustained severe losses after joining the 24th Infantry Division; the 5thRCT was battered, bruised, demoralized, and rendered ineffective for some time.The days were hot and miserable; the nights were murderous. The nights were spent vying feebly against a tough, fiercely determined, motivated enemy, who caused casualties never anticipated nor even imagined by the U.S. command. The 24th Infantry Division lost its commanding general, Maj. Gen. William F. Dean, who was taken prisoner on 25 August 1950, south of Taejon. Entire battalions of the U.S. Army broke ranks and ran. The North Koreans enjoyedphenomenal successagainst the U.S. forces.*


  There are several conditions that constitute losing in the military sense. In a defensive situation, one indicator of defeat is the lossof men. When a platoon of forty men is assaulted by a vastlysuperior force and dwindles down to eight to twelve fighting men;when the crew-served weapons fall silent; when one’s buddiesare screaming and dying from wounds; when no reinforcementsare imminent; when the enemy is storming, yelling, and blowingbugles in an obviously vigorous onslaught; and when the enemycontinues his encroachment with heavy supporting fire—thechances are good that the platoon is lost whether those remainingmen stay in their foxholes or not. This is particularly true atnight and even more so if the troops are “green.” When troopsare entering combat for the first time, and the lieutenant is down,and the sergeant is dead or silent, they will be sure losers. Chancesare good that the enemy will continue to gain ground and killthe men remaining in their foxholes. When the enemy gains hisobjectives, his morale is improved, and he becomes difficult todislodge.



  These conditions become fact when the enemy is determined and has the overwhelming strength, when the defending forceshave neglected to fortify or are lacking in barbed wire and otherbarrier materials. If communications are not established and functioning, and if the leadership is not in complete control, we havea loser. Radios or telephones are a must. God help the soldier ifthe next higher echelon (company or battalion) is not responsiveand responsible.


  The leadership of each echelon of command must know their men. They must know which are capable, which are fighters,which bleed readily, which love to fix bayonets and fight hand-to-hand, and most important, which are the runners without anappetite for combat. The leader must know which soldiers haveto be paired with a stable warrior in a foxhole when the enemystorms at them with epithets, threats, bugles, and bullets. Theleaders must know and they must lead, and sometimes that istough—damned tough.



  No matter what, the troops must be fed, protected from weather, allowed to bathe with some frequency, and provided with changesof clothing, particularly socks. This is necessary to keep the troopseffective. This is the responsibility of the rear-area logistical personnel, who frequently are insensitive to foxhole concerns or areincapable of responding.


  Particularly strong judgment in the art of pairing is essential to success. This involves identifying the weaklings—the men whoare all mouth and no production—and teaming them with menwho believe in themselves and their weapons and have the desireto use both. The fighters will demand performance of the weaklings, and the weaklings will attempt to measure up to the strongmen. Strong, formidable teams often are formed in this manner,and the unit is improved significantly by this practice. Small, toughteams can make a unit more effective, proud, and mean—winnerswith towering morale.


  Morale is the sine qua non of successful combat. The U.S. Marine Corps has demonstrated that hundreds of times. When a fightingman thinks he is tough and really believes it, then he is. He willprove it repeatedly, given the opportunity. The Marines had achant: “We gonna win, by God, we gonna win.” The belief inthe chant sometimes produced a win when some or all of thenegatives were present. And fighting men must win to stay effective. They can live with incidental setbacks, but only incidentalsetbacks.


  In order to win, soldiers—like all other competitors—must be trained. Training—long, hard, pushing, stretching, tooth grinding, gut wrenching—is the essence and substance of soldiering.


  The platoon example set forth above can be expanded three times, twenty times, or five thousand times, and catastrophes ofincreasing magnitude will result until finally not only losses ofhandheld weapons ensue, but losses of artillery pieces. Then wetalk shamefully and ominously not of platoon defeats but of thedefeats of divisions, corps, and armies. This happened to theFrench Army in May and June of 1940. It happened to the NorthKorean Army in September and October of 1950 after the Inchonlanding. It happened to the U.S. Army in the ignominious routof United Nations (UN) forces from North Korea during November and December 1950.


  The fundamentals apply both to white soldiers and black soldiers, to French, Korean, and American soldiers. The press and the historians, however, have made much more out of those defeatsinvolving black troops than the greater number of defeats involving white troops. Bugging out by black troops implied a racialdefect, while bugging out by white troops was ascribed to otherreasons.


  Devil’s Workshop, 12 July 1950, Kumchon, Korea


  I had some firm rules, which I stated from time to time at company formations. One of these rules was that there would be no fightingamong ourselves without the approval of the First Sergeant. TheFirst Sergeant would give permission for fighting only to menof similar grade, and under no condition would noncommissionedofficers be involved. It was beneath the dignity of NCOs to fight.All fights were to be held publicly for the whole assembled companyto watch, especially the commanding officer.


  Most fights would never occur except when one man could throw a “Sunday punch” at an unsuspecting soldier and thus win the fight by default. One protagonist or the other often wasunwilling to lay it all on the line and put up or shut up on aneven basis in front of the troops. The rules were inflexible, andfighting within the company was held to a minimum.


  We were living in a schoolhouse in Kumchon, and I happened to walk around the corner of the building just in time to seetwo soldiers explode violently out of the second story of the building. Private First Class Fields saw me and had just enough timeto shout, “We ain’t fightin’, sir!”


  Then Private First Class Fields and Private First Class Van Ness crashed out on to the walkway from the second floor. I ignoredthe two of them. I knew damned well they were fighting, butthe beating they took hitting the ground was enough punishmentfor their crime. “We ain’t fighting,” indeed!


  I told the First Sergeant to have the medics check them over and patch them up as needed. It turned out that the two battlerswere in good condition, but I remembered an old saying of mydad’s, “An idle mind is the devil’s workshop.”


  That saying translated in my mind to, “Keep young men busy, and they will stay out of trouble.” Dad was always right—always.Busy and tired young men rarely stray into mischief.


  Not just because Dad said it, but from my own personal experience, I knew that mind and muscle must always be active. We were laying around in Korea waiting for something to happen,and I hadn’t gotten into the rhythm of the war. So I startedsome work.


  We had no construction material, so we had to rely on the local lumberyards. These lumberyards were always privatelyowned and always full oflumber stampedNRRA.*Althoughthe material was donated to South Korea, it seemed to end upin the hands of the local politicians somehow. We helped ourselvesand issued blood chits for the value of the misplaced Americanproperty. I never knew whether the local yard owners were paid,but I assume they were because they always managed somehow.Had the lumber in those lumberyards not been available, we wouldnot have been able to provide the support the infantry so desperately required.


  Our few days in Kumchon waiting for action turned out to be very valuable time. I had time to formulate and inculcate procedures for securing job sites and establishing outposts, which madeit possible to accomplish road and bridge maintenance and construction without combat casualties. The policies and proceduresdeveloped in those early days of the war were to sustain us throughout the conflict. After several days of hard work at Kumchon,we were prepared to face the troops of the North Korean People’sArmy, who were themselves hard, tough, resolute, and probablysome of the best fighting men in the world.


  Visions of Home, 15 July 1950, Kumchon, Korea


  I was ready for action. I stood five feet, eleven inches tall and weighed about 180 pounds, but I felt a lot bigger. I was in goodphysical condition, and mentally I was strong and resolute. I pridedmyself on being tough and durable. Mean but fair! I consideredmyself a good man to have on your side in a footrace or fistfight—or in combat.


  I had been away from home too long, and there appeared to be no chance of getting back for many months, if ever; but Ihad infinite confidence in my survival. I frequently wonderedabout the growth and development of my son, Charles, who wasa toddler when I left and who had now lost his first teeth. I thought of my baby girl, Fay, who was in a crib when I left andwho now walked and talked. I had missed so very much of theirdevelopment. I had lost so much of them. To them, I was abeautifully framed picture named “Daddy.”


  My wife Thelma had been supportive when I rejoined the Army, and she was happy when I was ordered to Japan not in flightstatus. Little did she realize that the hazards I was to face as anengineer officer were far more dangerous than those of a routineflier.


  My family had been scheduled to join me in Japan in August 1950, but the outbreak of the Korean War changed all that. Correspondence replaced our normal relationship. All went well forthe first few months, but letters are a poor substitute for conversation. I noticed, too, that more frequently in our mail there wasdisagreement between Thelma and me. Our viewpoints were moving further and further apart. Mail, though cherished and vitallyessential, was woefully inadequate. There’s no substitute for eye-to-eye contact—the tactile relationship.


  There was no way the folks at home could understand any part of my life. They knew nothing of my dreams, my fears, mylongings, my needs. They, fortunately, could not conceive of mylife on the killing floor. I lived daily a whole life alien to theirexperience. Their lives seemed tender, mundane, and childishto me.


  I wondered often if I could ever really go home, and diminish the scope of my being, to shrink my mind into synchronization with the humdrum mediocrity that was civilian life—working 8:00a.m. to 5:00 p.m., washing the car, mowing the lawn, groceryshopping. I had grave doubts. How could I learn to live withoutmy cherished guns and aircraft? How could I live with men whorespected themselves very little and other men not at all? I hadreal fears about cleansing my mind of war and war making. Soldiersof all wars must have had the same questions.


  There was very little time, however, for reverie and reminiscing. I turned my mind back to the very real problem at hand—survival.


  Trauma, 16 July 1950, Kumchon, Korea


  Malaria hit me like a ton of bricks. One moment things were normal. I was planning and calculating my mine storage, and amoment later I was staggering and suffering a terrible headache.Hallucinations began leaping through the pain; then came thefever. I felt my body temperature go up intolerably, then it plummeted as though I were facing a blizzard. Then up again. Controlof my body was lost to a shivering fit. I trembled and rattled inevery joint. The joints became sore from drumming on the packedground. Someone, several of the troops, picked me up. My weightwasn’t a problem for them to handle, but the twitching and shivering made it difficult for them to carry me.


  In the back of my mind I knew that it was malaria, my ancient enemy, which I’d known and feared of old. It was a souvenir ofmy service in the Mediterranean theater in World War II. Thewild hallucinations took control of me; my gyros (equilibrium)tumbled; and a vicious, nightmarish experience seized me.


  Private First Class Napoleon was bathing my head, neck, and chest in cold water, but I was barely aware. He dissolved one ofhis “horse pills,” and between vibrations I choked it down, andthe gyrations and headache slowly—very slowly—subsided. As thepain receded, so did the hallucinations—the visions of carnage,violence, and death; the purple, orange, and reds.


  Life and the war went on. I had things to do, and never mind the malaria.


  I got the reenlistment papers for Cpl. Jerome Barnwell, all 280 pounds of him. He was the heaviest, strongest, and mostjovial man in the company. I swore him in, paid him his $400reenlistment bonus, and made a silent memo to have him promoted at the first opportunity. I offered to keep his money inthe company safe until he had an opportunity to buy a moneyorder and send it to his mama. I’d like to meet her, to tell herwhat a fine young man she’d loaned to the military service. Hewas a rare one. Then I “ground him down” for the “run-overheels” of his shoes. He was congratulated by 250 men—fellowsoldiers, and his friends—on his reenlistment.


  The 3rd Platoon, Lieutenant Lenon’s, was ready to go to Yechon—another town and another adventure.


  CHAPTER 7


  Yechon


  20 July 1950, Yechon, Korea


  Exodus 20:13, "Thou shalt not kill."


  The first combat engagement between the 25th Infantry Divsion and the NKPA occurred at the town of Yechon on 20 July 1950. The NKPA had taken Yechon on 19 July, and the regiment was ordered to retake it. The 3rd Battalion of the 24th Infantry Regiment, under Lt. Col. Samuel Pierce, Jr., attacked on 20 July and took the town back from the NKPA. This was the first major victory for the U.S. Army in the Korean War. At the time it happened, this important victory was hailed in the press and in the U.S. Congress.


  I will remember Yechon for another hundred years. Even in my nightmares I've never seen carnage, death, and destruction to equal—even to approach—that of 20 July 1950. But I'm ahead of the story. Let me go back a ways.


  Whenever a task force is put together, there are always the engineers. It has always been so. In antiquity engineers were called “sappers” because we sapped the enemy’s strength. We removedstones from the foundations of his castles and fortresses. Wedrained his moats, poisoned his water supply, and otherwise weakened him so that he could be assaulted effectively or starved.Later we were called “pioneers” because we went ahead of the infantry to clear the path. It is the same thing now. We help our forces move and try to prevent the enemy from advancing.


  In modern times we purify and provide potable water instead of poisoning it. Water is the sine qua non of soldiers’ lives. Thereain’t no combat without water!


  Most combat commanders are commanders because they win battles, damn the cost. I understand, and I agree. I was a combatcommander. It was time for me to deliver.
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  Lieutenant Lenon joined us and reported that Summers was still alive when he left him in the hospital. It didn’t seem possible,but Summers was expected to live. Lieutenant Lenon took overhis platoon after he had been briefed on our situation. It wasgood to have him back.


  Chet Lenon gave me an account of his time. He’d taken Summers to a Japanese medical facility, and the Japanese had transportedSummers and him to an American hospital, where a series ofoperations was performed. Finally a metal plate had been fashioned to cover the gaping hole in Summers’s head, and skin fromseveral parts of his body was grafted to cover the metal plate.Lieutenant Lenon had left Summers alive and improving. Hewould live.


  I felt for Summers. I knew very little about him, but I valued him and regretted his loss. The fact that his injury was becauseof his misconduct made no difference. It was a weird situationto record on the morning report. It was even more strange whenSummers reported back for duty with the company in November1950, when we were at Kunu-ri, North Korea. It was an amazingend to that story.


  Regiment called, and Lieutenant Lenon’s platoon saddled up to accompany the 3d Battalion, 24th Infantry Regiment, to Yechon. After a brief shakedown, the platoon lined up and swungonto the rear of Item Company, 3d Battalion in the first sectionof the convoy. It looked like any other milk run, and I sent themoff with casual blessings, as the sun baked their truck tops. Ilocated Yechon on my situation map, and in the total absenceof intelligence I wondered what the hell they were going to Yechonfor. I wonder still.


  Things at regimental headquarters were in a typical state of disorder, and I waited impatiently for something—anything—tohappen. This was thoughtless; I should have welcomed any opportunity to be relaxed and go with the flow. The voracious mosquitoeschewed me through the long night. I was up and checking securityevery fifteen to twenty minutes, a habit that was to last a lifetime.Even when security was not a problem, my sleeping pattern wasforever altered by the habits I established in those days.



  The next day, our first mail since we arrived in Korea came in, and morale was lifted immeasurably. Only another soldierknows the value of mail. Receiving letters from home is by farthe most pleasant event in a soldier’s life. I decided to check onLenon’s platoon and take their mail to them. I cleared my tripwith Colonel Roberts, the regimental executive officer.


  The countryside was pleasant with kelly-green rice paddies stretching for miles. We passed many groups of able-bodied Korean men walking along the roads and doing farmer-type thingsin the fields. I wondered how many of them were farmers byday and soldiers by night. I kept a watchful eye out in case someof them wanted to be soldiers by day also. They all behaved, sothe trip was uneventful. I was admiring the countryside, whenabruptly the 3d Battalion’s signs indicated a turn off the mainroad, and we were on a levee that was one-vehicle wide. Theroad ran a mile or so to the village. We drove along until wecame upon the last transport vehicle of the convoy that had brought the battalion to Yechon. I dismounted and approacheda group of soldiers who were lollygagging at the rear of the columnof vehicles.


  Hell was breaking loose in the town up ahead, at the levee’s end. I asked a sergeant where the 77th Engineers were, and hereplied, “They’re spearheading the attack, sir.”


  We’d been had again! We were supposed to be in support.


  The village of Yechon was cradled deep in a buttonhook mountain, which nearly ringed it and loomed above it. The enemy had fallen back, climbed part way up the mountain, and wasraining fire down into the town.


  I assessed the situation from the rear of the vehicle column. There was no possibility of turning the column, or even individualvehicles, around. The levee was too narrow. If one of the rearvehicles were destroyed, the column would be trapped. The battalion was out of touch with regiment, and there were no otherAmerican troops within forty miles. An attack on the rear of thecolumn would be disastrous. In very hostile country, with no support, a force capable of putting up the fire that I heard comingoff the mountain could effectively chain up the entire battalion.


  My heart grew to the size of a football, and adrenaline flooded my blood supply.


  Immediately north of the rear of the column was a small hill, about three hundred yards high, that commanded a view of thousands of yards of rice paddies ranging toward the mountain tothe north and toward the village to the east. I climbed the hilland had a good long look with eyeballs and with binoculars.


  I watched the group of farmer-soldiers coming ever closer and reckoned that farmers scatter and run if you send a long burstof machine-gun fire over their heads, but soldiers flatten out likequail and await orders or signals from their leader.



  It was a beautiful plain, and the rice paddies were a deep shade of green. It was too nice a day to die and too nice a place forany man to die in, but c’est la vie. I was born to be on that hillthat day. Destiny dictated it.


  I was locked in and totally committed, but at intervals I wished 1 was almost any place else. I was hunkered over that gun. Myassistant gunner was damned good, and I chopped the NorthKorean troops to pieces.


  I called to the sergeant to bring up a lot more ammo, but hewas cowering behind the trucks and pretended not to hear me. I still had ammunition and I continued to depress the trigger,systematically sawing down the levees and turning the area intoa bloody mire.


  We continued to rain heavy fire from our hilltop. The enemy mortar stayed close on us, dumping shell fragments all around.I was ashamed of the slaughter before me, but this was my job,my duty, and my responsibility. I stayed with it until not onewhite rag was left intact. One mortar fragment had cut my rightwrist, and another had driven a splinter into my cheekbone. Iwas spitting blood.


  I felt deep animal emotions within me that I had known in lives before, in the trees, in the caves, in holes, in vertical cliffs,in chariots, and in modern war machines. The gore, the smashedbones, the grinding and crushing of skulls, the horror, the mortaldread, the smell of blood, the smell of death—cold, blatant, demanding death. It was red and orange, and it was purple, and itwas death. And my gun was overheating.


  For the first time in this firefight, I felt fear. Without my gun, I was impotent, and death would surely swallow me up as it hadmy enemies.


  I continued my grisly chore with a vengeance, with furious dedication. It seemed like eternity plus eleven days, whereas itwas only a few minutes. Dedication to what? Vengeance against whom? But there was no time to think. The handler fed, and Ifired, and life fled from those bundles of white, linen, muslin,cotton farmers, fathers, citizens—men.


  An arm extended from the slime terminating in a hand reaching to God, in supplication for life or supplication for death.


  I would like to have had a moment for shame, but there was no time and there was no shame. Only duty. This was the killingfloor, and I knew it well. I'd previously seen and smelled thebloody mire somewhere: Jericho, Thermopylae, Belleau Woods,or was it with Ghengis Khan at Cologne? No matter! I was asoldier, and gore was the hallmark of my trade. Death stompedon through the rice paddy on bloody feet.


  Finally there was no more movement, and the carnage ceased. There was nothing left to kill. The gentle breeze of early eveningbathed us all. It chilled me as perspiration evaporated on myspine. The handler looked at me, and he was afraid—not of whathe’d seen, but of me. For a moment I was afraid of myself. Neverhad he seen a man do what I had done for the past fifteen minutesor so. He’d only known death from movies and adventure novels.It had always been heroic, grand, noble, piteous. Now he knewthat it was cold, ugly, totally insensitive, and inconsiderate. Therewere no heroics. He started to cry, and I envied him. The mortarhad stopped. I bandaged his arm and told him that he had donewell. We carried his dead friend back beyond the brow of thehill. He felt better for it, but it really didn’t matter.


  We went down the hill to muster the help we needed to recover the dead and our guns. Even with the guns silent, the sergeantand some troops were creeping around the rear of the truckcolumn. I told them we had to go back up the hill to retrievethe guns. They moved up the hill with great trepidation.


  I looked out over the plain of young rice at the levee where the eternal willows were growing moments before. Now therewere twigs and shards of wood and blood. I wondered if thewillows would grow there again. Part of me died there also.


  There was neither movement nor life remaining in the plain before us. It was nearing sunset. I had the sergeant bandage my arm. I rounded up the lollygaggers and stragglers. I issued each of them a bandolier of ammo and directed them to shouldertheir weapons. We moved northeast of the hill onto the plain.There were a few of the enemy badly wounded, mortally wounded,but still clinging to life by less than a thread. There was no doctoror hospital within thirty miles. I saw indescribable pain and miseryin the rice paddy. With great pity and sorrow for the enemyand myself, I did the merciful and the only humane thing that Icould: we shot the nearly dead.


  We counted the enemy dead. In that plain were 258 dead men in large and small pieces. The rice paddies were now crimsonand green. I was sick, sicker than I’d ever been in life. We movedback to the vehicle column. I climbed the hill again and took afinal look at that valley. The valley of death.


  Gradually, the firefight in the village slowed down, and the battalion secured the area for the night. It was sunset and thendark. I was ashamed and sick and sore. I forced myself to thinkof the consequences that would have befallen the battalion andmy platoon if I hadn’t been there to do that butchering. Thatdidn’t make it right, but it did make it necessary. The engineerplatoon remained with the battalion combat team.


  This episode was the plot and scenario of ugly dreams for me for many years. I had nightmares with those guns rattling andlurching and killing, but such is a soldier’s lot, such is a soldier’sduty, such is a soldier’s life. Oriental soldiers stomped on mygrave in my dreams every night for fifteen or twenty years.


  I had no real grievance with the bodies in that bloody mire. They should have been home tending their crops and raisingtheir sons. The same was true of me. I knew that the world wasnot going to be a better place because of the death of those white-clad men. In my way and in my time, I weep for them and all of their kind, which is my kind. I asked God for forgiveness, but God was mute.


  I was raised to be a Christian, and I tried to be. I tried to live by the Ten Commandments. One of those commandments stated“Thou shalt not kill.” No qualification, no rationalization. No ifs,ands, or huts. As a youngster, I used to wonder if the directiveextended to animals as well as humans. In any event, duty haddemanded that I do a mass killing, and I had complied. Theconflicting claims of duty and religious principle grate againsteach other in my mind and in my soul.


  Moses laid down in Numbers the law pertaining to the raising of armies for war. Maybe that made it all right.


  That is my story of the Battle of Yechon. I was there, and it was a battle as far as I was concerned, and it was a victory, too.


  Most historians of the Korean War have either dismissed this combat engagement or termed it a disgraceful defeat for the blacktroops. The U.S. Army’s official history implies that there wasno victory or even areal battleat Yechon.*Despite evidence tothe contrary, including first-hand reports by Associated Press (AP)correspondent Tom Lambert, this error has been perpetratedover the years by historians too careless to search out primaryhistorical sources. It was not until Clay Blair published his TheForgotten War in 1987 that the facts aboutYechoncame out.**


  The Army and most historians assert that Negro soldiers in black units did not fight very well in the early days of the KoreanWar and were prone to run away, or bug out in the jargon ofthe time. That is true, but white soldiers in white units also didnot fight very well at that time. It was desperate combat. Buggingout was common for troops of all kinds and colors. The realityis that the entire Army—white and black—did not fight very wellinitially, with some notable exceptions. One of those exceptionswas my 77th Engineer Combat Company.


  In my opinion, the primary reason for success or failure incombat in Korea was the quality of leadership at the battalion and regimental levels. Good leaders had units that fought well;bad leaders had troops that bugged out. Unfortunately, therewere many bad leaders in the U.S. Army in the Korean War.Fortunately, there were a few good leaders, too. The originalcommander of the 24th Infantry Regiment, Col. Horton V. White,was competent, but he soon became exhausted by the demandsof combat and left the regiment. The next commander of the24th Infantry Regiment, Col. Arthur S. Champeny, was incompetent and lasted only a few weeks before he was wounded andevacuated to Japan. Then Col. John T. Corley, a highly decoratedcombat veteran of World War II, became the regimental commander. The 24th Infantry Regiment performed extremely wellfor Colonel Corley. He was Irish, and leadership seemed moreimportant to him than skin color in determining success in battle.


  It is hard for me to understand how the U.S. Army’s official history could say that the Battle of Yechon simply did not occur.I was there when the 25th Infantry Division Commander, MajorGeneral Kean, came to the regiment and pinned a Silver Staron my chest for my actions at Yechon. He told me it was a downpayment on the highest medal. I doubt that the general did thatfor an imaginary battle.


  Certainly, Colonel Corley, the regimental commander who took over command on 6 September 1950, thought it was a victory.His rallying cry to bolster the morale of the troops was “RememberYechon!”*


  



  CHAPTER 8


  Desperate Combat


  23-30 July 1950, Sangju, Korea


  I had been to regiment to receive our orders. The 24th RCT had been assigned to defend the general area northwest of Sangju.At this time all of the U.S. and ROK forces were attempting tostabilize a defensive position generally along the Naktong River.The 77th ECC was to operate in direct support of the 24th RCT.I realized early that being attached or being in direct supportwas purely an administrative distinction. Our job was to supportthe regiment, and we were part of the team. We were movingnorthwest of Sangju within the hour.


  The day had been spent maintaining vehicles and equipment. When I got back from regiment, I had the troops mustered. It’sbad to be near a tactical operation and not know what’s goingon. I filled them in with everything that I knew and even passedalong the rumors I’d heard, mostly about the losses in the 24thInfantry Division.


  I gave another caution, “Do not, repeat not, under any circumstances, ride on a trailer.” I explained why in detail. “Trailers do not have the suspension of trucks and tend to bounce hardwhen striking rocks or pot holes. The impact is sharp and willthrow a rider off onto the ground; sometimes it will throw therider forward so the trailer runs over him.”


  Finally, “The last time I gave a caution, it was ignored by Summers, who’s probably dead back in Japan someplace now. Repeat, again, do not ride trailers.”



  We saddled up at the appointed time to fit into the regiment’s order of march. On the way up we passed hundreds of farmersin those white clothes, and I wondered how many were soldiersby night. I was slightly paranoid about those uniforms. This warwas definitely not like the one the U.S. Army had fought in NorthAfrica, Italy, France, Bougainville, or Tarawa. This was somethingelse. The trip was without incident until late morning, when thelong column stopped short in response to the tattoo of smallautomatic-weapons fire that was pouring down on the convoyfrom the brush above, high on the hillside. I walked past thestopped vehicles, which I kept between me and the source ofthe gunfire. When I got up to Colonel White’s jeep, I overheardthe last part of a conversation between the Old Man and LieutenantGilchrist, a black officer from the 1st Battalion. The colonel wasold, tired, and exhausted; he wheezed at Gilchrist, “You takesome men, go up that hill, and get ’em.”


  Gilchrist said, “That’d be suicide, Colonel. Let’s get some heavy-weapons fire up there. You ain’t going to get me killed.”


  I was sorry that I had heard the exchange. The colonel turned to Lt. Ransome Holt, another black officer, and said, “Take somemen, and go get ’em.”


  Holt said, “Yessir,” and moved out.


  The colonel looked back at Gilchrist and said, “I’m going to court martial you. You are relieved of duty and are under arrest.Report to me when we arrive in Sangju.”


  Both officers were lying tight to the overhanging bank for protection from the gunfire. Lieutenant Holt and one of his squads climbed the steep embankment and headed up the mountainside.The gunfire ceased before they had climbed 100 yards. The NorthKoreans fled rather than face capture or death.


  The convoy rolled again, generating a nimbus-type cloud of dust. God, it was hot!


  Later, Lieutenant Gilchrist was tried by court martial, convicted,and sentenced to death for refusing to obey an order to engage the enemy. President Truman reduced the sentence to twentyyears of confinement. Gilchrist actually served five years in a federal prison. There were some alleged irregularities in the conductof Gilchrist’s trial. Some or all of his witnesses were not allowedto leave the combat area to testify for him. In a capital case,that was unconscionable. It gave the trial the appearance of a“kangaroo” court. When added to the numerous unfair trials exposed by Thurgood Marshall, Negroes were further denigrated.The Army’s disciplinary system was reminiscent of the Scottsborocase, which occurred in Alabama in 1931.


  I was bitter about it. Gilchrist brought his trial upon himself, which was his privilege, but his action hurt every Negro officerin the theater of operations. The senior (white) officers madethe worst of it, and the white press had a field day. Gilchrist’saction placed an inferred stigma of cowardice on all Negro officers,particularly those in the 24th Regiment.


  We passed the site where the 13th Field Artillery (FA) Battalion had gotten its baptism. The troops had been overrun and lostall their guns. Their 105mm howitzers had been destroyed bythe North Koreans. They had loaded the guns and then jammeda round, fuse first, into each muzzle. With an extended lanyard,they had fired each gun. The resulting explosion in the barrelhad caused the barrel to split.


  The war seemed real now. Garlic and gunpowder. A number of vehicles had been destroyed by mines along the roads. I don’tknow why, exactly, but I was surprised to find such active andeffective land-mine warfare. From the damage, I judged that themines contained from six to eight pounds of TNT—tough onwheeled vehicles and occupants.


  The country was rugged. The hills were steep and utterly barren. The natives cut the trees for firewood for the long, cold winters.There was no cover for fighting; we were always exposed. Thevalleys were lush, green, rice paddies. The inhabitants invariablyfled when the war became active in their area. Marijuana grewwild along the roadside. The old men in the villages smoked itincessantly. So did some of my people; I smelled it at night when the air was still. I worried a little because I knew there was noway to stop it. I hoped no inefficiency would result from overindulgence.


  My bigger worry was the men in the long white drawers—our enemy.


  Trial by Fire, 25 July 1950, near Sangju, Korea


  Colonel Roberts called me and asked that I send my 1st Platoon to be attached to the 1st Battalion. I rogered. Each of my platoons,by number, supported one of the three battalions of the regimentby corresponding number. It was all worked out so that my platoonleader’s personality jibed with that of the battalion commanderhe supported. Otherwise there were sparks. Sparks I could dowithout.


  It was always touch and go because the engineer school doctrine was vastly different from that of the infantry school. We werealways one breath away from a flap. The infantry loved to pushthe tough, killing jobs off on the engineers. We engineers alwaysinsisted that the infantry should “buy” the real estate, and weengineers would develop or destroy it. That is gospel, but therewas always haggling about who would do what for whom.


  The 1st Battalion got hung up in heavy fire west of Sangju, and there were mines in the road that kept the tanks from advancing. Lieutenant Colonel Miller, the battalion commander, calledLieutenant Benefield in for a conference on the predicament.After a heated discussion, Benny decided to acquiesce and removethe mines. This was a very dangerous mission. The enemy hadthose mines covered by withering small-arms fire.


  It was the Infantry battalion’s responsibility to neutralize the enemy fire before Benny started to probe for the mines, but theshabby Infantry battalion commander talked Benny into probingthe minefield right away so the battalion commander could runhis vehicles into the enemy. Benny tried it. He took SergeantBardo, and Lieutenant Wilson went along to help. They didn’thave a prayer. Enemy fire cut them to ribbons.


  Finally, the battalion commander called up his 81mm mortars and destroyed the enemy covering force that was protecting theminefield. But it was too late.



  By the time I arrived, the medics had evacuated Benny, Wilson, and Bardo to the regimental clearing station. I got there soonafter they did. Although Sergeant Bardo and Lieutenant Wilsonwere destined to live in spite of their wounds, Benny was alltorn up in the abdomen. There was a hole in him that I couldhave put both fists into. He suffered terribly. There was nothingthe field medics could do for him. He needed a well-equippedsurgical unit to give him the necessary support. That miserableArmy, of which we were a part, had at that time no qualifieddoctor or medical unit within fifty miles that was capable of helpingthe seriously wounded.


  I prayed silently for Benny.

  



  Oh, Father in heaven,


  accept the soul of this valiant soldier


  who has come to thee for his rewards


  and the eternal refuge of thy bosom.


  Forgive him his sins, I pray.


  Replace the guidance and protection


  he provided for his loved ones


  only with thine own.


  Amen.

  



  We waited nearly six hours for his evacuation to a higher-level medical facility. Benny said to me, “I can make it if I can getsewed up and get a transfusion.”


  I believed him, but the aid didn’t come.


  Benny lay and suffered in agony from gross gunshot wounds from about 1330 hours until 1900 hours. He muttered, fingeredhis rosary, and died. I wept for Benny. His was a great loss. Histhree children would have to survive and mature without him. Iwas selfish in my attitude. I’d lost a friend and colleague. We allwere poorer for his sudden and needless demise. I was deeplyhurt and angered.


  I recommended Benny for a Distinguished Service Cross. He earned it, and he received it—posthumously.



  Lieutenant Benefield should not have been committed to such a suicidal mission. The infantry is committed to buying real estateand silencing enemy small-arms fire before the engineers are used.There should have been competent medical backup.


  It was the first of numerous instances of incompetence by field grade officers that I was to see and be adversely affected by.


  Lieutenant Wilson and Sergeant Bardo were taken to a field hospital and treated for their wounds, which were quite serious.After several days in the hospital, they had a short leave in Japanand then returned for duty with the company.


  I talked to Colonel Roberts about the minefield incident, and I was contumacious. I raved insubordinately about a sorry officerfour grades senior to me, and the Army does not tolerate thatfrom its lieutenants. The colonel let me blow it off. He knewthe impact that the loss of an officer like Benny had upon me.


  I gave Benny’s platoon to SFC Collins A. Whitaker, an outstanding soldier. “Whit” was a platoon sergeant, and an exceptional one. I was desperate for an officer, but there was no one in thepipeline for us. There were plenty of engineer officers, but noblack engineer officers. I considered our unit predicament carefully and in great depth. Finally, I settled on applying for a battlefield commission for Sergeant First Class Whitaker, subject tohis own desire in the matter. He was reluctant to accept a commission in the same company where he’d served as an enlisted man,but we talked at great length, and he finally agreed that he shoulddo it. I had no doubts about his ability to make it all happen. Iknew that he had only finished high school and that academicallyhe had a deficiency that would make it difficult for him to advancebeyond company grade, but that was another set of problemsfor another far-off day. His acceptance was announced. The officers and enlisted men supported Whit, and we were a strong,combat-ready unit again. In a very short period his commissionwas approved, and he moved into “officer country,” where heperformed commendably throughout the war and into years ofgarrison duty.


  



  Every Man’s Price, 27 July 1950,


  Near Sangju, Korea


  All my life I’d heard that every man had his price. I’d heard that with some significant gain every man’s integrity failed andleft him a coward or a thief. No one told me that sometimes theprice was not in money. Sometimes the price was in values. Rarer,but the possibility existed that the price was in negatives. So itwas with me.


  I have always taken an extreme pride in being a Negro. I enjoyed accomplishments of any magnitude, particularly so when the accomplishments happened against obstacles. The more difficultthe obstacle, the greater the pleasure. The greatest pleasure, ofcourse, came from success in spite of racial barriers.


  I hated the imposition of hardships that had racism as the originating or causative factor. Fate dictated it, and I learned to live with it. My price was the realization that we Negroes were destinedto be denigrated, besmirched, abused, lied to, lied about, andused as whipping boys on a continual basis in spite of Truman’sedict that called for integration.


  Although the Gilchrist affair was over and done with, the press did not let it die; neither did the Army. The entire Negro regimentwas denigrated, lied about, and the 25th Division commander,Major General Kean, who had deliberately or inadvertently sabotaged the regiment with his personnel policies, attempted to havethe regiment removed from active service. Fortunately he failedin this action. General Walker denied his request.


  The treatment of us Negroes as second-class citizens with poor leadership, poor training, and abuse in white-controlled courtsshould have been enough, but there was more. They debasedus in the white press, and they flaunted it to the entire world.Propaganda continually decried the quality of service performedby the black soldiers of the 24th Infantry Regiment. I watchedthem poorly officered, poorly led, dying, and dead—and all thewhile maligned unfairly.


  After a top-flight commander, Col. John T. Corley, assumed command of the 24th Infantry Regiment in September 1950,Negro officers were assigned as company commanders but not to higher positions. The exception was Maj. Richard Williams.Although fully qualified to become a battalion commander, heremained on the regimental staff. Corley and all the commandersback all the way to the Pentagon opposed using Negro officersabove company command level.


  This was not my personal problem because I knew that troops are as good as their leaders. I had a ton of confidence in myself,my officers, and my noncoms; my troops were good. My companywas one of the most decorated company-size units in the EighthArmy. I was a patriot in spite of the bigotry and duplicity of thecountry I served. I had never been allowed, or allowed myself,to feel or act otherwise. I loved my country for what it couldbe—far beyond what it was.


  Let me get to the point where my price was established. My price, which caused me to abandon my moral principles and abrogate my legal principles, my oaths, and the tenets of my religion,was a negative one. The company’s mission west of Sangju wasto mine the roads with antitank mines and the foot approacheswith antipersonnel mines. It had been hard work, taking twodays and one night. I was sitting in my jeep with a sheet of heavycorrugated board in my lap, completing minefield reports. Minefield reports are extremely important because, at some time inthe future, my people or some other troops would have to removeevery single mine and its activating mechanism. Without reports,some GI, farmer, or child would probably die for each emplacedand unrecorded mine. So I did the reports with meticulous—no, religious—care. I was parked beside a “cut” in the road, andon my right there was a bluff twenty to thirty feet above me.The bluff was of no importance to me. I was totally engrossedin my paper war.


  Then I heard a voice above me ask another person, “How far away do you figger that of muthuhfucka is?” It was unmistakablythe voice of a black American soldier.


  “Oh, I’d say six hundred yards,” was the response.


  “Ten dollars says I can hit him.”


  “You got a bet!”


  Like the crack of doom the M1 rifle went off. As my eyes suddenly, attentively, swept the horizon, an old man tumbled off a bluff about six hundred yards down the road. I recognized theinverted hat that the patriarchs wore. The lifeless tumbling ofthe body told me that murder had been committed.


  My duty was explicit: apprehend the man who had committed the crime, arrest him, and turn him over to the MPs; accomplishthe paperwork; identify witnesses; and eventually testify againstthe perpetrator.


  Those were my own men up on that nearby bluff. Duty demanded that I do what was legally, morally, and religiously right, but I could see the press and the holier-than-thou rear-echelonofficers browbeating another “nigrah soljuh” and smearing thiscrime on every other Negro in the theater of operations.


  I was convinced that the Army’s policy was to punish Negroes more harshly than white soldiers. The record was hidden, but itwas common knowledge that Negroes went to trial for offensesthat were only winked about when perpetrated by white soldiers.Punishments for Negroes were usually the most severe found inthe Table of Maximum Punishments in the Uniform Code of MilitaryJustice. Whites were punished less severely.


  My belief was supported later, in February 1951, when Thurgood Marshall, special counsel for the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) visited Korea toinvestigate charges that convictions and punishments were moresevere for Negro soldiers than for white soldiers. Marshall, wholater was appointed an associate justice of the United States Supreme Court, produced a report that was highly critical of Armyjustice. He found that there was an unusually large number ofcourt martial cases against Negroes. He found blatant cases ofracial discrimination in both the nature and severity of punishmentthat had been handed down. Marshall’s report resulted in reversedconvictions or reduced sentences for most of the thirty-nine Negrosoldiers of the 24th Infantry Regiment who had been convictedfor seriousbreachesof discipline.*


  I couldn’t pay the price. It was impossible for me to turn my man over to the system, to be used as an object to further denigrateall Negroes. I couldn’t do it. I felt for the old Korean man lying dead in the road ahead of me, but in my order of priorities itwas his life against the lives of ten thousand black soldiers whodidn’t deserve the ignominy.


  I finished filling out the minefield report.


  ROK Troops, 28 July 1950, Near Sangju, Korea


  Korea presented thousands of new problems for the U.S. Army. Our Army was oriented toward, trained for, and totally involvedwith the previous war—World War II. When problems arose thathadn’t been mulled and tugged over in the service schools andacademies, commanders in the held often were ill prepared todeal effectively with the new problems and even with the newsolutions.


  One such problem was how to use the Republic of Korea troops, called ROKs. Because the local troops were recruited faster thanthey could be trained or used against a well-trained, disciplinedenemy, some U.S. personnel came up with the idea of integratingthe South Koreans into Eighth Army units. They were willingto integrate the ROKs, even though most Negroes were still segregated.


  An abbreviated ROK engineer company of approximately one hundred foot soldiers was assigned to my company. It was a nobleexperiment, albeit naive. None of the Korean officers, NCOs, orenlisted people could speak one word of English. None of mytroops could speak any Korean. It was one helluva mess. Integrating people who could not communicate was difficult—if not impossible.


  We were building some culverts and small bridges, trying to use my new charges. It was impossible to communicate with theROK commander, and the problem multiplied in geometric proportions from that point.


  Without any consultation, the First Sergeant solved the dilemma, as first sergeants are wont to do. First Sergeant Dudley assigneda number to each Korean soldier and assigned the same numberto a designated soldier from our ranks. Numbers were paintedon helmets. Names were impossible, but the Koreans could handle the numbers and were able to identify their American counterparts. Mass instruction commenced, making the integration andutilization of the native troops a reality. Our troops learned manywords of the Korean language, and some fine—although shortlived—friendships bloomed.


  An interesting incident took place on the first morning of the ROK assignment. We were having hotcakes, among other things,for breakfast, and the fare excited the Koreans. Each of themloaded his mess pan with the half-inch thick hotcakes. Theydrowned the hotcakes in the heavy syrup, poured an inch ofsugar over the entire area of their mess pans, and wolfed downthe whole supersweet glob. Half an hour later there were onehundred writhing, bellyaching Koreans on hand. Some wereagonizing on the ground; others were doubled over heaving upthat sugar. It was a helluva mess, those Asians attempting toingest all those Western carbohydrates. Private First ClassNapoleon, our medic, advised me that there was nothing hecould do about it. He recommended that we put them to work assoon as possible. The ROKs had learned their lesson, however,and from that moment on they ate exactly as the GIs did—noexcesses.


  The ROKs were willing to work, but we had to overcome the communications obstacle for our relationship to be effective. Itwas obvious to me that we needed several interpreters—soldierswho could speak both Korean and English. I spoke to ColonelRoberts about it, and he assured me that he could obtain someKoreans with the required linguistic ability. Late that afternoon,the interpreters arrived, and after a short period of indoctrination,we were in business. We taught the ROKs some basic soldieringand how to use hand tools. They were eager to learn, and thingswent smoothly after the interpreters arrived.


  One of the most effective of the Korean interpreters was Pak Mai Tom, who, of course, was called “Tom” by the troops. Tomwas a brutal and ruthless man who had served as a marine inthe Japanese forces in World War II. With his rugged personality,military experience, and knowledge of English, Tom practicallytook over the ROK unit. I could see it happening, but lacking the ability to understand Korean, there was little I could do butwait.


  Together, we accomplished a lot of badly needed road work, and the training went well. I noticed, however, that the ROKswere not well trained in marksmanship. There had not beenenough time for the Korean army to really make fighting menof these recruits. I applied to Colonel Roberts and the regimentaloperations officer for permission to conduct some small-arms training for the ROKs. They thought it was a good idea, providedthe training was well supervised, other troops in the area werenotified, and security against North Korean attack was adequate.We laid out a small-arms range, firing into a small hill. It turnedout well, for some of the ROKs had no proficiency in bring theirweapons at all. We conducted live bring with ribes at ranges offifty yards and one hundred yards from the targets. Time andspace limitations would not permit bring from longer ranges,but I figured that nearly all of the firing that these troops woulddo in real combat would be at close range.


  During the markmanship training, I saw Tom putting the boot to one of the young ROK soldiers for some minor infraction. Itook Tom aside and chewed him out. I reiterated his job responsibilities. I advised him that he was to interpret, facilitate communication between the U.S. and ROK soldiers, and make suggestionsregarding training and operations, all under the supervision ofthe held First Sergeant. Under no circumstances was he to makepolicy in any matter or to impose discipline on anyone—ever. Ileft no doubt in Tom’s mind about his job and his authority.After that, Tom stayed out of my way.


  The regiment was west of Sangju. We were in direct support, but I didn’t know what I was in support of. No one seemed toknow what it was all about. There was no sustained contact withthe enemy, but there had been some clashes in the area. LieutenantBenefield had been killed, and Lieutenant Wilson and SergeantBardo had been wounded in one of these clashes. I had beenhit by a mortar fragment from a proximity-fused mortar. Theshell had cracked about forty feet above ground. I had heard orfelt it, and ducked with my hands over my ears, and the fragment had driven into my wrist. In all, it was a bad situation. The lackof information about the enemy and about what we were doingwas bad. Very bad.


  Colonel Roberts called me and said, “There’s enemy troops holed up in the huts and warehouse five hundred feet west ofregimental headquarters. Get ’em. Alive if possible. Burn all buildings.”


  “Yes, sir. Wilco. Out.”


  We moved out smartly. The 1st Platoon surrounded the huts, and Tom, the interpreter, called for the occupants of the buildingto surrender or die in the building, which was about to be burned.No response. The building was torched. The same procedurewas used for three or four more buildings.


  As we progressed through the huts, lighting them up with thermite grenades, we began to collect prisoners. Realizing that they were hopelessly surrounded, the North Korean soldiers and somenurses lay on the ground, face down and spread-eagled. Whenit was all over we had thirty-six prisoners and some massive fires.The warehouse was full, or nearly full, of rice. Lord, how it burned.What a waste!


  At Tom’s direction the prisoners arose and formed three ranks, with hands palms-down upon their heads. We searched themand found nothing of a contraband nature. I reported to regimentwith the prisoners, who were forced to sit on their haunches towait for some indeterminate fate. When the regimental S-2 finishedhis cursory and nonproductive interrogation, he called G-2 atdivision and promised him sixty-one prisoners. The other twenty-five had been captured by other units of the regiment. We orderedthe first thirty-six into a waiting cargo truck. They filled it up.


  The S-2 told the truck driver, “Give them the treatment.” At this command, the driver pulled ahead a hundred yards or so,turned the truck around, and accelerated rapidly toward us andthe other prisoners. When nearly abreast of us he slammed onthe brakes, which caused the thirty-six bodies to move forward.The compressing effect on the prisoner cargo created plenty ofroom for the remaining prisoners. The two jeep escorts formedfront and rear of the cargo truck. Each jeep had machine guns mounted so that escape attempts were considered futile. All prisoners were delivered safely to division headquarters.


  Later that day the troops brought in two more prisoners who were trying to steal a drink at the water point. The temperaturewas well over 100°F, and it was brickyard dry. The prisonerswere docile, but Tom treated them as though they were war crimesperpetrators. After a little jabbering between Tom and the prisoners, Tom declared, “This one’s an officer; he has a lot of information on troop disposition.”


  Although I knew better, I reluctantly went along with Tom and left him to his informal and unauthorized interrogation. Iwas gone for a couple of hours.


  When I left, Tom really did a job on the prisoners. He placed them in a sitting position on their haunches. That was typical ofthe Koreans. It depicted servitude and humility; it was an indication of inferiority. From his vantage point, Tom asked the prisoners numerous questions my sergeant didn’t understand, nor didhe understand the answers.


  When Tom became bored with this mild form of interrogation, he quickened the pace. He determined that the younger prisonerhad no information, but that the older one had valuable intelligence, which Tom was going to extract. He placed a small log,perhaps two to two and one-half inches in diameter, behind theprisoner’s knees and directed that the prisoner sit back on hishaunches. The prisoner could no longer do this, so Tom jumpedon his shoulders, which popped both knees out of socket. Theprisoner shrieked with pain. He was beyond giving informationif he had any. But Tom was not through, not by a long shot.


  Tom broke out an EE-8 telephone, skinned back the insulation on each wire, jammed a wire into each of the prisoner’s ears,and directed an onlooker to crank the telephone. The prisoner,with blood gushing from both ears, lost his mind upon receiptof the electric shock. He rolled over in merciful unconsciousness.When Tom saw no further sport in the matter, he took a hatchetand chopped into the prisoner’s temple. Death was instantaneous.


  Upon my return, the body was lying where it had expired. I got the story pieced together. I sent for Tom and directed thathe dig a six-foot grave for the body that he had violated. Hestarted to give me some sass, but I jacked a .45 caliber shell intothe receiver of my automatic pistol, and he allowed as how heguessed he could do it. I allowed as how if he didn't get it donewithin the hour I'd bury him in the hole also. I put him underguard, and he got the grisly job done.


   When the burial was over, I threatened to shoot Tom if I sawhim again, anytime, anywhere.  With only those items of clothingthat he joined us with, I headed him up that dusty road.  Hewas in a hurry to be gone, and dust flew from his hasty footprintsin the loose soil of the road back toward Sangju.


   That prisoner of war had his rights, and I felt that his fellowmen owed him reasonable treatment. I will not budge from thatposition.


  
    

  


  Captain Jackson, 29 July 1950, Near Sangju, Korea


  Capt. William Jackson and I became good friends when we were stationed together at Gifu early in 1950. He was a senior blackinfantry captain in the 24th Infantry Regiment. Bill was a genuinely nice guy. His wife and kids were great, too. His wife was afine cook, and I ate a lot of weekend chow at the Jackson home.Bill and I were avid coon-can players. Coon-can is a kind of rummy,involving taking ten cards and trying to make eleven. We spenta lot of our leisure time in Japan trying to catch eleven.


  We spent a lot of time, before Korea started, jawing about politics, religion, economics, and race relations, particularly aspertinent to the Army. We were in it, and it was lousy. But ifone was a Negro and wanted to serve for either patriotic or economic reasons, one had to choke down that racism. It meantsecond-class citizenship and, in some cases, no citizenship. It meantsubstandard quarters, inferior training, and poor morale and facilities. Worst of all, it meant being subject to a gross lack of leadershipfrom inferior officers.


  Jackson was a cool, intelligent man. We always had a lot to talk about. The Jim Crow practices always came first, but moresignificant and most ignominious were the discipline and moraleproblems. The 24th Infantry Regiment in Japan was loaded withcowardly and inept officers who were not acceptable in white units. Some of them should not have held commissions in theArmy at all. There was also a group of West Pointers and otherRegular Army officers who occupied favored command positionsat company level.


  Inasmuch as all Negro officers had to be assigned to Negro troop units, they were given only the “dog robbing” assignments,such as theater officers, athletic and recreation officers, assistantsupply officers, and sometimes no assignments at all. There wereonly four Negro company commanders in the entire 24th Regimental Combat Team (RCT) while stationed in Japan. Therewere a few outstanding white officers in the combat team and,inevitably, there were a few piss-poor Negro officers.


  After the 24th RCT arrived at Kumchon, Korea, things had changed. Company commanders and platoon leaders began getting killed in significant numbers, and suddenly, these company-level command jobs became available for Negro officers. No matterhow well qualified, however, there still were no Negroes commanding anything above company level.


  A Negro officer commanding troops had many problems that white officers didn’t have. The troops did not communicate extensively with white officers. They expected little or nothing fromthese officers and concentrated only on their own survival. Certainly, there were some exceptions to these conditions but notmany. On the other hand, Negro troops expected miracles ofNegro officers. They expected superior leadership, sympathy, andinvolvement in situations outside the officers’ areas of responsibility.


  A soldier once asked me in a sidelong manner, “Sir, why should I follow you and possibly get myself killed? When I get backhome to Mississippi, I won’t be able to vote or go to a decentschool. Why, sir?”


  I responded, “If you follow me you have at least a remote chance of survival while we accomplish our mission. If you don’tfollow me closely, you will get killed. That is for sure. As far asMississippi is concerned, I recommend that you find a better placeto live.”


  We had to know and understand the problems of Negro life. We had to know the mire and muck that was life in the darklane. We had to work the troops through it. We did.



  After we went to Korea, I didn’t see Jackson for awhile. When we did meet again, it was under adverse circumstances. I almostkilled him by accident.


  The 77th Engineer Combat Company was given a series of missions to protect elements of the 25th Division, which weremoving back from the Sangju area into the Pusan perimeter.Our first mission was to blow a crater in the main supply route(MSR) to the north that would preclude passage of tanks; theselection of the site was optional. The second mission was to perform a rearguard action at the crater for twelve hours. The thirdmission was to destroy the throughput capability of rail trafficand demolish all switches, frogs (track-switching devices), and railnecessary to deactivate the Sangju rail yard. The fourth, and final,mission was to destroy the three southern spans of the bridgeacross the Kum River to include the south abutment. I was toreport to the division engineer upon completion of these missions.


  We selected a site on the MSR where we could blow an inside curve with no possibility for bypassing and little possibility forcombat-quality repair. A Lieutenant Zandis from the infantry wasdesignated to be the last and final contact person; his arrival atthe demolition site would signal that all elements and individualsof the regiment would have evacuated their combat sectors. Thiswould be my authority to blow the crater. Lieutenant Zandis wasdue at the crater site at 0400.


  He was on time. He assured me that all 24th Infantry personnel had cleared the area and that I could blow the crater at anytime.


  It had taken ten hours to place nearly fifteen hundred pounds of TNT deep into the mountainside. Zandis had a cup of coffeeas dawn crept over the barren hills. I looked down the long emptyback road, then walked over the site of the crater with the generator, or “hellbox,” in my pocket. I connected the box to the electricalblasting wire after “proving” the circuit with the galvanometer.


  “Fire in the hole! Fire in the hole! Fire in the hole!”


  I vigorously twisted the T-handle on the generator, and the whole world blew up in a cloud of rocks, dust, and cordite. Itwas the crack of doom! I felt a surge of elation as we awaitedthe settling of a virtual cloud of dust. I wanted to inspect ourhandiwork.



  When I arrived back at the crater, day was breaking. Nobody was to be seen on the back road. I prepared to send most unitsto Sangju and beyond and to man the roadblock with one ofLieutenant Lenon’s squads across the arroyo.


  High above me on a cliff overlooking the crater a soldier yelled down, “Sir, you blew up two men in that blast. They were comingup the road when you blew it. They were at the edge of thecrater. See their shoes and belts and carbines? That’s them layingagainst the bank, down there about one hundred yards.”


  I looked, but there was a slight bend in the road that blocked my vision. That was how the two people had been able to moveup to the site of the crater without my seeing them. I could feelthe gates of Leavenworth clanging shut on me. With a coupleof my officers, I hurriedly climbed the hill, skirted the bend, anddescended toward the victims of the blast.


  The sun was casting long horizontal rays over our heads as we climbed down the hillside. At the level of the back road, Iwas looking into the eyes of my dear friend Jackson. He wasn’tfocusing well, but he knew it was me. So he asked, “Tryin’ tokill me, Hoss?”


  “God, no, Jackson. But it was still too dark to see you, and Zandis was my contact. He got here about a half hour ago. Hewas supposed to be the last man out.”


  “Well, it was a typical snafu. We had a short firefight as we were disengaging. I think I’ve got a concussion. My eyesight comesand goes. You may have done me a big favor, Homeboy. Fivethousand men and their vehicles and equipment were supposedto pass this point. Two men late ain’t too bad. Sorry I’m one ofthem, though.”


  I looked over at Jackson’s companion, a Lieutenant Morgan, who was silently crying. He looked at me as if I was the personification of death. I had been, nearly. I sent for some stretchers tocarry the two of them back over the hills.


  Jackson asked me, “Where’s my shoes, my web equipment, and my carbine?”



  “Don’t ask me how, but all your stuff is about two feet from the edge of the crater. I’m glad you weren’t one step farther tothe east or you’d be dead and I’d be on the short end of a courtmartial.”


  Jackson and Morgan both had concussions and were evacuated back to Japan, but not for long. Personnel were in short supply.Injured personnel were returned from the hospital to the combatzone as soon as possible. So both of them were back to duty inabout two weeks.


  Crater Fight, 29 July 1950


  I had done the first part of the mission by blowing the crater. Now I had to secure it for twelve hours. First, it was about timefor breakfast, and the food went down well.


  After breakfast, I carved up the company mission among the platoons. When all was well, the company, minus the squad remaining with me, bred up their engines and motored down theroad to the city of Sangju.


  During the preceding day and night, we had prepared foxholes. We moved into them as the morning began to heat up. It wasyet another day when the temperature was going to climb to110°F by noon. We waited and waited. We had been issued 3.5-inch bazookas, which were touted to be tank killers—real effectivehell busters, the living end. I believed it all. I was manning onealong with Corporal Barnwell.


  The enemy came. They moved cautiously up the road, and our boredom ceased. Adrenaline began to tighten us up. First,there was a squad or so of infantry on the road. Then came asmall Russian-built tank. The temperature grew hotter, and theenemy task force came closer. As mortal combat deliberately comescloser and closer, an attitude of dead seriousness overtakes theprotagonists. A pain rises out of one’s spine, a tightness growsbetween one’s shoulder blades, and the stark reality of imminentdeath intrudes on one’s consciousness. The question of fight orflight arises. But there is no possibility of flight. A sense of patriotism takes control. It justifies whatever killing is to ensue—thepossibility of one’s own demise or the probability of the enemy’s.“America, America, land that I love.” Nothing else matters exceptthe killing—powerful, glorious, bloody, overpowering killing.


  We hunkered down in our foxholes, and the enemy drew ever closer. The game plan provided for no firing of small arms orautomatic weapons until the bazooka had eviscerated the tank.We waited and waited still more amid the ever-mounting tension,and the adrenaline flowed, charging our bodies higher and higherand still higher.


  The enemy infantry arrived at the crater. Animated conversation and gesticulation took place. After sizing up the situation, theybegan to survey the terrain. We were hunkered well down intoour foxholes and were not observed. So the enemy squad leaderradioed to the tank. It lumbered up the grade to the point ofimpasse—literally and figuratively. The tank could not negotiatethe crater.


  The tank crawled right to the edge of the crater. I was tight as a cat on a rail fence. I touched the trigger of the bazooka asthe sighting hairs steadied right on the guts of the tank. Blam!While the missile was still in flight, Corporal Barnwell reloaded.As soon as he touched my helmet, I fired a second round. Doublehell broke loose.


  There was no doubt that two direct hits had knocked out the tank. Through smoke and dust my men had begun firing. Theywere chewing up the startled enemy infantry all around the tank.Some who weren’t hit manged to rush to the cover of the tankitself. Although it had lost its tracks, it was still intact.


  But the tank was not dead. Ponderously, that giant 89mm gun started to swing onto our bearing. Blam! I fired a third missile.It exploded in virtually the same armored spot as my first two.


  Suddenly Corporal Barnwell yelled, “Look behind us, sir!”


  I jerked my head around. Up the hill to our rear, a huge gray-white arrow had been gouged out of the dirt by the bazooka’s backblast. It pointed directly into our foxhole.


  Goddamn, I thought.


  The snout of the 89mm tank gun stopped dead on us. Ka-whump!


  The whole world moved at the first impact and kept on, registering 10s on the Richter scale, through a total of forty-seven rounds. I shivered as I counted the rounds.



  Scared shitless, we hunkered more and more deeply into the foxhole as frantically we tried to prove that a man-size objectcould shrink through sheer willpower into an infinitesimal point.We were trapped, shivering, and that bastard across the arroyowas trying to dig us out or to eliminate us altogether. Dust andcordite began choking us to death. I managed only enough awareness of our predicament to continue counting each successiveearth-shattering Ka-whump! I kept saying over and over, “Damn,Bussey, you screwed up again!”


  First, I had trusted our ordnance people’s assessment of the enemy weapon. Second, I had overlooked entirely the backblastcharacteristics of my own weapon. Third, I had been overly eagerto engage the tank. After all, it couldn’t go anywhere or do anything. I should simply have left it alone. Finally, I should neverhave emerged from my mother’s womb.


  At some point the enemy tank’s machine gun opened up on my troops. They had continued to fire on the enemy infantry.The 89mm tank gun finally slowed its cyclic rate of firing. Eitherit was overheating, or the crew was running out of ammo. Finallyit stopped—almost.


  I looked over at Barnwell. His eyes were red. His face was totally begrimed in tannish, grayish dust. I had to laugh. Lookingat me, he laughed also. Owlishly, we blinked. Tears cleansed oureye sockets. We both raised up a little to assess our situation.Unfortunately, the tank was ready to resume.


  Ka-whump!


  There was hardly any time between the gun’s report and the shell’s explosion beneath our foxhole. The sun had kept doingits thing, and it became stiflingly hot as we approached midday.Shaking, grimy, disgusted, the corporal and I shared a K ration.We stayed well down in our hole for fear we couldn’t duck fastenough the next time. We had reached an impasse. Stalemated,we waited in the stifling noonday.


  Fortunately—through pure happenstance—I had spaced our foxholes so that we had extended coverage of the main supplyroute. We covered one thousand yards or so of the road and bordering hillsides. When a company-size enemy force came intoview, we could let them advance into extreme BAR (Browningautomatic rifle) range but no farther. Fortunately, also, two ofour foxholes were out of view of the crippled tank.


  Seemingly, only darkness would afford us a means of safe escape. By 1600 hours I would have fulfilled my assigned mission, andwe would be free to leave. In tactical language, we would beable to disengage from the enemy. If, that is, he would permitus to do so.


  The day wore hard on us, but not as hard on us as on the tank crew. We kept them bottled up tight. No matter how manytank ports might be open, there was very little ventilation. Thatenemy endured a very hot and long afternoon.


  Time passed. Sixteen hundred hours came and went. About 1630 the sun had declined to an angle that brought some respitefrom the burning, blistering heat. The barren hills began to losesome heat, and it became slightly less miserable. The corporaland I shared a C ration. We drank the last of our water. A thoughtcame to mind: I didn’t need to be here at all. After all, I wasthe boss of the 77th ECC and, as such, I could have (and perhapsshould have) been back in Sangju in some shady place. Any ofmy lieutenants could have handled this roadblock just as welland probably better. But I was a slave to my convictions. One ofthem was never to send my men into a situation I would not gointo myself. So, at this time, at this place, here is where I belongand here is where I should be.


  We waited. I assumed that the tank, though crippled, could still function, and that its crew, not crippled, was still alive. Likea great rattlesnake, it waited also for a final, mortal stroke. Gradually, almost imperceptibly, evening came on. I hissed to the holeson my right and then on my left.


  “Ssssst! Split in fifteen minutes. Pass it on.”


  “Roger!”


  “Roger!”


  As the tank began to lose definition in the poor light of dusk, I tested things by raising up halfway out of the hole. Nothinghappened. So 1 hissed again. On my left and on my right, men slowly lifted up and step-by-step began to tiptoe away. We allcrept away from our positions. Our weapons carrier and my jeepwere about a half mile away. Camouflaged, they were still underguard. When we reached a position about a hundred yards fromthe vehicles Corporal Barnwell began to sing a little barracks dittyin English and Japanese together:


  



  I was on my way to town


  When Moosy-May sounded me down.


  Ah-no-nay! Ah-no-nay!


  Coco dozo ee-lay shay?


  



  My guards on the perimeter of our bivouac knew that it was our squad finally returning. The ditty was a hallmark. They knewthat the long day was over and that the mission had been accomplished as ordered. The company saddled up and moved eastwardto Sangju, on the way back to the perimeter.


  The next afternoon I was sacked out along with most of the unit, after having been up for two full days and nights, whenLieutenant Colonel Rivers, commanding officer (CO) of the 65thEngineer Battalion, visited me. That meant rousing me from somebeautiful sleep. Colonel Rivers was escorting a tall, slim, blondyoung man, two weeks out of the Citadel: Lt. Carroll LeTellier.I assigned LeTellier to the 1st Platoon, which was asleep. In combatyou sleep when you can. I explained to LeTellier what we’d beendoing for the past two days, excused myself, and crawled backunder the mosquito net. We’d have a lot of time to become acquainted. We did.


  After a couple of weeks, I recognized that this was the best lieutenant I’d ever known. He was complete. He had learnedhis technical and social lessons well. I wrote to his father, Col.Louis LeTellier, head of the engineering department at the Citadel. This was totally irregular, but I felt that a man who had soobviously put so very much into his son should know how effectivehis training and upbringing had been. I told the colonel, and hewas mighty proud. I didn’t feel bad about Carroll’s combat exposure. He needed it and thrived on it. He wasn’t just a “war dog”but a damned good officer. The best!


  At about the same time, we were also joined by 1st Lt. Paul D. Wells, an infantryman, and a good one. Wells was a productof Texas A&M College. I never knew why a white infantry officerwas assigned to the black 77th Engineer Combat Company, butI was glad that it happened. Paul Wells became my companyexecutive officer, or second-in-command. We worked well together, and he was highly effective at taking care of the necessarycompany administration, which made it possible for me to spendmore time in the field. Wells would be the one to develop ourgood, although unauthorized, 81mm-mortar capability. He usedinfantry mortarmen, who had been released from the hospitalbut who weren’t able to perform the duties of a full-fledged infantryman, to man our unauthorized mortars

  .


  Rain of Stones, 30 July 1950


  No matter the hazard, if one works at an occupation or chore long enough, there’s a strong tendency to become a little carelesson occasion. We were moving back into the Pusan perimeter,withdrawing from Sangju. Division sent down a demolition planand made the explosives available to carry it off. We burned therice warehouses at Sangju and destroyed the switches and frogsin the rail marshaling yard. Theoretically we were denying theproductive systems to the enemy. This was farcical in the extremebecause the enemy had no trains or rolling stock of any kind,and if they acquired any, our Air Force would’ve had a field daywith it. Ours was not to reason why! Systematically we accomplished the demolition plan—burning and destroying as we retreated.


  We practiced the engineer school guidance on demolition techniques with strong emphasis on safety. I always carried the generator, so there could never be an accidental firing. All charges were prepared both for electrical firing and for fuse firing. On thoserare and dangerous occasions when the electrical firing failed,we waited the prescribed period, gingerly lit the fuse, and thenran as though pursued by the devil to be out of harm’s way when the demolition exploded. It was exacting and dangerous work.


  We fired bridges, dams, electrical transmission stations, railroads—everything in the demolition plan. Any equipment or installation that could be beneficial to the enemy had to be destroyed. It all went well—until our last target.


  The countryside was peaceful. The rice paddies were green. The weather was hot and dry as we prepared our last bridge fordestruction. The 2d Platoon placed the charges three spans out:deck, pier, pier, deck, and abutment. The rest of the company,except for the security element, swam and luxuriated in the slowcurrent of the Kum River, which was wide, shallow, and warmat that point. We leisurely inhaled the cans of 3.2 beer that theAmerican people deigned to allow us over the violent objectionof the Women’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) and otherdo-gooder outfits.


  When the charges were all placed and wired, we ate the evening meal and got the trucks up on the road heading south. SergeantWoods and I went back to the bridge to set off the charges. SergeantWoods was a favorite of mine. I guess it was because I understoodhim so well. He came from Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, and he wasa hell-for-leather guy. He gave the impression of not giving adamn, but in reality he cared. He loved a challenge, and he wasstrong, tough, and ghetto smart. There was nothing he didn’tknow about fighting, and there was very little he didn’t knowabout equipment operation and held engineering. He was rare.I had served with him in the 74th Engineer Battalion in the States.He was not very popular there, because he was considered to bea know-it-all, and he was. I had no problem with him becausehe was a top-flight soldier. He was also reliable and loyal. Wheneverthere was anything difficult, dangerous, or urgent, he came tomind. So I was glad he and I were working together on thisdemolition job.


  When we got back to the bridge site, I connected the action wire, which ended close to the abutment charge. We played outthe reel of wire after getting a positive reading on my galvanometer. I paced off the distance as the wire played out: exactly onehundred yards. I made a rapid calculation, which indicated that for the amount of TNT in the abutment, the minimum safe distance was one hundred eighty yards. But there was no more actionwire, and I was in a hurry. Sunset was nearing, and what thehell. I looked at Woods. He shrugged his shoulders, and like adamned fool, I abandoned caution, cleared, and connected thehell box.


  “Fire in the hole! Fire in the hole! Fire in the hole!”


  With the twist of the little, black handle, the whole world erupted. We started to run away from the bridge, but looking up I couldsee that the sky was full of boulders in a trajectory already descending well beyond us and where we’d be if we continued to run.


  I knew we couldn’t run out of the danger area, so we ducked and drew ourselves up into tiny knots and waited, looking upinto a sky full of boulders, some as large as a jeep. They landedall around us with sickening thuds. It was a rain of stones, and Itweaked as they landed around us. I knew that a boulder thesize of my fist could be lethal, and lo and behold, it was rainingstones of two-ton size. They were burying themselves in the turfaround us. I gazed upward all the while, ostensibly to duck awayfrom stones that might have endangered us. Finally, the giganticstones stopped falling, and only gravel and dust remained. Woodsand I looked at each other, silently acknowledging our stupidity,but most of all our good fortune at being alive.


  I placed my life in jeopardy through my stupidity; I did the same to my sergeant. For that, there is no forgiveness.


  CHAPTER 9


  The Pusan Perimeter


  1-19 August 1950, Haman, Korea


  During August 1950, I took part in some of the most vicious fighting of the war. We were defending the southern part ofthe Pusan perimeter. It was a period of constant combat andwork for the 77th Engineer Combat Company.


  As the North Koreans advanced in July 1950, the U.S. and ROK forces were forced to retreat to the southeast to form adefensive position around the port of Pusan. This was truly alast stand. If the U.S. forces were forced to evacuate Pusan, theNorth Koreans would win. Pusan was a big port and the secondlargest city in South Korea. It had to be held.


  Initially, we fought in the south-central part of the countrynear Sangju, but on 31 July 1950 the 25th Iritantry Division wasshifted suddenly to a new defensive sector in the southwest nearMasan in order to stabilize the defensive position securing Pusanagainst a new NKPA threat from  the west. The NKPA forceshad broken through in the west and were threatening to outflankthe UN forces in the south. The 24th Infantry Division, reinforcedby the 27th Infantry Regiment  of the 25th Infantry Division,was already fighting in the area but losing ground steadily. In abrilliant move, the 25th Infantry Division moved 150 miles intwo days to arrive just in time to hold the line.


  The 24th Infantry Regiment was deployed on Subok-san, an imposing piece of high ground running across the corridor leadingfrom Chinju through Masan and into Pusan. The enemy neededthat high ground, which was its stumbling block on the way toPusan. Subok-san was a steep, treeless mountain. The terrainwas rugged. Vehicles were confined to the roads, which werepoor. The temperature was 110°F. The tactical plans were ineptand poorly suited to the terrain. Barrier and held fortificationmateriel was in limited supply and often simply not available.Our personnel were not conditioned to cope with the harsh terrain,the heat, and the shortage of water for bathing and drinking.



  Shortly after the 24th RCT closed in on the southern end of the Pusan perimeter, our first regimental commander, Col. HortonV. White, was sent back to Japan. I liked Colonel White. Hehad always been a fair man, and he was a good commander,but he was fifty years old and Korea was not a place for a manhis age. Colonel White was an intelligence officer who had previously worked for General Willoughby, General MacArthur’sG-2, so he went back to Tokyo.


  Colonel White was replaced on 6 August 1950 by Col. Arthur S. Champeny. Colonel Champeny was fifty-seven when he assumed command; he was four years older than the 25th DivisionCommander, Major General Kean. I found Colonel Champenyto be biased, gutless, and totally inefficient. The regiment didnot do well under his command.


  During the defense of the Pusan perimeter, the 24th Infantry Regiment lost its position only once when they evacuated Subok-san under heavy pressure from the enemy and with a lack ofreinforcement by friendly troops. On this occasion, the regimentwithdrew under the supervision of its white officers, who mustaccept a large part of the responsibility for the performance ofthe troops. It is inconsistent to attribute only the defeats of the24th Infantry Regiment to its black troops. Officers accept theglory of success; they must also bear the onus of defeat.


  Gradually, the Pusan perimeter became stronger. More UN troops arrived, and the gaps were filled. The line became betterfortified and took on aspects of trench warfare. Small attacksregained some ground from the North Koreans. The line stabilized. The North Koreans still pressed the attack, however, and the fighting was fierce. The issue remained in doubt until ouramphibious landing at Inchon took the North Koreans by surpriseand cut their supply lines. Our job during this period was holdingthe line.


  It was early August, and the mosquitoes were at the height of their growth and vigor. The roads were at their dustiest. TheLand of the Morning Calm was not at all calm. There was a lotof activity on the small community farms. There was a lot ofactivity to the front and rear of the infantry positions at night.It was a busy war, which our president called a police action.Bullshit! Damned good men were dying every night.


  I shot two guerrillas at our water point when I was checking my security. By daylight they turned out to be kids not morethan fourteen or fifteen years old, but they could kill a GI justas easily as their fathers could.


  I remember a prisoner interrogation conducted by the regimental S-2. He extracted from a couple of Korean kids the fact that they’d been pressed into service from the Kaesong area just southof the 38th Parallel along with fifty or sixty other youngsters.They’d received about seven days of basic training and were taughtto use some crude knives. They were told to climb the hills wherethe Americans were by night, an inch at a time, so as to detectthe trip wires for mines or flares. Slowly, groping, feeling andslithering, listening, and feeling and slithering. They were taughtthat when one hears snoring, one moves into position behindthe GI, mugs him, and slides the knife swiftly down into theesophageal area, holding the mouth to prevent any sounds; thenwaits a few seconds for death; warm, final, cruel, gurgling death.Then one withdraws the knife, crawls into the foxhole, placesthe rifle or carbine on the parapet, and removes the shoes fromthe still-warm corpse. If the shoes are too big, as most of themare, leave them. But if one kills enough soldiers, eventually onefinds size 5 or size 6 shoes, then one crawls silently back to one’sunit—a hero of the people. A North Korean soldier with Americanshoes and an American weapon is honored by his peers.


  Naktong River Bridge, 6 August 1950,


  Near Masan, Korea


  The war was becoming habit and, God, what a grisly habit. We were a generation of ghosts. We had never had an opportunityto build, to create, or to structure. We went from college directlyto combat, from Sunday school to slaughtering shed. We wereblessed, I suppose, to have had a five-year interlude of peace—long enough to sire two or three children, many of whom wereto mature fatherless.


  We were quartered in a schoolhouse in Masan. We’d been there for several days. The regiment and division were in and aroundthe town also. We weren’t doing much, and we needed the timefor maintenance of equipment. We’d been mighty busy, first atYechon, then at Sangju, and then during the withdrawal intothe Pusan perimeter. So maintenance it was. Early in the morningon 6 August, a message came in for a platoon-size recon up tothe bridge on the Naktong River. “More instructions after arriving.”


  Platoon-size reconnaissance always interested me, so I decided to add my jeep to the small convoy carrying Lieutenant Lenon’splatoon. We left about 0930 hours. The trip to the bridge wasuneventful, and I called and reported this to division. The G-2type responded that a battalion-size North Korean unit was approaching and was about two miles from the bridge.


  He instructed us, “Hold at all cost. Deny the bridge to the enemy until relieved.”


  Phis didn’t worry me much because it was still in the forenoon, and denying the bridge wasn’t difficult, even with only one platoon.


  I could see the elements of the enemy battalion moving toward us. Thousands of refugees were on the road in advance of thebattalion. It was always the same. When the enemy moved, thecivilian populace scurried before them. There were thousandsof white-clad women, carrying suckling children on their hipsand huge bundles of household goods on their heads. Once in awhile one of the women would have a radio in that bundle toadvise the enemy of our strength, weapons, locations, and generaldisposition. We were wise to that, and the few men we left with our meager trains were to look for women using radios. If anywere found, they were summarily shot. No radios on this occasion,however.


  There were numerous foxholes on the bank facing the oncoming battalion. The plain was flat. The river banks were twenty tothirty feet higher than the plain and roadbed. The enemy approached. We waited. And waited. The troops became antsy.


  It’s better after the firefight starts because once you’re in action, you function with a certain amount of automatic reflexes. I plannedto let the battalion’s point come to within 600 yards. Six hundredyards is good killing range when there’s no cover, and it was farenough away, under those conditions, to make the enemy paydearly for any advance. I knew we’d kill his point and make itimpossible for him to advance in the daylight.


  I became a little concerned when, at 1500 hours, we were still at our point of impasse. I called G-2 and was advised that a battalionof the 27th Infantry would relieve us in about thirty minutes.Good news. Then I heard a whale of a firefight a couple of milesaway toward our rear. I was afraid that somehow we’d been outflanked, but I could see the battalion position in front, and theyhadn’t moved since the initial engagement.


  The firefight to the rear stopped, and the battalion of the 27th Infantry Regiment moved up to the river. I explained what hadhappened and gave the disposition of the enemy battalion, whichwas well dug-in by then. I was relieved, and the 27th began touse their 81mm mortars on the enemy with great success.


  It was now about 1600 hours. We saddled up for home base.


  I remembered an abandoned house on the roadside about five miles back. I sent Pinkney, my jeeper, back to hustle some waterand build a fire, so I could steal a bath, which I needed desperately.I could even smell myself.



  Pinkney was back in about twenty-five minutes. He had the additional duty of collecting spices for the mess hall, so he raidedabandoned gardens along the roadside for peppers, garlic, onions,celery, and other things Sergeant Lamont used in his gourmetkitchen. He did a masterful job. Sometimes he caught fowl, whichwere left running free as people from the countryside fled southahead of the enemy.


  I told Chet Lenon to take the platoon back to the shed, and I stopped off for that overdue bath. I luxuriated, cut my toenails,shaved, spent a fabulous half hour on personal maintenance, andthen headed back to Masan.


  



  Valley of Fear, 6 August 1950, Masan, Korea


  When I arrived back at the company about 1700, Chet’s jeep driver told me that General Wilson stopped my 3d Platoon onthe road near Haman, unsaddled them, and attached them to asmall task force he’d put together under Captain Daley of ItemCompany of the 24th Infantry Regiment. They were to open atrail to Masan for the 24th to link up with a beleaguered elementof the 5th RCT near Chindong-ni. We should expect them backthat evening because they had no rations and only their canteensof water.


  I hated the sound of it. I had the utmost confidence in Lieutenant Lenon. He’d fared well at Yechon and everyplace else, but rearguard for Item Company? Appropriately, I started to sweat. Theevening wore heavily upon me. I tasted trouble, deep trouble.And it came.


  About 0200 on 7 August I was checking the security and heard a commotion up front. I went up and there were about twelvemen from the 3d Platoon, all trying to talk at once. There weresix or seven walking wounded, who’d been helped in, but ChetLenon was missing, as was Corporal Barnwell, PFC Robert Semedo, PFC Robert Cunningham, and several others. I got the whole bloody story.


  General Wilson had designated my 3d Platoon as the rear element of Daley’s task force. The first mile or so was routine, if you consider walking into a death trap routine. The route ofthe task force was into an upsloping valley, rimmed by a horseshoeof crags, where the enemy patiently waited until the entire taskforce was inside the dish-shaped valley. Then they riddled thevalley with plunging fire. Daley, at the head of his column, wasable to go over the crest, and about half of his task force gotout of the valley. The remainder, including my 3d Platoon, wasleft to fare as best they might. Most of those left were dead ordying. The ex-task force, instead of forming and fighting afterreaching the crest, bolted down the escarpment and continuedto haul ass until overcome by fatigue and utter exhaustion whenthe enemy was no longer in range. What a debacle.


  I could find fault with my people, too. They should have rallied and returned some fire when they were on the high ground,rather than follow Daley. I was shattered because no one couldtell me where the valley was or how to get there directly fromMasan. I went looking for Daley.


  When I found him down near the RTO, I felt sorry for him. His eyes were begrimed, and he was dirty from head to toe. Directspatters of blood, shed by one of his helpless wounded, coveredhis shoulder. His troops were sprawled out on the ground morelike cattle than men. The harsh taste of death and the long marchwithout food and with very little water had turned a companyof fighting men into a group of rabble.


  I asked about the valley. Daley couldn’t get there. He told me that there was no way to get bring positions inside the valley.“We came out through a hole-in-the wall,” he said.


  “Exactly where is this valley?”


  “Not positive, but the open end is about one mile south of the Engineer Road that you built. Not a road entrance, but atrail enters there through heavy underbrush.”


  “How can we get to the hole-in-the wall from here?”


  “I’m not sure, I headed southeast, but I don’t know the distance,what with carrying the wounded and all, but there’s a range of mountains perpendicular to the hills at Chindong-ni, it runs formaybe twenty miles or so. But I don’t know where the openingis from here.”


  “Is there any chance of my men being alive?”


  “None. The fire was devastating. I heard it long, long after we cleared the hole. No one could possibly have survived it. Noway.”


  I left Daley there without any animosity or rancor whatever; I figured that he had done his best. But the loss of these menhurt to the bone, particularly the loss of Chet Lenon. Men likehim were rare. And Benny, too?


  I knew that we couldn’t just sit in that perimeter. Soon we would have to go for the enemy, or he would drive us into thesea. I located about five hundred oil drums, and I had outboardmotors for twelve assault boats. I made a sketch and estimatedthe lashing required to make one or several rafts of oil drumsto float my people back to Japan if we had a Dunkirk. Fortunatelythat didn’t come to pass.


  



  Sugar Loaf, 7—8 August 1950, Chindong-ni, Korea


  Sugar Loaf (Hill 255), just east of Chindong-ni, was the site of one of the first engagements between the U.S. Marine Corpsand NKPA troops on 7 and 8 August 1950. I happened to seethe attack on the Sugar Loaf.


  The corridor from Chinju across Subok-san (Hill 738) and on to Masan was the grand objective for the NKPA forces at thistime. This corridor led directly to Pusan, and the capture of theport city of Pusan would have been the supreme accomplishment.It would have denied ingress and egress to the UN forces. Itwould have been a resounding defeat for the UN and the UnitedStates. The 25th Infantry Division was responsible for the defenseof this sector of the Pusan perimeter.


  It was a time of task forces. Troops from several organizations were joined together under a task force commander to accomplishspecific missions. Of course, the units had no knowledge of eachother or of their commander. At the battalion level, a typical task force might include an infantry battalion, a battery of held artillery, some antiaircraft artillery, a platoon or company of tanks, and a platoon or more of combat engineers. At the division level, a task force could include several regiments and supporting units. The effectiveness of these impromptu organizations was highly questionable. The impromptu task forces faced poor communications, nonexistent roads, a clever, shifting, and determined enemy well fortified on difficult terrain. This often led to distress and defeat.
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  Bridge over the Kum River and North Korean tank destroyed by the U S. Air Force in July 1950. A. Spencer 77th ECC.
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  Men of Bussey’s 77th Engineer Combat Company probe for a booby trap under a mine near Haraan in September 1950. From the left: Lt. David Carlisle, Lt.Collins Whitaker, and Cpl. Paul Witt. U.S. Army.


  
    [image: Prisoners of the 77th Engineer Combat Company, near Pyongtaek on 15 September 1950]

  


  Prisoners of the 77th Engineer Combat Company, near Pyongtaek on 15 September 1950. A. Spencer 77th ECC.
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  The 77th constructs a vital twin-span railroad bridge on the main supply route at Pyongtaek on 1 October 1950. A. Spencer 77th ECC.
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      Lieutenant LeTellier officially opens the Pyongtaek bridge. A. Spencer 77th ECC.
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      3 October 1950. Captain Bussey dedicates the bridge at Pyongtaek, dubbing it “LeTellier Bridge” for its designer and construction supervisor, 1st Lt. Carroll LeTellier. R. Dudley 77th ECC.
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  LeTellier (left) and 1st Lt. Paul D. Wells with Bussey at the Pyongtaek bridge. R. Dudley 77th ECC.
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  Soldiers of the 77th sweep the road near Kunu-ri for mines. 28 November 1950.U.S. Army.
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  The 77th transporting elements of the 24th Infantry Regiment across the Congchon River northeast of Kunu-ri in December 1950. A. Spencer 77th ECC.
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  Troops of the 24th Infantry Regiment leaving the Kunu-ri area in December 1950 for the Congchon River bridge to confront the Chinese. R. Dudley 77thECC.
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      The mass grave at Yechon. A. Spencer 77th ECC.

  


  



  



  Task Force Kean was formed to make a major counterattack on enemy forces opposite the southernmost part of the Pusanperimeter. The objective was to take and hold the town of Chinjuabout twenty-seven miles west of Masan. Task Force Kean includedthe 25th Division with the 5th RCT and the 1st Marine ProvisionalBrigade attached to it. The 27th RCT had been taken away fromthe division and placed in Eighth Army Reserve.


  My 3d Platoon was supporting Lt. Col. Sam Pierce’s 3d Battalion of the 24th Infantry Regiment at Chindong-ni, which was onlya short distance from my command post in Masan. I dropped into visit the platoon shortly after breakfast on 7 August. I foundLieutenant LeTellier and Colonel Pierce in close conversation. Ijoined them. It had been the first time we’d been able to have apowwow since Yechon, and Lieutenant Colonel Pierce congratulated me on my impromptu action there. He mentioned that hehad heard a rumor about the award of the Congressional Medalof Honor for me.


  As the talk wore on, the colonel required that we provide him with a water supply point, and I marked it paid. I asked thecolonel, “Why Chindong-ni, and why no fighting? What is thesignificance of the Sugar Loaf?”


  Colonel Pierce told me that the enemy had sneaked around behind our forces and occupied Sugar Loaf, Hill 255, just northof Chindong-ni along the road to Masan. Their roadblock onSugar Loaf cut off communications to Masan, and we had totake it back.


  He continued, “Well, we’re here to do some killing, so we fired1,600 rounds in preparation. We assaulted the hill, but we couldn’t move the gooks; the devils gave us a bad time. Division has pulledus off. Now we’re waiting for the Marines. They landed a dayor so ago, and they’re going to show us how its done. That's atough enemy. The only way we ll get them out of there will beby digging them out with bayonets one foxhole at a time. Andunless I’m wrong as hell, the school solutions the Marines’ll bringwith them from Camp Pendleton or Lejeune or wherever willadd up to a big flop. Both the Army and I personally will lookbad, but we couldn’t dislodge those North Koreans and neitherwill the Marines. The press’ll give the Marines credit for winnin’the whole war out here, but it’ll be a big farce.”


  The rumble of tank tracks told us that the Marines were nearing our position. The morning calm wasn’t going to be calm muchlonger.


  Accompanying the tanks was a battalion of Marines—young, healthy, motivated, starched, and loaded for bear. I was proudof them, but I hadn’t forgotten Colonel Pierce’s prediction. Thetanks carried bundles of sandbags on their left sides. They movedup to a line of departure and turned left parallel to the SugarLoaf, dropping off sandbags and Marines. The hill was silent;there was no enemy visible and no action. The Marines filledtheir sandbags at their leisure and placed them so as to protectthe men from any fire from the hill.


  The assault was scheduled to start with the arrival of Brig. Gen. Edward A. Craig, commander of the 1st Marine ProvisionalBrigade. General Craig showed up in well-starched eminence,stepped into his slightly fortified position, and postured for afew minutes for the benefit of the cameras and sound equipment.The tanks nosed into the hill, and upon a signal from someplaceall hell broke loose as the tanks opened fire. The tanks bombardedthe hill; in fact, they post-holed it. It seemed that no inch of theSugar Loaf was not scarred and blasted.


  Then the  Marine infantry fixed bayonets and charged up thehill chanting, "We gonna win, by God; we gonna win!" The chargebecame bloody. The NKPA troops rose up to their parapets andsprayed the charging Marines with their automatic .28 calibergrease guns. These were the cheap weapons any American mechaniccould manufacture in his garage, but they were deadly nonetheless. The kids from Camp Pendleton withdrew in good order. Themedics were damned busy. What a waste!


  There was a period of hustle and scurry. The staff and commanders went through all the drills that the manuals prescribed, and the general made terse comments. The audio-visual equipmentcaught it all, including the instructions to make the whole thing“Caesaresque,” and General Craig ate it up in huge gulps. Meanwhile, another Marine battalion lined up with the tanks, and thewalking fire exercise began. The tanks first crawled up the slopes,firing their 90mm guns and their machine guns just above theheads of the advancing Marines. “We gonna win, by God. Wegonna win. . . .” And the kids advanced halfway up the hill.They used those bayonets, and they dug out a lot of the enemy,but eventually it was obvious that their losses were greater thantheir gains.


  The Marines withdrew again in good order. The medics and the Marines who were still in good health removed the woundedand the dead. The losses were great. They didn’t win, by God.


  Lieutenant LeTellier and I walked over to the area where the medics were working on the wounded and dead, and for thefirst time I noticed there were black Marines. I noticed one manin particular. One medic was giving him a morphine shot, andanother medic had his finger hooked under a badly smashedclavicle to stem the gush of blood. The young Marine was stillmumbling, “Gonna win.. . .” His eyeballs were chasing each otheraround in their sockets looking for a focus. He didn’t find it.He shook violently, relaxed, and was dead. The medic checkedthe dead Marine’s dog tag and told me, “That’s Jim Reedy. Hewas our middleweight champ.” That was the end of another battalion that was less than successful—severely chewed, mauled, andbloody. The medics and the grave registration people were busy.


  Another Marine battalion came up and went to the original sandbag fortifications, lying prone while they waited. Then theMarine air support came in on the target.


  As the fighters flew overhead, Carroll asked me, “Make you homesick?”


  I responded, “Well, it’s a better way to fight than what theground pounders have. Low-altitude flying is damned dangerous ’cause any good pheasant shooter can knock you down, thereprobably won’t be enough altitude for you to bail out, and inthis terrain, bellying in isn’t too safe either. But every flier has abed to sleep in; he just has to get back to it. Always has goodchow too, if he can reach it. I’d gladly trade places with any oneof them up there.”


  The prop-driven fighters were making their first pass with napalm. The fliers knew their business, and they blackened the Sugar Loaf. The busting canisters of liquid soap and gasoline spewedforward of their points of impact and burned every twig, everyblade of grass, and the flaming jelly burned a lot of enemy, too.Foxholes provide a lot of protection, but liquids find their wayin, and the occupant usually jumps up out of the hole screaming,crying, running, wallowing, and rolling in the dust in the mostexcruciating pain. The enemy suffered like the damned, runninghelter-skelter over the hillside. Napalm is merciless—the mostdreaded implement on the killing floor.


  After numerous passes, the charbroiling was over, and the ’birds left the scene. I could not imagine any survivors on that hill.Even from my safe vantage point, the heat was intense.


  So the Marine infantry had another go at the Sugar Loaf. “We gonna win, by God. We gonna win.” But in spite of the masskilling by infantry, artillery, and napalm, much of the enemyforce was still alive and well, and dangerous. They were still wellenough to repel the Marines, although the last battalion nearlygained the hilltop before retreating.


  The following morning, Lieutenant LeTellier brought his platoon back to our bivouac area. After greeting him, I asked, “What finally happened after I left out there?”


  “Well,” LeTellier replied, “it turned out exactly like Colonel Pierce said it would. The Marines called it a gigantic victory, witha lot of handshaking and picture taking. They headed this waywith a lot of jubilation.”


  “What about today? How’d you get loose from Colonel Pierce?”


  “Last night around midnight, the Intelligence and Reconnaissance Platoon showed up with Lieutenant Teague. They rested’til first light, then they and King and Love companies went around to the back side of the hill. They climbed and trekked the wholerange. The enemy was gone and had taken their dead andwounded during the night. There were scraps around. You couldtell there’d been a fight. The North Koreans probably claimedvictory too, because they sure didn’t give up that hill; but I’malso damned sure they couldn’t stand another day like yesterday.”


  “Yeah, Carroll, and I’m sure you’re right. This is a crazy damned world we live in. I remember all those fine young men who diedyesterday. Just big kids. They should all have been home drivingfast cars and planting babies in the local girls.”


  



  Old Friends, 9 August 1950, Masan, Korea


  A military policeman was directing traffic at the intersection in the middle of Masan, a dirty little town at the head of a bayopening onto the Korea Straits. It was home for the time being.I was in a hurry to move along and unhappy at being detainedso long. As the MP stopped the crossing traffic, a jeep rolled upbeside me, and a raucous voice called out, “Fathead!”


  I recognized the voice and the face from which it came. It was George Gray, a classmate of mine from flight school. Weexchanged greetings and friendly epithets, and the MP becameunhappy because we were holding up traffic. We rolled throughthe intersection and continued the conversation.


  It was good to see my old friends and to be reminded of ourpast association. Despite bigotry we had gone into combat and had fought well. These were my friends from combat, and noother activity or environment forges stronger relationships. Ihoped that their hunting would always be good and that theyall would survive. I envied them. Theirs was a far better way tofight a war. Dough footin’ ain’t nowhere.


  We had one helluva visit until I had to get back to work. Duty consumed me for the next several days, during which Georgewas shot down by small arms fire and killed. E.J. Williams alsowas killed. “Peepsight” Smith was shot down and killed. Red Jackson was shot down, but he survived.


  I was crushed. It is painful to lose old friends. In my misery, I pondered the life-death cycle; I had hours, long hours, andthousands of hours of thoughts and remembrances of the guys,of our days as aviation cadets at Tuskegee, and as young, blacklieutenants in the hate-filled environment of the Deep South. Iremembered flying combat missions from Italy. Mostly I thoughtabout “Skeegum,” our nickname for the place where they hidus black pilots in Alabama.


  I was still in the Jim Crow Army, still suffering from the physical, emotional, and mental privation and the denigration that accompanies that condition. But I knew of survival, and I didn’t allowmyself to be weakened by Jim Crow. I knew that I would notonly survive, but that I would thrive.


  Back to the work at hand!


  French’s Ridge, 13 August 1950, Masan, Korea


  I sat around and chafed and galled about the loss of Chet Lenon and his men. I talked to Lieutenant Colonel Roberts about itand asked for permission to go after my men, but he was negativeabout it all. “Wars are like that,” he said.


  I had been promoted to captain on 10 August 1950, and GeneralWilson had personally brought my orders to me. I felt good aboutthat, but I worried about the men in my 3d Platoon. I figuredthey would only last about seven days without food or water.


  It was easy to know what to do if the men were still alive: goin after them. But one can't risk the living for the dead. I had an idea about the location of the ambush, and I knew that areabelonged to the enemy.



  In the meantime, 1 found a road close by in bad need of repair. The road was really none of our business, but I needed work tokeep my people busy and tired. We went to work building fourlarge box culverts and a short timber-trestle bridge. We continuedto improve the road network during the following few days. Wewere bored, but we were tired-bored. Tired soldiers sleep at night.


  I hustled down to the RTO to talk to Edwards. He was an absolute wreck. A bullet had cut across the bones of his left foot,and the heavy muscles in the sole of his foot had contracted anddoubled the foot under and downward. He’d crawled and otherwise dragged himself for at least twenty miles. He wore off hisclothes and the skin of his hands, knees, elbows, and thighs. Asnake had bitten him on his right cheek, and his entire face andhead was swollen, completely disfiguring him. But he could talk.


  As soon as he saw me, Edwards began, “Five more of us, including Lieutenant Lenon, are still alive out there where Item Company left us. They’re all badly wounded in both legs. None of them can walk. Jerry Barnwell, Bob Cunningham, and Billy Lewisare all dead.”


  He told me what had happened. They had been rear guard for the task force, and had all been hit. After the enemy tookoff after Item Company, Lieutenant Lenon had dragged eachof them into some tall bushes. He’d found a stream near wherethey were hiding, had dug a little depression, and collected waterfor them. Edwards said, “That water was all we had to keep usgoing. We were real hungry for the first three days, but afterthat the hunger wasn’t so bad. I was better off than the others,and after the third day, I asked Lieutenant Lenon to let me go so I could come back and tell you where we are. I thought Icould make it, but the Lieutenant thought it was his job to getthe help, and he was gonna go for it in a few days. He knewyou’d come for us eventually. Anyway, I finally decided to comeback and tell you where we were.”


  Edwards kept on talking. He told me how to get to the valley and how to find the trail to the hole-in-the-wall. He said, “I sawhundreds of enemy soldiers on the high ridgeline. That ridgelinewill be on your right all the way. I know, because I kept it onmy left coming out. I came right by that Sugar Loaf mountain.I forget the number of that hill, but you remember.”


  I replied, “Yes, son, I remember the hill well. I can find the way to the ambush site. I’ll go for Lieutenant Lenon and hispeople. I’ll take care of the ridgeline. Glad you came in, son.We’ll do the rest. Relax, the medics’ll take care of you. Thanks.”


  Edwards was in terrible shape, he’d become insensitive to pain, and he seemed almost oblivious to the snipping and cutting themedics were doing on his feet, face, and limbs. He was tiredand eventually drifted off to unconsciousness or sleep. The warwas over for him. Later, I recommended him for the Silver Starto go with his Purple Heart.


  Day was breaking as I drove back to our bivouac area. I decided to go out to the valley, find the hole-in-the-wall, and bring inour wounded and bury our dead. If there was some fighting tobe done, so be it. I was aware of all the risks, all the hazards,and the possibility of disaster. But in my mind there was no alternative to disobeying Lieutenant Colonel Robert’s direct order inorder to rescue my troops.


  I studied the poor map I had and planned the day’s operation. I knew I couldn’t take all my men, ’cause there was still work tobe accomplished in Masan, and there were a few men with minorinjuries and other problems. I decided to take three of my fourplatoons—about 150 men—with some extra automatic weapons.Securing the ridgeline would be the critical task. My plan was toput a platoon on the ridgeline to protect the main body in thevalley below from enemy fire. I also decided to ask for volunteers rather than select men from specific platoons.


  At morning work-call formation, I told the assembled troops about my conversation with Edwards earlier that morning. I gavethe troops all the details Edwards had given me. I felt a strongsurge of enthusiasm flow through the unit. I explained my planfor rescuing our wounded. Then I asked for volunteers. As ifon cue, every man in the unit raised his hand and shouted emphatically. I was overwhelmed. I made the cut and dismissed the menwho were not going. I advised the troops in the rescue partythat we would depart at 0830 and dismissed them to make theirpreparations. I scrounged some stretchers from the medics, andthey gave me a large bag of candy bars for the wounded whohad not eaten for nearly seven days.


  I picked Cpl. John French to be in charge of the group on the ridgeline. French was young and ambitious, and he hadstamina. I knew that nothing would deter him. I selected Cpl.Lavaughn Fields to help French, back him up, and prevent straggling. I called Corporals French and Fields aside and went overthe details of their assignment. I told them they were to climbthe ridge where it rose from the valley floor near a place calledChindong-ni. Fields remembered the place. As the main bodyof the company moved along the road in the valley, the ridgeline group was to proceed slightly ahead of the main body, sothat no gunfire could be brought to bear on us. I told them thattheirs was a tough and vital assignment.


  Corporal French expressed some reluctance to assume such responsibility because there were so many senior noncommissioned officers in the company, including men with World WarII experience, who outranked him. He said, “Sir, I’m just a corporal, and we have master sergeants and sergeants first class—allof them outrank me. You have plenty of men with more experiencethan me.”


  I replied, “French, that ridgeline must be kept clear at all cost. If the enemy holds that ground, we can’t move. But move wemust. Go up onto those hills, always keeping us in sight. Useyour radio and advise me of anything at all that I need to be aware of. I want no ambushes. My experience is that the enemyleaves small detachments of their troops on the hills. Just enoughmen to exercise the advantage of high ground. Just enough mento create havoc among soldiers walking on the road. When weput a force up on the ridgeline, they’ll probably run without afight. It’ll be tough. You men’ll get tired, and you’ll have to pushthem. If the main body’s moving too fast, tell me, and I’ll slowdown. I picked you for this job because I want it done properly.I picked Fields for the same reason. Get it done!” We saluted,and I went about my duties.


  The company moved out right after breakfast. I told the First Sergeant to tell any callers that I’d taken the troops out on aroad repair job and would be gone all day. I was sticking myneck out a mile. A company commander does not have the authority to use his troops except as directed by higher authority. Iknew I couldn’t get permission for this rescue mission, so I wasdeparting on my own initiative. If the mission failed, if I lost alot of men, or if I didn’t come back with Lieutenant Lenon andmy wounded men, I’d be in deep, deep trouble. But trouble bedamned. I felt compelled.


  I followed Captain Daley’s instructions, but tempered it all with Edward’s details. We drove north to Chindong-ni as far as I feltit to be safe. Then we dismounted, camouflaged the vehicles,and set out a small security force. Then we started walking.


  When we got to the point where the ridgeline rose out of the valley, French’s group climbed up on it. The main group movedalong the valley road. As we moved ahead, I saw enemy soldierson the ridgeline running well ahead of French. I called Frenchon the radio and advised him of this. The enemy troops were ofno consequence to him. They abandoned their positions becausethey were too few in number to cope with a platoon-size forceof about forty men.


  American troops had been ambushed many times because they tried to move along the valleys and roads without also owningthe high ground on the sides of the valleys. Admittedly, it washot, and it was tough climbing hills in the sweltering heat, but itcould be done, and doing it saved a lot of lives. French and his men covered us from the ridgeline both going into the valleyand also on the way out. Three or four times I saw enemy soldiers moving back, away from French’s group, but they didn’tbother us.


  After seven or eight hours on the move, I began to recognize the landmarks that Edwards had mentioned. We were nearingour objective—the hole-in-the-wall. An ancient lava ridge aboutforty feet high—almost a vertical wall of stone—ran along theside of the valley. The hole-in-the-wall turned out literally to bejust that—a twenty-foot gap in the lava ridge leading to a smallervalley off to the side. Foliage hid the gap, so that it would havebeen easy to pass the hole-in-the-wall without seeing it. But wewere looking for it, and we had landmarks to guide us. We alsobegan to smell the odor of dead bodies decomposing.


  As we approached the gap in the wall, we saw many, many bodies of American soldiers. It appeared that the soldiers hadbunched up when they attempted to flee through the gap, andthis had made the slaughter easy for the enemy, who knew theterrain and capitalized on their knowledge. It really had been adebacle. And it could have been prevented if the high groundhad been secured.


  French divided his force at the hole-in-the-wall and covered the main body as we descended into the small, horseshoe-shapedvalley. I concentrated on finding our own people, both livingand dead.


  I called, “Chet Lenon. Chet Lenon.”


  As we approached a copse of willows, I heard a voice.


  “Over here! Over here!”


  It was Lenon. I followed the sound of the voice. He sounded good. Chet Lenon was a damned good man, and I was glad toget him back among the living. We found four other men stillalive but with serious leg wounds.


  Poor Corporal Barnwell’s body was there; he’d been hit many times. I was saddened. He still wore his shoes with the run-overheels. The wallet containing his reenlistment pay was missing.Cunningham and Lewis were also dead. We gave the three ofthem a hasty burial—enough to protect their bodies until the grave-registration people could return to retrieve all the bodiesand start them through the long process for final burial at home.


  We placed the five wounded men on stretchers and started them on a diet of candy bars. Their wounds were badly in needof attention, and Private First Class Napoleon was busy with hispatients, who were all in good spirits. As we came back out throughthe hole-in-the-wall, Private First Class Semedo said, “I knew you’dcome for us sooner or later, and when I woke up this morning,I knew that today was the day.”


  It was a long walk back to our vehicles. French was still on the ridgeline covering us. We returned without incident, the wayI hoped it would be. I was blessed, and so were my men. Whenwe neared our parked vehicles, someone starting singing our company song, and he was joined by many happy voices: “I was onmy way to town when moosie mae. . . The security force knewthat the company had returned and had been successful.


  We arrived at our bivouac site late that evening. Lieutenant Colonel Roberts was pacing up and down in front of the companycommand post, fuming.


  “Did you lose any men?”


  “No, sir.”


  “Did you find Lieutenant Lenon?”


  “Right here, sir,” Chet said.


  “Good. Don’t ever do that to me again. You broke all the rules, but lost no men, recovered your wounded. Thank God! You shouldbe in deep trouble, but I’m glad we have guys like you. You getthings done. Thanks again. Good night.” Lion Five moved outinto the night.


  We turned our wounded in to the medics, and the war was over for them. They needed surgery and months of rehabilitationto heal those shattered legs and recover from exposure and neglect.Chet Lenon and the others were evacuated to Japan. They nevercame back to the company. I had lost my strong right arm, myace platoon leader, and my friend. But at least he and the otherswere alive. For his heroism in keeping his men alive during theirdays in the valley, Chet Lenon was awarded the DistinguishedService Cross.


  That night, for the first time since I’d been in the combat zone, I slept all night and slept well. I felt good about myself and mymen.



  



  Big Gun, 14 August 1950, South of Haman, Korea


  I usually had crews working on the road south of Haman, almost down to Chindong-ni. The road was really the MSR, except ateach end of the Haman north-south road there was a road toMasan. The problem was that either road could be interdictedat random, and the roads were frequently interdicted—almostnighly—by mine warfare and guerrilla operations.


  Early in the morning of 12 August 1950, element of the North Korean Infantry Division overran the 90th Field ArtilleryBattalion and captured five 155mm howitzers. A howitzer is afieldpiece that fires at high angles, enabling it to hit targets thatare over hills and cannot be seen by the gunners. Observers onhigh vantage points overlooking the targets direct the fire of theguns by radio or telephone to the gunners. The 155mm howitzercan throw its projectile about twenty miles using charge seven—the maximum powder charge. Although classified as medium artillery,the 155mm howitzer is a big gun.


  The North Korean troops had taken these weapons in operating condition, complete with the trucks used to move them and trailerswith a supply of ammunition and powder. Apparently, they hadhidden one of the weapons about five miles south of Haman.The gun was up a draw on the south slope of Subok-san. Thestream in the draw produced heavy foliage, so it was a perfectplace to hide the gun. From that hiding place the enemy couldeffectively use the gun to blow the 24th Infantry Regiment offSubok-san as well as Hill 625.



  Fortunately, as it turned out, we were repairing a small bridge on the MSR in that vicinity. For whatever reason, some time after12 August one of my men ventured up the draw and discoveredthe big gun. He returned to the work party and reported hisfind to one of the sergeants. The word spread through the workparty and through the company, and soon the gun became acause celebre. Everyone knew about it except the officers.


  The troops decided to keep the howitzer as their toy. Some of them attempted to fire the weapon. They tried to fire it withcharge three and even up to charge seven. Fortunately, none ofthem were able to fire the howitzer. This went on for severaldays.



  On the morning of 16 August, when I went out to my jeep,my driver handed me a note. It was marked, “Urgent. Pleaseread at once!” The handwriting on the inside was poor but legible.


  Dear Sir, I can’t just walk up to you and say what is happening.Finks get into bad trouble, but you need to know about the gunhidden up the draw where we been     working on that bridge on theMSR south of Haman. There’s this big artillery piece up in the drawabout a hundred yards. They been trying to shoot it just for fun,


  but it should be turned over to someone. Just thought you ought toknow. That ain’t no toy.


  I called Lieutenant Whitaker, and we went down to the work site. I chose not to make a big deal of the incident. Otherwise,I’d probably have to rip some stripes off some otherwise damnedgood men. I didn’t know how the gun got to the site or if theenemy was guarding it. We approached the draw cautiously anduneventfully. Two things were obvious. One, the howitzer didn’tbelong there. Two, it was placed there to kill American soldiers.



  I asked Whitaker to go over the equipment carefully to be certain there were no booby traps in or around the gun or theammunition. My troops had played with that monster for severaldays. If there had been booby traps, some of the troops wouldhave been dead already, but it always pays to check.


  While the inspection was going on, I went to regimental headquarters and talked to Lion Five. At first, I joked about it, offering the regiment a 155mm howitzer as a gift. Then I assured himthat it was no joke and asked him in all seriousness how he recommended I dispose of the weapon.


  He responded, “From what you’ve said, the gun isn’t far from here. I remember seeing your people working on the bridge. Iwant to be damned sure that no one fires it at us. Why not bringit up here? We’ll all be safer.”


  We dragged the trailer out with our dozer. Then we brought the gun out and finally the truck, the prime mover. We joinedthe members together and fired up the prime mover. It was someoperation. When we got our dragon train back to regimentalheadquarters, there were some criminal investigation people thereto ask me a lot of inanities. There were also some ordnance andartillery people. They were glad to get the gun back, but theyalso appeared upset at me for bringing it in. It was obvious thatno one knew how or when the big gun was brought into the24th Infantry sector. I left regiment, my responsibilities discharged—almost.



  I sent for all my NCOs after work that evening, and I gave them hell—individually and collectively. I told them that everyone of them was guilty of hiding the gun instead of reportingit. I chewed them out for not recognizing the potential hazardof the unreported weapon. I didn’t actually communicate anythreats, but it might be said that I implied some.


  Engineer Road, 14 August 1950, Haman, Korea


  Upon arrival at our new location in the southern part of the Pusan perimeter, I made a reconnaissance of the area and starteda program to improve the roads, culverts, and bridges. The workkept the troops occupied and ensured the 24th Regimental CombatTeam of clear passage on the MSR and auxiliary roads and trails.We stayed busy. I established priorities for work to be done ininfrastructure, field fortifications, and other engineer works.


  When I had gone over all of the 24th RCT area, I assigned a high priority to developing an access road to eliminate the bottleneck where the MSR dead-ended in front of the 24th RCT command post. The MSR ran for about three miles southeast fromthe town of Haman, and if the enemy ever cut that road, therewas no way the troops could leave their positions by vehicle.


  I discovered a trail about fourteen feet wide that led off eastward from the MSR. The tracks indicated that it was used by farmerswith their ox-drawn carts. The trail led up to a row of low hillsand ended at a shale hogback, which precluded passage by vehicles.


  As the main roadwork wound down, we went to work vigorously on the trail, while another crew worked on the hogback. It washard work because the shale was too hard to move, even withour bulldozer. I posted daily reports of our progress on the regimental situation map. Removal of the hogback would allow thetrail to extend uninterrupted for several miles and finally rejointhe main supply route. This would give the RCT another vehicleroad to get supplies in or to move out.



  I was concerned about the RCT being hemmed in with no roadway out of the Battle Mountain area. The 6th North KoreanInfantry Division was exerting extreme pressure on the RCT,and the pressure seemed to be increasing from night to night.Our work on the trail intensified, and eventually we removedenough of the overburden to place a large demolitions chargedeep enough to remove the shale or at least to loosen it up.


  I was a bit concerned. Shales and slates are difficult to blow because they’re stratified, or layered. The spaces between the layersoften contain water and fine silts that cushion the effects of ademolition shock, dampening the explosion so that it’s ineffective.


  Not so that time. After careful preparation, we blew the obstruction. We blew it well, leaving only a lot of loose rock, which the dozer could handle.


  Shortly after the big blow, a jeep rushed up to the demolition site, and a very excited colonel got out. It was the new regimentalcommander, Colonel Champeny. When he saw me, the Old Manpuffed up the hill, shaking his finger at me.


  He coughed, “I thought that noise was artillery. What are you doing? I told you that we didn’t need another road.”


  I advised the colonel that this was just a training project and that the notice of the blow was on his situation map and hadbeen for two days.


  Colonel Champeny took a long, mean look at me and said, “I’m unhappy with you. You just do things the way you want.”


  I replied, “Sir, I serve the regiment well.”


  I was careful not to become contumacious, because it was easy to do with him. His face had become florid, and he turned andwent down the hill. Fortunately, he had not told me not to openthe road. His parting remark was, “I don’t know what we’ll ever need it for.”


  I beckoned for the troops to continue their work.


  It was my duty to maintain and construct roads in my area of responsibility. I always did that, and it was always good for theregiment that I did. I, too, hoped that the infantry would neverneed that narrow, slightly improved dirt strip that we named“Engineer Road.” But it was available if and when.


  I announced that the road was completed at the next regimental staff meeting, and Colonel Champeny glared at me in his ugliestmanner. He advised his commanders and staff that the road wasof no significance, and it would neither be needed nor used. Hewas wrong. Engineer Road proved to be invaluable in the fightingfor Battle Mountain.


  Battle Mountain, 18 August 1950,


  Near Haman, Korea


  Pound for pound the North Korean soldier was as good as any in the world. He was wily and tough. He was tremendously motivated and probably the best mortarman on the planet. The NorthKorean was trained to a razor’s edge. Through the glasses I oncewatched an NKPA soldier dig a foxhole. He dug into the hillsidewith a crude half-shovel, deposited the spoil into a large kerchief,and then moved away a few yards where he meticulously distributed the soil and gravel. When he finished, it was barely visible.The NKPA soldier was arrogant, confident, and highly capable.He was at home in the heat, the dust, and on the barren mountainsides.


  For some reason our northern enemy wanted possession of Hill 625, which became known appropriately as Battle Mountain.NKPA units attacked the hill nearly every other night, and onthe odd night the 24th Infantry Regiment took the mountainback. It was dirty, bloody, hot.


  The 24th Infantry Regiment lost and regained that hill for nearly forty-five days. They had no baths, very little drinkingwater, and seldom did they have clean clothes. Sunset provided the only respite from the hellfire of the sun. It was a stinkingconflict, with numerous changes of commanders at battalion andcompany level. It was impossible for the troops to identify withtheir officers or vice versa.


  On the other hand, there were some dedicated and highly competent officers who led their men brilliantly, officers who respected the troops and were respected in return. Such an officer wasCapt. Laurence Corcoran, the commander of Charlie Company.


  Larry Corcoran was a good-size man with determination showing in hard blue eyes. He was blond and strong, and he knew his business. A no-nonsense type of man. I had last seen himback at Gifu, a light year ago, and I noticed that he had lost alot of weight. The same was true of most of us.


  Larry mentioned his need for installation of mines, barbed wire, and trip flares. I knew he needed those items to help solidify hisposition. I could have provided the engineer support, except thatI normally performed my activity at the request of the regimentalplans and operations officer. However, I arranged to wire in Larry’sCharlie Company anyway.


  We set out a concentrated minefield, interspersed with trip flares, and antipersonnel mines to include bouncing betties. Lord,it was hot up on that hill—hotter than the hinges to the doorsof hell. It was slow and difficult carrying mines and rolls of wireup those hills, particularly in that heat.


  The troops were neither trained nor conditioned to function efficiently in the prevailing high temperature and humidity orin the rough terrain. It was particularly difficult for Americansoldiers to occupy hilltop positions where food, water, ammo,barbed wire, and other heavy items of equipment had to be manhandled. Somehow it had to be done; the stuff had to be transported and installed. There had been a time when Army tablesof organization and equipment called for mules, but modern technology won out over common sense. Accordingly, beasts of burdenwere no longer authorized, whereas soldiers were authorized tobe beasts of burden. So enterprising soldiers used cows or otherindigenous transportation devices whenever possible.


  When the regiment occupied Battle Mountain and its environs, the engineer commander was directed to round up and corralall the livestock the natives had left behind in their flight fromtheir homes when the enemy came near. We rounded up cattle,pigs, and chickens. We corralled the animals where pasturageand water was available. Then I got a bright idea.



  I realized that in many other parts of the world cattle were beasts of burden. Why not in Korea? Why not use the beefsteaksto carry significant loads up hills? One cow would carry the loadof four or five soldiers without griping or bellyaching. I had twoA-frames secured together and hung over the backs of the cows.We found that if we used the rings in their noses that the cattlewouldn’t resist doing our bidding. We led the burdened animalsup to the mountaintop positions. I’m sure that the animal loversfrom home would take a dim view of the use to which we’d putthe beasts, but in combat, only the soldier is significant. Fromthat day onward I expanded the use of the animals. They wereused to transport all of our field fortifications, water, and ammunition to the line companies of the 24th Infantry Regiment.


  The field fortifications stopped the enemy from storming Charlie Company’s positions. The antipersonnel mines interspersed in the barbed wire wounded or killed NKPA soldiers who camecrawling with great caution or recklessly hurtling through thewire. The riflemen and machine gunners did their slaughteringunder the eerie light of the trip flares. It became extremely difficultfor the NKPA to dislodge the GIs from that hill. Our enemypaid an awesome price for every inch of Battle Mountain. Thatwas probably the most expensive real estate in the world.


  However, on 22 August 1950 things turned from bad to worse on Battle Mountain when a hellfire 120mm mortar round camein. The big mortar round exploded about forty feet above thedeck with a Ka-whump! Lieutenant Mathis and four good soldiersof the 24th were cut down. With Mathis down, Larry Corcoranwas the only officer left for duty in Charlie Company until 30August. Those were hard days and hard nights.


  The casualty rate was devastating, and the replacements were kids, most of them eighteen to twenty years of age without combatexperience. Most of the replacements were not infantrymen. They came from the technical services: signal corps, ordnance, medical,whatever. The lack of combat training rendered the replacementsless than fully effective.


  The Army’s personnel assignment and utilization policy specified only that replacements to the 24th Infantry Regiment be Negroes. It didn’t matter if they were properly trained or werequalified in the proper skills. It only mattered that they wereblack. That policy guaranteed the weakening of the 24th Regimental Combat Team.


  Immediately following the loss of Mathis came the loss of Lieutenant Anthes and another officer from Easy Company. These losses left a terrible leadership hole in the 1st and 2nd battalions.The shortage of experienced junior officers, together with therapid turnover of senior officers, really created a hole in the “MainLine of Resistance.”


  Wounded men who were ambulatory were of necessity returned to their units, often too soon—before their wounds were healedproperly. That created a terrible morale problem, which militatedagainst organizational efficiency.


  In spite of all the negatives, however, Captain Corcoran and a few other fine company-grade officers hung on, as is the hallmarkof infantry officers and noncommissioned officers. One night LarryCorcoran lost his position when the NKPA overwhelmed him.He yielded, regrouped, counterattacked, and retook his position—all without the knowledge of battalion or regimental headquarters.For his outstanding leadership at Battle Mountain, Capt. LarryCorcoran was awarded the Silver Star Medal.


  The troops complained bitterly about the presence of decaying bodies in front of their positions in that withering, rotting environment. The regimental commander ordered the engineers to obtainquicklime and provide it to the line units immediately. The limewas used to decompose the enemy bodies. What had been bodiesa few days ago were reduced to a few long bones, some rags,and some grease spots. It was grisly business, but it satisfied thetroops. Somehow, it seemed demeaning to the fallen soldiers.


  On the night of 31 August-1 September, the 6th North KoreanInfantry Division attacked in force and moved the 24th InfantryRegiment off Hill 625. Colonel Champeny was one of the first people to leave through the cut we had blown to create EngineerRoad. He was followed by at least two of his infantry battalions.The road Colonel Champeny had derided had saved him andhis troops.


  Later, the regiment came back to take Battle Mountain by wayof Engineer Road. One battalion of the 27th Infantry Regimentreinforced the 24th RCT in retaking the hill. The NKPA sufferedgreat losses in taking that hill from us the first time and muchgreater losses from our counterattack. There were no more massattacks by the North Koreans on Hill 625 after the night of 31August 1950. We paid a price also. Over five hundred Americancasualties were suffered on Battle Mountain during the monthof August 1950.


  Once Hill 625 was properly fortified and we had a tight grip on it, the mountain was never lost again. Superb duty performanceby a few officers and some valiant enlisted men made it possibleto retain our positions until the Army broke out of the Pusanperimeter in mid-September 1950. We held because of some toughNCOs and a handful of dedicated officers—Capt. Larry Corcoranof Charlie Company; Capt. Charles Piedra of Heavy WeaponsCompany, 1st Battalion; Capt. Roger Walden of Fox Company,2d Battalion; and Capt. Mike Keiler of Heavy Mortar Company.All of these fine officers contributed to making good things happenin spite of the very transient leadership at regimental, battalion,and company levels.



  The great pity of it all was that so many good men had to die needlessly because the U.S. Army refused to send qualifiedwhite combat soldiers as replacements to a black infantry regiment,even in desperate combat.


  Battle Mountain was certainly one of the most fought over and exchanged pieces of real estate in the annals of Americanmilitary history. Pork Chop Hill, later on in the Korean War,and Hamburger Hill in the Vietnam War were also scenes ofintense combat. There is no use in arguing over which was thehardest; they were all hard.
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  CHAPTER 10


  The Captain's Tomb


  20-21 August 1950, Haman, Korea


  W e were a sorry lot. Our equipment was shabby and badly worn, with no replacement issues. Due to a mishap, I had worna pair of ummatched shoes for months—a size 10 on my leftfoot, and a size 11 on my right foot. No laundry facilities wereavailable. The women in the countryside had left the area becauseof the violence, carnage, and rape created by the northern soldiers.This was a war where the aim was to control ground. It was awar of conflicting principles. The North Koreans intended towin a physical victory. They meant to kill enough soldiers to forcea retreat, a withdrawal, a defeat at every encounter. Up to 20August 1950, he’d enjoyed considerable success.


  We had no cots, no bedding, no mosquito netting, no tentage. The canned food we were issued left much to be desired. Butwe did have ammunition and demolitions in abundance. Suchwas the lot of the U.S. soldier in Korea in the summer of 1950.


  I guess soldiers are always tired. Combat is not a restful business. I watched the shipment of land and antipersonnel mines beingoff-loaded in the schoolyard in which we were bivouacked. Themines made a small mountain. There was enough explosive inthat pile to destroy the town of Haman and all of us with it.


  At nightfall I lay down to another fitful night of sleep, fightinggigantic and voracious mosquitoes. I had been at it for several hours, when, at the stroke of midnight, artillery rounds startedcoming in. The rounds were bursting short, then long, thenshorter. Even as 1 awakened from slumber, I realized the dangerof a shell bursting in the demolition dump and those tons ofmines exploding.


  I aroused the troops, dispersed them outside the walls of the school and into the combat area, where the prepared foxholeswere. If the mines exploded, they would be safer in the foxholes.I waited to make certain that the last man had run through thegate at the rear of the school, then I followed. As I went throughthe gate and started a step in a turn to my right toward myfoxhole, I heard and felt the crack of doom.


  A shell hit a stack of land mines, and it exploded with a tremendous force. A ten-foot-high fence of rocks and soil blew over on me. In my last moment of consciousness, I realized that Iwas being buried under tons of rubble. Although it was a totallyunlikely place, that was my tomb.


  Some time later—I’ll never know how much later—I slowly and painfully gained consciousness. I was in a sitting position. Itried my damnedest to arise. I came to the abject awareness thatfrom a sitting position I had almost no strength with which toovercome the burden of soil and stone. My left arm was pinnedunderneath my body, and the earth was compressing my rightarm across my chest.


  I struggled until I became exhausted. Then I became totally and uncontrollably fearful. I sensed a level of fear that I hadnever known. I was trapped, and—subject to a miracle—I wasgoing to die. I was sorry for myself, and I struggled some more,with a sense of rapidly growing futility.


  Fortunately, I was able to breath adequately due to air pockets in the rubble under which I was pinned.


  I was terribly uncomfortable. My left arm had gone to sleep. Thousands of needle-like pains told me that my arm was stillalive and that there was at least slight circulation. My helmetwas still intact on my head, but my neck was twisted and theheavy muscles on the right side cried pitifully. A dizzy sensationoriginated above my right shoulder and ran up to my ear. The more I struggled the more oppressive became the pressure onmy chest, neck, and legs. A large boulder with a sharp pointwas bearing on the inside of my right thigh. I hurt. I struggledsome more until consciousness and hope ran out.


  I regained consciousness and became aware of my situation. I attempted to divert my mind. Then I realized that it was cold—the cold that comes with dawn. I must have been out for severalhours. My eyes and nose were filled with dust and small granularparticles.


  An insect crawled along the shell of my ear and finally into my ear, and the sensation of minuscule feet entering my ear canalwas the most devastating experience of my lifetime. Each footclawing in the surface of my middle ear was like murder, and Iwas powerless to scratch. I waited to be bitten. I knew that Icould handle no more pain or frustration. At some point thattiny insect, which felt to me to be the size of a turtle, tried toback out of the canal and became stuck. Its difficulty at freeingitself prompted a frantic scurrying and scrambling for footholdand extrication, and after an interminable period of agony forme, the insect freed itself and left. I was exhausted again.


  Vaguely, I heard artillery shells in the far distance, and I sorrowed at coming to this ignominious end. Finally, there was only silence. I could hear only my own thoughts. I recited to myself:


  He that dwelleth


  in the secret place


  of the most high,


  shall abide under


  the shadow of the Almighty.


  I will say of the Lord,


  “He is my refuge and my fortress, my God, in Him will I trust.”


  Laboriously, I completed the entire ninety-first Psalm.


  . . . Thou shalt not be afraid


  for the terror by night;


  nor for the arrow


  that flieth by day;


  nor for the pestilence


  that walketh in darkness;


  nor for the destruction


  that wasteth at noonday. . . .



  With long life


  will I satisfy Him,


  and show Him my salvation.


  I was strengthened. Suddenly, I knew that this was only an interlude—a brief pause in the progression of my fate. I felt certainthat my entombment was not final. As bleak and desperate asthis situation was, I felt that my salvation was somehow imminent.


  I turned my mind to prayer again. I remembered the teachings of my parents, and I believed again in the Fatherhood of God.Fervently I prayed and remembered the biblical stories of deliverance, even from conditions and situations more helpless thanmine.


  Never in life had I been so thirsty, and I was hours overdue for urination. This was a problem of some gravity. If I let go,the urine would saturate my trousers. My mind turned back morethan twenty-five years, into my infancy, and I recalled the embarrassment and physical discomfort from wetting my pants. In aslight way it was amusing, but only slightly. I considered it aninevitability, but opted to abstain as long as humanly possible.


  I forced my mind to deal with things other than myself. I had made up my mind that I was not going to die here and at thistime. I believed that, and I knew that I had to continue believingthat. I continued with the Ninety-first Psalm.


  . . . There shall no evil befall thee,


  neither shall any plague


  come nigh thy dwelling. . . .


  I thought about that old saying, “being between a rock and a hard place,” and that is where I was. In my mind I could seethe beautiful blue sky, the kelly-green rice paddies, and the bold barren mountains that loomed behind them. I remembered birdsongs and raging streams. I was a boy again. I lapsed into a stuporand dreamed of home, and there was Momma waiting for me.


  Gradually, the soil became warmer with the rising of the sun. I passed out again.


  I returned to consciousness again with pain in every joint and sinew. I didn’t really know the extent of my injuries or even ifsome bones were broken. I couldn’t flex or bend any members,and tears welled up in my eyes. Time had lost its meaning. Day,night, and hour were all the same in my reckoning.


  I yearned for home and my family, and they were so very, very far from me. With thoughts of family, my faith returned. Ihad to believe. I had to be freed. Hunger cramped my belly,and thirst was demanding. I started to worry over the conditionand location of my troops.


  It was difficult to imagine the company without me at its head, making hundreds of decisions day and night. Hell, if I’d gottenout of the schoolyard rather than pushing out all the troops first,I’d be safe and free instead of buried like a corpse. However,that is the way I saw myself, my job, my duty, my life. I feltabout my troops as I felt about my own flesh—my children. Cockeyed, perhaps, but that is the way of soldiers.


  The quiet was deafening. It was vacuous and punishing. All I had was hope and faith, and I was concerned, deeply concernedabout the limit of my faith. Under better circumstances I’d alwaysfelt it to be boundless, but never before in life had I been putto such a severe and absolute test. I ached in every fiber andcapillary of my existence, barely on the edge of consciousness. Iprayed fervently—not for deliverance, not for freedom, but aprayer of gratitude for guidance and protection throughout alifetime of vigorous activity. I gave thanks for my beautiful children, my loving wife. Then, nothing.


  When next I became consciously aware, my sphincter had failed, and a new dimension of misery had imposed itself upon me.My left thigh, hand, and arm were wet, and tens of thousandsof ants were crawling in the wet areas. Or, I thought they wereants, and I remembered the term piss ants. I could do nothing about it. I wondered how long I could live under these conditions;no food, no water, exposure, pain, and depression.


  Somehow, I could not arrive at a time frame. I knew that I could survive for many days, but time was not well defined frommy position. I had no way of reckoning or recording time periodsexcept by the temperature of the overburden upon me, and thatwas purely speculative. Perhaps now, because it was very warm,it was afternoon.


  The Twenty-third Psalm came to my mind: “The Lord is my shepherd; 1 shall not want. . . .”


  I reflected upon the life that I’d lived. The murder done in the role of a soldier disturbed me deeply. The Ten Commandments made no allowance for my profession, which in stark truthwas killing enemies of the republic. In this I had not only participated, but I had actively trained and forced other men to participate as well. I lived and trained for action on the killing floor inEurope and now Korea.


  In fact or fantasy I was closer to God than ever before. There was a communication, not by voice but by perception. Despiteall my puny transgressions, I felt absolution—except for the obscure area of having given less than my best effort at improvingmy soul, the wherewithal from which temptations would bequenched. I felt the chill of mortal embarrassment. I stood nakedbefore God, and I was wanting.


  I prayed. I prayed for forgiveness, and forgiveness then was more vital than survival. I dredged up all those items in my lifethat were callous, mean, and inconsiderate. They seemed small,infinitesimal, almost totally inconsequential. I regretted not takingthe time to improve my soul during the years when I’d had theopportunity. It had nothing to do with church attendance. Itwas involved with the communication, which only today in mystark misery I had attempted for the first time—real communicationwith God, the reality of God. Not the prattling and recitation ofwords, but actual communication.


  The ants were still biting. I was powerless even to scratch. The urine stung, and cramps roped up and down the long bones ofmy legs. My twisted spine and neck muscles cried for relief, which was not forthcoming. I was ashamed, because in all the days ofmy life—in my freedom—I’d given very little thought to my soul’ssalvation, when now, in desperation, I whined and begged forforgiveness, for atonement, for salvation.


  I was not only worthy but entitled to divine intervention. After all, I had been a practicing (sometime) Christian all of my life,and I had recently prayed fervently. Deliverance was my entitlement. Why was it I who was trapped, humiliated, injured? “Whyme, Lord?” It should really not be me in this prison sufferingthese pains. It could (should) be someone else, anyone else. Someone not as worthy as I of divine protection, an officer not involvedwith the command of troops—an enlisted man. Someone withoutthe intellect, the responsibility, the abilities. Anyone else. “Whyme, Lord?”


  My mental processes slipped from impatience to be delivered to questioning the Deity for having allowed me to be trapped inthis ignominious position. Had I looked to my own safety insteadof having ensured that my men were safe and clear before fleeingthe school area, I’d have no problem at the moment. This was aworthy action for a troop commander, and punishment was notproper. I was a man to be rewarded, not punished. The painsin my neck, spine, and right hip were periodically washing outmy consciousness. I’d probably been in a state of shock for manyhours. The question crept into my mind, Would a benevolentGod inflict this punishment upon his loving and worthy son?“Why me, Lord?”


  Answers were inappropriate. Deliverance was the bottom line. Why was my faith not rewarded? Is my God treating me withjustice. “Why me, Lord?”


  Perhaps I’d become ill. My reckoning of time was nonexistent. The urine on my arm and legs had long since dried, and thatmust have taken a couple of hours. At least I thought it haddried. The ants no longer bothered me. The porcupine no longerinhabited my ear. But I was hungry and thirsty.


  I began to doubt that I would receive answers. No one knew of my whereabouts. I could not cry out. Someone could walkwithin three feet of me without being aware of my existence beneath the heap of stone and rubble. Perhaps I’d begun to die. All my past paraded before me. I brought it all up. I needed toconvince myself of my righteousness.


  With great personal bias and self-rationalization, I relived the moments of my life. Some of them in memory and some in hallucination. I was a child, a laborer, a student, a parent, a fighterpilot, a soldier. Always the question of survival. Nothing forhereafter, only survival—life. Now, however, survival was sorelythreatened. It was not a matter of a gunshot death or the flamingcrash of an aircraft. These were deaths that soldiers understood.It was slow death in a rubble pile. God could surely devise amore noble demise. But why demise at all? There was much moreliving to do: siring of children and their rearing; winning a fewmore medals for deeds not yet consummated; hunting in woodand field; long draughts of cold water.


  Reality slapped me hard in the face. None of the foregoing mattered. Face it! No outs. No fast talking. No tricks. I was weak,and I’d demonstrated to myself hours before that there was noescape. With all my recurring energy, I’d come back to struggleand fail against the weight of the soil and stone. The earth Iloved so totally had claimed me. God had allowed it to be. Unfair.Unjust. Unreal. How could He do this to me? “Why me, Lord?Are you real? Where is your tender mercy? Where is your Fatherhood? Where are you? Are you?”


  My attitude changed from doubt to pity. I began to be sorry that I would not be able to view the hills of home, savor thewarm smell of fresh baked bread or the pungent smell of thenewly mown hay, or to soothe the startled cry of my infant child,or to respond to the kiss of my wife and lover. To leave all thatI knew and loved was too much, I refused to accept it, and tearscame to my eyes—not in response to my physical pain, but tomy mental anguish. I loved the paths ol life, and it was impossibleto consider the alternative ol the hereafter. The growing certaintyof the end of life was oppressive. I attempted prayers, but theywere prayers without substance. In abject pity I lost my abilityto communicate with Him. I was begging, and, like a beggar, Isurrendered the dignity that men must possess to stand in judgment before God. “Why me, Lord?”


  I wallowed in a mire of self-pity. I did not want to die. I felt neglected and cast out. If God will neglect me in my time ofneed and not answer my most fervent prayers, I had no need ofGod. If I had no need, I would express myself accordingly. So Ideclared myself independent of God, and I uttered numerousblasphemies. (Perhaps these might command attention of the Almighty and provide a basis for repentance in exchange for deliverance.) Childish. Desperate. Alone. Suffering in bone, sinew, intellect, and soul. My rejection became complete. My life was at itslowest ebb. I was lost—body and soul.


  I entered a state that I’d never known. I discovered a revulsion of the Almighty, and there is no greater degradation, no moreinferior condition. I was approaching the gates of hell with noconscious concern. It was over.


  Then I recovered. I was the finest and most upright citizen since Noah. I was devout, upstanding, and worthy of all of God’sbounties, particularly rescue from the trap in which I found myself.It seemed only right and proper that God would effect a timelydeliverance after all. I challenged God to lift the stone and rubblefrom me. I promised to be more devout, more loving, “Just getme out of this, and all these things I will do unto thee.” Nothing.I wheedled through more prayers. Nothing. More. “Why me,Lord?”


  And then, like a fire ax between the shoulder blades, I was stricken with sounds; a voice and towering vibrations chilled me.

  Why not you? Why not you? A petty liar. A petty thief. A man who loved his neighbors only slightly, who rarely has exerted or extendedhimself in anyone’s behalf other than his own. A termite who renounced his faith at the first severe challenge in and to his life. Aman who prays solely for his own aggrandizement, and in your ownjargon—phony. Yes, why not you? You are well above mediocrity,but in no area have you ever striven for excellence. You have notsought the Fatherhood of God. You have only talked of love, thenonly because you have had no other belief upon which to grasp. Atthis time you challenge the authority of the Almighty. Why you indeed?You who are unworthy. There is much else for you to accomplish. There is much yet for you to do. There is labor here for you. Thereis time for you to consider these words and in time become free.



  Then it became calm and still, and I trembled in all my soul. I reflected upon my recent, profound experience. I was weak,exhausted, awed, subdued. I fainted again. During the early afternoon I hallucinated in a sea of pain. I was once again a child athome. Finally I reflected again upon my life. My sins.



  I felt deep remorse and dire need for repentance for the killing I’d done in two wars and indeed for the petty sins I’d committed.The more I thought about it the more lowly I became. It wasdifficult not to consider the situation hopeless, but through it allI felt hope and survival to be synonymous. I had to live! Timebecame motionless. Finally the waves of dreaming became welcome, because they fogged out the pain.


  Eventually the turmoil left my mind. I could hear guns in the far distance. I could feel the breach explosions through the groundthat encompassed me. The sounds became stronger, and eventually I heard small-arms and automatic-weapons fire, which camesteadily closer. I heard voices impregnated with the feverish highpitch that comes with mortal excitement, as in battle. Then thevoices faded, but the gunfire became more intense and closer.More voices sounded with the anxiety of the killing floor, andthey were all around me, but I couldn’t understand the wordsthrough the rubble of my tomb.


  Then I heard somebody say, “Mothuhfucka,” and I knew that those were my people. In my elation, I mustered all my reserveto yell, not in words, but in sound to let the passersby knowthat there was a human under the rubble pile who needed release.There were soldiers nearby—perhaps an arm’s length away. Iyelled again and tried to move.


  A soldier said, “You hear something?”


  I responded with the total of my being, “Help!”


  A solder said, “Sounded like a man in that pile of crap.” Another one said, “May be enemy. You dig a little. If it’s enemy, I shoot ’im.”


  “Okay.”



  He began to remove the rubble. I felt his hand scratch my helmet, and I heard, “It’s a GI’s hat.”


  He continued digging. “It’s a captain!”


  Both men began to dig earnestly, and I felt the weight being relieved from my neck, my shoulder, and my right thigh.


  I thanked God with the intensity of my whole being. No man, no man was ever more grateful for deliverance. Few men havecome back from their tombs. In my gratitude, I cried like a newborn, and they stretched me out on the grass nearby, and called,“Medic!”


  My tears cleansed my eyes, and I felt blood coursing freely through my sore, stiff limbs. I was safe, even on the killing floor,and I gave unlimited thanks to the God of my recent discoveryand communication. By sunset I was clean, sore, and aching,but I was ready for duty.


  There was work to be done and living to be done. Tears flooded my eyes. My faith was restored, and I had a reunion with God.
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  CHAPTER 11


  Jimmie Hicks


  22-28 August 1950, Haman, Korea


  I saw him climb out of a weapons carrier with his duffel and gear. He wore a hodgepodge of GI clothing, including the softwool cap normally worn in winter under a helmet liner. I heardhim ask for “Landscape Six,” which was me, and I wonderedwhat he wanted. He half dragged and half carried his belongingsand made his way to my office in the schoolhouse. His soldier-guide said, “Sir, this man’s looking for you.”


  A slender black man wearing metal-rimmed glasses and dressed in a correspondent’s unmarked uniform extended a hand andsaid, “I’m Jim Hicks, correspondent from the Baltimore Afro American. I’d like to talk to you about Yechon. What went on there? Igot a good story on it at regiment, but since it was about youmostly, I’d like to write about Yechon and you. Also, I’d like toknow what happened about Gilchrist at Sangju. In the past twenty-four hours I’ve heard so much about you and your men that I’dlike to stay a few days and do some stories on you for publicationin the States. With your permission, I’d like to ride around withyou and talk to the troops, and just get a firsthand view of everything you do.”


  I shook his hand and welcomed him aboard. I had known some other correspondents from Hicks’s paper during World War II,and they told our side of the story. Almost instantly we were friends. Hicks had the run of our bivouac and did stories on themen in addition to taking hundreds of pictures. He lived in officercountry about half the time. He made an arrangement with myjeep driver to be notified of my travels. Frequently, Hicks wasin the jeep when I got there. I gave Hicks answers to all hisquestions. Sometimes he’d be gone for a couple of days whilevisiting other units. He was busy. He was energetic and genuinelyliked.


  We reorganized as infantry one night, and Hicks spent a dangerous night on the hills with us. He really had no business there, but that’s where he chose to be. He stayed and learned. We onlyhad some probes during the night, but no concerted attack, sowe just talked. About 0230 we were sitting in a double foxhole,and Hicks put a question to me: “Bussey, tell me about the massgrave at Yechon. You’ve never mentioned that, but a couple ofthe men told me something about it.”


  I thought back. “Well, Jimmie, I came back from Yechon after it got dark and the shooting had stopped. It was dark as hell,and I didn’t want to risk my life trying to walk on the rim ofthe levee to get to the village, so I left there and drove back toKumchon. I still had the mail pouch. One of the reasons I wentto Yechon was to deliver that mail. The next day was busy, so Ididn’t get back up there. The following day, Lion Five calledand directed me to send the dozer over to report to the CO,35th Infantry Regiment no later than 1500 hours. It was to beused to clear an area for the Marines to land in or something. Inoticed that the road went close to Yechon, so I loaded up themailbag, and with my new jeep driver leading a maintenancetruck and the lowboy carrying the dozer, we were on our way.My 3d Platoon hadn’t returned, so I was anxious to get back toYechon. Regiment didn’t have much of a handle on what washappening at Yechon, partly because the 3d Battalion was attachedto the 35th Infantry Regiment.


  “When I got to Yechon, I noticed people removing bodies from the rice paddies where I’d been firing two days before. Anothergroup was digging individual graves. I broke out the machineguns, mine from the hood of the jeep and the motor pool’s gunfrom the maintenance truck. When the guns were in place, we unloaded the dozer and groused out a mass grave long enoughto accommodate all of the 250 or so bodies. It was a tough job.Two days dead at the ambient temperature and serious deterioration had begun. The graves people there didn’t know I was responsible for the carnage they were burying. I was glad they didn’t.I still hadn’t made peace with myself about duty and mass killing.Maybe I’ll never be able to. I didn’t feel guilty; I just didn’t knowhow to feel. I knew that it was contrary to the Commandments,for sure.


  “I packed up our guns, and moved on to our destination. I smelled those bodies for a long time. That’s about it, Jimmie.We’ve got some pictures of it if you want some.”


  “Thanks.”


  We sat silently for a few moments. Then Jimmie said, “You’re a different type of man than I’ve ever known. Tell me aboutyourself—whatever you can remember.”


  I started talking and told him the story of my life as I remembered it. I told him how I came to be in Korea, and I told him about Yechon. He wrote up the story of Yechon for his paper.A lot of people didn’t believe the story, but Jimmie Hicks told itthe way it was. Hicks’s reporting of Negro participation in thewar helped balance the biased reporting of most of the press. Igive Hicks credit for helping to influence the NAACP to sendThurgood Marshall to Korea to review the misapplication of military justice to black soldiers. Hicks helped improve the moraleof Negro soldiers by bringing the real story of their accomplishments to their folks back home.


  The Chinese Moon, 23 August 1930, Haman, Korea


  When the chips were really down, when the enemy was obviously winning, and when the infantry couldn’t hack it alone, the engineers reorganized and were committed as infantry. I loved theversatility, and I particularly enjoyed succeeding where the infantry guys failed. Most occasions requiring reorganization were defensive in nature.


  Such was the case I’m about to tell of here.


  There were some bad things about this particular mission to reorganize as infantry. For starters, my company was turned overto our parent engineer battalion, which was always oriented arounddivision headquarters some eighteen to twenty miles or more tothe rear of the action.



  The commanding officer of the 65th Engineer Battalion was Lieutenant Colonel Rivers. He spent his time in the security ofthe rear echelon. After all, he was the division engineer! He didn’tclimb the hills he assigned me to. He knew the theories expoundedat the engineer school, but he had no knowledge whatsoever ofwhat the infantry units did or how they did it—except at a conversational level.


  Lieutenant Colonel Rivers came to my CP, gave me some storybook directions, pointed at his map, and then pointed at the hills. In his broadest southern accent, he assigned me twin missions:“Occupy those hills yondah. Hold ’em ’til ah releeves ya, puhsun’ly!Second, pratec’ them ah-till-ry battalions. We caint affohd to loseno guns.”


  “Good, sir. Is there any intelligence info? What is the enemy strength? Where are they located?” I asked.


  “Wal, ah ain’t sho’ ’bout that, but ah’ll let ya know, laytuh.”


  Then Lieutenant Colonel Rivers advised me that all fire missions would be okayed by him and only by him. He grunted to hisjeep driver and got the hell out of there.


  It was 1330 hours when Rivers drove away. It was hot, and there was a lot to be done before sundown. Back at the CP, Icalled a meeting, briefed my people, organized the transportationand other equipment, sent out my liaison people, and moved toa new forward CP location in the area where the two artillerybattalions had their headquarters.


  I made a call on the artillery battalion commanders. They knew their missions, possible enemy locations, and all the other information that they, and I, needed. I learned that about six hundredenemy soldiers had broken through the lines the previous nightand were thought to be close by. Major Watson, executive officerof the black 159th Field Artillery Battalion, apologized for havinghis hands tied with respect to providing fire support for my company. His orders were that he could only fire for us upon request by Lieutenant Colonel Rivers from his engineer battalion command post near division headquarters. We both knew that arrangement to be somewhere between awkward and stupid and closeto asinine.


  When we fought as infantry, working for an infantry commander, we worked as one of his units. Infantry commanders knew their business; we knew ours, and the missions worked outwell. The infantry commanders studied the terrain, heeded theirintelligence, and understood their support elements. In short,they knew their jobs. Under an infantry commander I could havecalled for fire of any type on my own initiative and could havereceived that fire in my own foxhole, if that was where I wantedit. There were times when that was exactly where I needed it.


  My company of engineers was committed to defend a range of hills 4,100 yards long and about 400 meters high. Even a reinforced infantry battalion with three rifle companies could notdefend that much real estate adequately. We had radio contactonly with an engineer lieutenant colonel who had neither theknowledge nor the ability to organize and defend a position againsta live enemy.


  I assembled the troops and briefed the officers. Then we climbed those hills in heat well over 100°F. Lieutenant Peoples recruitedabout forty Korean men from Haman, and they backpackedammo, water, and other necessities to our new positions. Thiswas done in exchange for several hundred pounds of rice wehad captured earlier. The native bearers loaded up a herd ofcattle with our supplies and impedimenta. Two A-frames wereyoked over the backs of the cattle; they were a fine substitutefor pack mules.


  It was difficult reaching our hilltops. At some locations it was literally hand over hand. The basic load for an M-l rifle waseighty-six rounds, far too few rounds for a night of fighting.Between the nine-pound rifle, the basic load, a one-quart canteenweighing two pounds, and other equipment, the weight was impossible for climbing hills at 110°F with unbelievably high humidity.Such was the fate of the American fighting man.


  We dug in along the crest of 4,100 yards of hills. Our unit strength was about 200 men. I realized that wasn’t enough todefend that much real estate against a determined enemy, butwe had to do it. That was the way it was. I cut up the ridge withmy lieutenants. We planned our barbed-wire patterns, completewith land mines and bouncing betty antipersonnel mines. Wedeveloped a communications plan. I briefed the troops on everything I knew. We wired in and got ready for the night.



  From the conditions of the previous day, I knew that this night there would be a Chinese moon—a full moon, bright, cooling,and filled with murder. I was right. It was another time of desperation. A time of ineptitude. A time of incompetency, and a timeof death—wanton, needless, brutal death.


  The Chinese Moon, 23 August 1950, Haman, Korea


  From my position on the ridge I could see some casual movement among the trees in the valley below. I noticed the smoke of cookingfires and decided to stir the pot a little to see what we reallyhad. I could identify the white muslin garb of the North Koreansoldiers. With the binoculars I counted about three hundred fiftymen.


  I called Lieutenant Colonel Rivers on the land line and requested artillery fire. From his secure location eighteen miles to the rear,he determined that the enemy position was too close to mineand denied my fire request.


  His arbitrary and incompetent decision cost many men their lives that night. I felt that if I requested a fire mission on myown foxhole, I was entitled to it, and no one—no one!—eighteenmiles away could deny me that.


  (From the perspective of forty years later, I am still bitter aboutthis arbitrary and inane judgment from a man completely out of touch with the tactical situation. Good men died because ofhis ineptness.)


  About a half hour before sunset, a nice-looking young man came up to my command post. Private Crosley explained thathe was a chaplain’s assistant and that he had been misassigned.He had been attending classes in the School of Divinity at theUniversity of Kansas until six days ago, and as a member of thereserve, he’d been hustled off to Korea. He was a noncombatantand had no knowledge, inclination, or previous training involvingrifles and bayonets.


  He was sincere, and I believed him, but night was falling, and I had my hands full. I had the mission and two hundred othermen about whom 1 was also concerned. I sent the young mandown the ridge to join Sergeant Knight with instructions to tellKnight exactly what he had just told me. I asked Sergeant Knightto give Private Crosley some instruction on firing the M-l rifleat close range and some basic bayonet instruction.


  I further counseled Private Crosley that below us in the groves were approximately six hundred North Korean soldiers who hadbroken through the 24th Infantry Regiment the night before. Itold him that I had stirred them up, but the range was too greatfor our fire to be effective. With our lack of artillery to reallyshake them up, they would pay us a visit soon. I told him thathis life depended upon his ability to learn to shoot that weaponand to implant that bayonet in some enemy brisket. I pointedout the imposing need of enemy soldiers for size 6 shoes, suchas he was wearing. I assured Crosley that come morning, “I’llget you transported back to division for reassignment,” but thatfor the moment and for the long, chilling, and bloody hoursbefore sunrise, “you, too, have to be a soldier.” It meant survival.It meant fighting and bleeding, subject to the gross incompetenceof my senior officer. I had grave doubts about Crosley’s survivalas he proceeded down the ridge to Sergeant Knight’s position.


  On that 4,100-yard-long row of hills on a night sky lighted by a Chinese moon, I came eyeball-to-eyeball with death and destruction once again.


  Now, Sergeant Walker was neither a fighting man nor much of any kind of a soldier really. He was a man who loved life. Hejoked and laughed, and he did his level best. At least he tried.He was a barber who’d found it difficult to make a living in civilianlife. So he’d enlisted in the Army, which eventually assigned himto my company. He was on that hill because fate had placedhim there.



  Yet, Walker’s fate, Crosley’s fate, and mine were dependent on the whim of Colonel Rivers, who’d set up his chessboard andthen moved eighteen miles away to play a game against an enemyhe couldn’t see or comprehend. No, Colonel Rivers wasn’t closeto beating an enemy; he wasn’t even close to one. He was in therear, directing our impending fight by radio.


  Sergeant Walker, Private Crosley, and eighteen other men died that night, a long way from home but close to God. I always feltguilty afterward because my best, under those conditions, wasnot nearly good enough to protect my men. I was good enoughto protect them from the competent enemy before me butnot from the incompetence of the battalion commander behindme.


  During my time in Korea, I felt fortunate to have been trained originally as a fighter pilot. It’s a very special training for a veryspecial kind of people. It teaches awareness, quickness, animallike perceptiveness, hypersensitivity, and reaction geared directlyto action. Applying my pilot’s training, skills, and characteristics;converting the feinting, parrying, and thrusting involved in firedancing, whether at ground zero or coming out of the sun; andbeing always at “green and go" made things relatively simpleand manageable for ground combat on the killing floor that wasKorean infantry action. Although I participated in ground combatbecause duty demanded it, I actually enjoyed the heightenedthrills, the gross apprehension of uncertainty, and the adrenaline-inducing drunkenness that mortal combat produced.


  Darkness came swiftly and brought the rise of a gigantic, red-gold moon, which provided good light for the killing floor. The carnage began. We fired from our foxholes and littered the hillsidewith white-clad bodies. The enemy mortars found range andpinned us down dghtly, while the hostile infantry crowded up on us. Wave after wave of the enemy rose and fell amid thescreams and blood on a ridge ten thousand miles from home.Men I’d never seen before, men whose destinies were as futileas my own.


  There were periods when I hadn’t time to reload my weapon. It was up out of the foxhole, which can rapidly become a grave.It was light enough to tell the enemy by the color of clothing.In the murderous frenzy I became a fiend. Perhaps in an ashamedway I secretly enjoyed the bloodletting. At least it satisfied mydesire to survive.


  Then the enemy reached the hilltops, and it turned into hand-to-hand combat. The adrenaline-drenched blood flowed within me like tapwater. I was no longer fighting other human beings.I was hearing the devil’s hornpipe and drums over the Styx withtheir message of doom and foreboding. THRUMP-A-THRUMP-A-THRUMP-A-THRUMP. DUTT-A-DUTT-DUTT, DUTT-A-DUTT-DUTT, DUTT-A-DUTT-DUTT-DUIT. WHAM! WHOOSH! I was striking my own blow after blow after blow for me and my men, for God andcountry, in that weird half-light just before dawn.


  While Lieutenant Colonel Rivers slept, we fought for someone'sfreedom. I felt my bayonet go in an enemv soldier, cutting throughmeat and gristle and slicing through rib bones, and I kicked thedying man in the belly to facilitate withdrawal of my blade. Islung and.jabbed the knife into the lumbar of a tiny, gruntingmadman who had been spraying the night with his .28 calibermachine pistol, grunting, "Uohyl Uohyl" all the while. I killedhim in the midst of a grunt. His garlicky visceral fluids squirtedout beyond the bayonet guard before I could extract the bladefrom his guts.


  On and on it went until that wave of enemy, momentum spent and madness converted to some semblance of reason, withdrew.I didn’t feel that I was killing men, or at least not other humanbeings. The adrenaline produced a weird high unlike anythingelse in life; it was more absorbing (but more dangerous and lesspleasurable) than sexual release.


  Finally it became quiet. The extreme demand of repeatedlywielding that nine-pound rifle and bayonet with its lethal cutting tip had exhausted me completely. I slumped to the parapet of afoxhole. Private Hargrove, its occupant, was beyond caring aboutyet another intrusion. I got up abruptly, energy recharged, andstarted softly calling the names of men who I remembered shouldstill occupy those foxholes close to Hargrove’s.


  I called for Walker. He was bent at the waist, half in and half out of his foxhole. In the faintly dawning half-light he rolled hiseyes a little and, through a deep gurgle of blood clotting in histhroat, tried to respond, “Thanks, Cap’n.” He lifted his handfeebly a slight inch or two; then it slumped to the ground. I losta fine barber and a friend. I never knew what it was he wasthanking me for.


  Simultaneously the mortar shells began to crack overhead once more. They sounded like a gigantic dog’s bark, and steel shardsof death rained down among those of us who still lived and wantedto live. I knew this renewed firing to be a prelude to yet anotherattack by another mass of seemingly crazed and very skillful enemy.


  Under the barrage the enemy had moved close. We were driven back into the partial protection of our foxholes by the rain ofincoming steel. We were precluded from taking the enemy atlong or medium range, but the moment those mortars stoppedexploding, we were up out of our holes and going at our workhand-to-hand.


  Garlic, gunpowder, and death. An ugly diet.


  I heard a man scream in the dusky light, and once again I was doing a dance of death on the killing floor to a demoniacaltune. Feint, parry, thrust, retrieve, pivot, thrust, retrieve, buttstroke, swing, thrust . . . poverty, bigotry, hatred, Ku Klux Klan,stealth, fire, hunger, the pipes, and death. Blow after blowfor freedom. Thrust after thrust for justice. Rip after rip forequality.


  Suddenly, clubbed from behind, my head exploded. I felt like all the bubbles in a bottle of champagne from which the corkhad just been released. Desperately I rolled over, and franticallyI scuttled sideways. My rifle was gone! Groping toward a sittingposition, trying to clear away the cobwebs, seeking to focus, Idragged my hand across an entrenching tool. One learns to survive, if one is reared in a ghetto, with the weapons at hand. So itwas. A little man was stalking me, approaching with a long knifelike weapon something like a modified scythe blade. I swung theentrenching tool in its hoe mode and performed a perfect combatlobotomy. Dumping his brains and blood onto my chest, the littleex-man fell forward.


  I was already going into action somewhere else, swinging that little hoe. It was effective and deadly. The dance was nearly thesame, but I was sticky and wet and sick. The smell of humanblood is nausea-inducing. I knew that when that human wavewas repulsed, I was going to give up the hill.


  The night wore on, and the men who carried our wounded down the hill were failing to return either through fear or exhaustion, or both. During one of the lulls, about 0200, I called eachof the platoons for a casualty report, and the word was that wehad ninety-eight men for duty. I decided that our efficiency wasway down and that we would be most effective from positions inthe valley below in front of the artillery battalions. I sent theautomatic weapons down the hill and silently withdrew our forceright at the crack of dawn. It had been a bad night.


  I was not willing to sacrifice any more of my men to the aggrandizement of an absent field grade officer’s career. I sensed that our efforts to maintain our position had been commendable andwould duly be noted by those with an expert knowledge of infantrytactics. I felt that I could survive any vituperation or any contumacious expression forthcoming from Lieutenant Colonel Rivers,engineer combat battalion commander. I figured it was abouttime for this so-called commanding officer to awaken, take ashower, shave, dress in starched fatigues, have coffee, and eatbreakfast.


  Our dying was now and immediate, and it could have been prevented had Lieutenant Colonel Rivers allowed me to communicate my own fire requirements to a nearby artillery battalion.Instead, eighteen miles to the rear, he’d responded to only oneof my radio calls that previous night, and in that call he’d deniedmy request for a fire mission on a large body of easily observedenemy: “Naw, that’s too close to youah owen position, Cap’n!”


  We repelled the next wave. I got on the phone to the platoons. “Bring your wounded, evacuate to the artillery positions in thevalley below and behind us. Acknowledge in order of platoons.”


  I moved over to talk to Sergeant Knight, and I found Private Crosley. He had a trowel handle protruding from his throat. Hischin rested on the end of the handle. His eyes had a terrifiedlook, or maybe it was surprise. He’d lost his shoes. It was forsure, death. It is an ugly transition from divinity school to thekilling floor. I hadn’t time to pray for him. I still had ninety-eight men to get into new positions in front of the artillery battalions. My night and my mission were far from over.


  An instant before the mortars started their next rain of destruction, we all evacuated the ridge line. It was time to disengage while their own mortars kept the enemy at a distance from ourdefensive positions.


  It’s a sorry duty giving up positions your own men have expended their lives to keep. We’d held off human wave after human wave, all without the benefit of supporting artillery fire, whichwas readily available. We’d expended nearly all of our remainingammo during the sixth, and last, attack. After this, it would haveto be some small arms and mostly hand-to-hand combat. Therewere 500 or so of the enemy against exactly 189 of us scatteredover 4,100 yards of ridgeline.


  I sent two platoons to join each of the two artillery battalions. We'd reinforce their own organic security, which included theirvery effective but vulnerable automatic weapons. As dawn advanced, a cloud layer formed about two hundred feet up themountain we’d just evacuated. The fog masked the enemy’s approach until he was quite low on the hill above and in front ofthe artillery.


  We tightened up the perimeter around the artillery battalions and drank the coffee they offered us. The battalion commandersboth apologized for not having been authorized to give us firesupport. Artillerymen love to send out accurate fire.


  I called Lieutenant Colonel Rivers, but he was in the sack with instructions not to be disturbed. I left a message advising himof the time and circumstances incident to abandoning my hill positions and about our support of the artillery battalions. I estimated that we had killed about two hundred of the enemy, butthe odds had become suicidal, particularly with the devastatingenemy mortar fire.


  We were waiting, all conjoined. The enemy mortars could not effectively adjust fire onto our new, combined positions, screenedas we were by the low-lying cloud cover. The hill rose rapidlyfrom our position in front of the artillery so that the point atwhich the cloud touched the hill was less than one hundred yardsfrom the gun positions. As groups of North Koreans came downfrom the cloud cover, an artilleryman jerked a lanyard, a howitzerbelched, a shell slapped the hill, and bodies flew apart—arms,legs, and heads going everywhere. Howitzers became rifles. Weengineers had replenished our ammo, so those enemy soldierswho survived the artillery fire were chewed up by our combinedautomatic-weapons and small-arms fire.


  Eventually, as more and more clumps of enemy began filtering through the fog, their rate of advance made it impossible to keepfiring while maintaining our positions. Morning came morebrightly amid cordite fumes.


  It was time to leave. One by one, reducing fire gradually and progressively, the artillery pieces closed trails; prime movershooked up to guns; and men evacuated firing positions. Still fighting as infantry, my men and I covered the artillery’s withdrawal,steadily inflicting casualties upon the enemy and denying himaccess to our positions. Then, abruptly, we withdrew. We joinedthe last of the artillery convoy vehicles and drove with them thefive or six miles to the rear area.


  Safely disengaged and security deployed, we could now relax somewhat. We prepared our dead for removal and our seriouslywounded for evacuation. We cared for those less seriouslywounded and fed and watered the able-bodied.


  At sunrise we were at the large schoolyard that had been designated the rear area for our mess and trains and for the artillery units. As always, Sergeant Lamont had breakfast ready. I founda shirt to replace the one I wore, which was blood spattered andblotched with some gelatinous body fluid, probably brains. The early morning flies were all over me, as was the carnage of thenight just ended.


  Breakfast over, I started the massive cleanup of bodies, weapons, and gear. An ugly time. I watched Private First Class Napoleonremove a bullet from Private First Class Lundy’s tongue. Napoleonbandaged a lot of wounds that morning.


  There is a camaraderie among fighting men that is neither shared with nor understood by the uninitiated. Lieutenant ColonelRivers was one of the uninitiated. True to form, he showed upin our schoolyard shortly following breakfast. I watched him approach my CP. Sure enough, he was immaculate—freshly shaven,uniformed, and starched. His face was livid, and he drawledthrough gritted teeth: “By God, ah tol’ ya not to give up thosehills. Ah tol’ ya to retain that position until ah puhsonally releevedya!”


  The more he talked the more livid he got. “Ah’m goin’ to releeve ya of command, but fust ah want ya to get yoah mentogethuh an’ go back an’ take that hill. Move out in ten minutes!”


  I responded, “Colonel, I’ll move out, but the chances of our successfully taking that hill are absolutely nil. If we’d had artillerysupport yesterday and through the night, we’d have been ableto attack and destroy the entire force of enemy.”


  “Goddamit, don’ ya sass me. Move out!”


  “No sass, Colonel, but if I call for a fire mission in my foxhole, that’s where it’s needed. No one who is not in that same foxholeor close to it has a right to deny me, the local commander, ofthe fire I order. I didn’t lose that hill. You lost it from divisionheadquarters!”


  At that moment a stray small-arms round from a nearby hill came in the doorway and dug a furrow in the pine floor rightbetween Rivers’s feet, and he lost his cool. Hell, he lost his mind.He ran headlong through the shanty we were standing in, outthe back door, and through the yard. He trampled Private FirstClass Lundy, lying wounded on a stretcher. He ran clear throughthe schoolyard to the utter amazement of the thousand or somen standing, sitting, or otherwise lounging around. Rivers ranas though the devil himself was after him, and, by golly, he should have been.


  Behind the school was a ditch that curved around and eventually intersected the MSR. The school sewage facility, no more than apond about thigh deep, was near the ditch. In his headlong flight,Rivers waded, staggering, through the sewage pond and got saturated up to his belt. Then he hit the ditch in a big splash, furtherwetting himself with fecal matter up to his shoulders.


  He followed the ditch around to the spot where it intersected the MSR. Exhausted, he climbed up onto the road. He was asplattered, stinking spectacle. He arrived just in time to meetGeneral Wilson coming up the road in a jeep. Both officers werestartled.


  The general recovered first. “What in the hell are you doing in that ditch, Rivers?”


  “Well, sir,” the engineer lieutenant colonel panted, “we’re under attack!”


  The general looked down into the schoolyard. He observed nearly one thousand men eating, relaxing, and caring for themselves and their equipment unconcernedly.


  “Meet me in the yard, Rivers!”


  The general motioned his driver to pull away from the stinking colonel.


  I went out to meet the general.


  “Congratulations,” he told me, “for the tough fighting last night. And for hanging on as long as you did. And, further, for bringingthe artillery battalions out with you intact.”


  “Thanks, sir.”


  By this time Lieutenant Colonel Rivers arrived, preceded by a pungent aroma.


  “Rivers, where’s the attack you mentioned?”


  “Well, General, ah, ah, ah . . .”


  “Forget it, Colonel. You are a stinking disgrace. Get back to division. Pack your stuff. You’re relieved of command as of thismoment. I’ll arrange for a transfer out of my division today. Go!”


  With a hangdog expression, Lieutenant Colonel Rivers headed toward his own jeep. His was a good riddance.


  



  Ingenuity, 24 August 1950, Haman, Korea


  It was a crazy war. During the hot, muggy, mosquito-hlled days, the enemy wore white muslin breeches and short-sleeved whitejackets. He worked in the kelly-green rice paddies. At night, manyof these same men doffed their white muslin and became hard,tough soldiers. Damned tough, damned hard.


  One outstanding characteristic of Koreans—both North and South—was their ingenuity. They could make more out of lessthan I’d ever seen before.


  A particular skill that stood out above all others was their heavy, or antitank, mine adaptations. Many of the mines they placedbehind us in roadways at night were originally our own mines,which we’d placed earlier in their roads to stop their tanks.


  They opened our mines after digging them up, then applied just enough heat to make the TNT slightly plastic, and moldedthe TNT into cigar boxes. They shaped a small well at the topof the cigar box and fitted a pressure fuse into place. Then theyhad a mine, weighing five to seven pounds, that was capable ofdestroying wheeled vehicles and disabling tanks. The cigar-boxlid was propped open slightly so as not to activate the fuse. Theunarmed mine was easy to carry and to emplace. With a pressureof one to three pounds, the closed mine became lethal. However,it was extremely difficult to detect with conventional metal detection devices. All in all, it was a big problem.


  A standing mission for my unit was to sweep seven or eight miles of the main supply route for mines every morning. Theenemy dug holes in soil and gravel roads, placed some mines,and covered them over with a thin layer of camouflage. Theywere virtually impossible to spot. Another problem!


  The unit had another standing daily mission: to sweep the countryside of stray cattle that refugees had left behind. These strays tended to set off our antitank (AT) mines as they roamed througha defensive sector. Somehow, they seldom sustained real injurywhen an AT mine exploded, but it was really no problem whena cow actually was badly injured. The injured cow simply becamelunch or dinner.


  Instead of laboriously sweeping the road with mine detector crews, I’d drive a herd of cattle down the road. Their sharp hooveswere extremely effective in detonating mines placed in the roadsby the enemy at night. This way we’d detonate numerous mineswithout ever missing a single one. And we’d wind up with freshbeef. Our mess hall butchered the injured and dead animals toenhance and supplement our combat rations. Not only did theuse of animals save valuable time, but more important it savedthe lives of many engineer soldiers who had the very hazardousduty of removing mines from the roads manually. The SPCAcould have complained, but you never find the SPCA where onlypeople are getting killed.



  The Korean people also provided significant labor for us. We’d contact the local mayor or police chief, explain the urgency ofour situation or the importance of our mission, and exchange asignificant amount of rice for the required number of broad backsand strong legs. Townspeople under local leadership were highlyeffective in rendering combat support. They moved a lot of supplies such as ammo, mortar rounds, and other materiel for usand perhaps for the enemy as well.


  On one occasion division assigned us responsibility for building a five thousand-foot runwayseventy-five feet wide. We had a single piece of mechanized equipment-a D-7 bulldozer. The run-waywas mandated for completion in seven days. So we had local townspeople contribute their labor insupport of our operation. In seven days we managed to grade the runway site-to-be, open anabandoned quarry, improvise a haul road, and transport three- to six-inch stones along thedesignated runway centerline. Then the townspeople emplaced the stones by hand, tamped them downinto a densely compacted interlocking grid, and thus built a highly serviceable, weather-resistantrunway for P-51 fighter aircraft. l'd flown this type of airplane during the Big War, and I knew asuitable runway when I saw one from ground level.


  From time to time I’d witness yet another example of the Koreans’ unique ability to improvise. I was called back from Haman to Masan to attend a conference on barrier planning. It happenedthat my trip began in conjunction with my development of cattle-mobile minesweeping technology.



  When I had safely negotiated my road sector I came across a Dodge two and one-half—ton truck tilted on its side—apparentlya casualty of conventional minesweeping techniques. In the bowelsof the truck a young Korean man was working busily to removethe engine. There was no one else around and I wondered howone man could conceive of handling such a chore by himself.When I stopped my vehicle to watch his legerdemain, he ceasedworking. But when it became obvious to him that I meant himno harm, he went back to his imaginative task.


  The man had one adjustable-jawed wrench, a screwdriver, and a pouch of small tools. In about twenty minutes the truck enginewas free from its mounting, the radiator, and the transmission,and was ready for removal.


  (Standard hauling equipment for males in rural Korea was the double A-frame. As for women, carrying was usually accomplishedby balancing the load atop the head on a small cloth pad.)


  The man took a stout tree limb and rolled the engine over once onto his A-frame on the ground. I was astounded. Thenthe man took a length of tangled rice-straw rope and began tosecure the engine to the A-frame. Placing his tree limb at something like arm’s reach, he went into a deep crouch while settinghis shoulders into the A-frame harness. Rocking back and forthand adjusting for exactly the right location and position, he reachedfor the limb and placed all seven feet of it between his feet atprecisely the right point for maximum leverage. Slowly and carefully, he leaned forward while simultaneously letting the engine,securely fastened to the A-frame, roll onto his back. Meanwhile,he manipulated his arms and hands to climb the limb increasinglyinclined to his front. In a minute or two he was perfectly upright,engine mounted high astride his shoulders on the A-frame, andsecurely balanced.


  He took a few trial steps and then began making his way slowly, ponderously, but somewhat majestically up the embankment tothe roadway.


  I could hardly believe what my eyes told had actually happened. I didn’t accurately know the weight of a six- or eight-cylinder Dodge engine for a 2 1/2-ton truck, but I could estimate it to be something like 350 pounds, give or take 25. What wouldhave been an impossible feat for a robust, well-nourished, andperfectly conditioned 200-pound soldier had just been accomplished by a slightly built Korean weighing no more than 145pounds!


  The man chugged steadily away from me, feet slapping rhythmically and the stout stick thrusting vigorously ahead. He, too, seemed headed for Masan. I passed him in my jeep, glancingbriefly sideways to catch a brief wink as both of us went aboutour business.


  Never before had I seen such a demonstration of strength, skill, stamina, and human motivation, not to mention innovation.Never again, probably, will I see such.


  Both Green and Carlisle brought a lot of strength and a rare quality of class to our company. They could do it all. They werededicated to duty, methodical, and professional. Both were finemarksmen and athletes. The officers and men of the companywere proud of “their” West Pointers. They both performed inan outstanding manner for me. West Point never produced bettermen.


  In a way, though, I felt bad exposing Carlisle and Green tothe killing floor, jeopardizing their tremendous intellect and persons to the nothingness of war. They both had the potential for contributing significantly to the improvement of the total environment in which mankind toiled and despoiled. They were first-class human beings, and they also were first-class fighting men,and they demonstrated it at every opportunity.


  Dave Carlisle and 1 were particularly close. We had grown up together in southern California. I remembered Dave from Sundayschool. It was Dave’s older brother, Jim, who beat me at the drillcompetition back at CMTC. Dave was a complete officer and alot smarter than soldiers need to be. We are close friends andcolleagues still.


  Absent Without Leave, 31 August 1950, Haman, Korea


  It was still hot, and the mosquitoes were voracious as always. The enemy had been active, violent, consistent. Life had becomeroutine, to the extent that a shooting war ever becomes routine.When I wakened on an otherwise very beautiful morning in mid-August, I had a sharp, razor-like pain in my lower left spine.My back was killing me.


  At first I thought it was related to my having slept on the hood of my jeep, but that was routine. We had no cots or beds.We slept on soft spots on the floor or wherever we chose. Thatis, except for the security people, who slept in their foxholes.But misery can become a habit, fortunately. The only cautionwas that we wanted a lot of dispersion so if attacked, or if anartillery round came in, our casualties would be limited. We hadthe luxury of mosquito netting, but if a soldier turned over atnight and an elbow, shoulder, or any other body part came intocontact with the netting, he had an instant mosquito bite.


  The back pain disturbed me, and when I began to urinate, it worried me a helluva lot more, because the urine looked likeblack coffee. I knew at that moment that I didn’t just have aback pain. I had a kidney stone. I’d had one before. Not onlywas there a pain in my back, but it traveled forward and downwardinto my left testicle. Wow!


  I had to go see the medics. I didn’t want to be evacuated, but the regimental surgeon was a no-nonsense guy, and the momenthe heard about the kidney stone, I’d be long gone. I didn’t wantto leave the company.



  On some crazy schedule of their own, kidney stones move until finally they reach the bladder where they languish and finallylodge for a miserable stay, with spikes poking the sphincter. Badnews! But that only sets up the victim for the painful inevitability.At some point in time that stone has to travel the length of thepenis, cutting and plowing all the way until it’s free. Excruciatingall the way. But this was still not the time for me to be sitting ina hospital in Japan, and I knew that Captain Hedgepath wouldprescribe an evacuation for me.


  I had some friends in the doctor’s camp. I wanted some codeine pills to stop the pain. I needed to stop that razor blade in mykidney from inflicting more pain than I could stand. A smallhandful of pills would suffice. And so it was that I saw the lieutenant, who owed me a small favor.


  After a greeting of sorts, I said, “Look, Hoss, I’ve got a kidney stone working, an’ it’s killin’ me. I need some help. I don’t wantto be evacuated. It might take a week or so to get rid of thedamned thing. I had some experience with them. No sweat, butI need some help. The pain’s a bitch.”


  The lieutenant took a long look at me and said, “Well I think it’s a lousy idea. You should be getting the hell out of here. Kidneystones are no joke. But I owe you a couple, and I’ll do it foryou just this once. I’ll write it up as a couple of dozen pills to betaken two at a time as needed for pain. But ten days from nowif you haven’t gotten rid of that ‘staghorn,’ I’m going to tell thedoctor, minus this little transaction we’re negotiating right now.The doctor would have me tried if he knew I was practicingmedicine. Ten days. Friendship be damned.”


  I agreed. “Thanks, old man.” And I went about my main concern, and the pills did their job—temporarily.


  At the end of ten days, I was still toting that stone, and the pills had made me flaky and insecure. The stone hadn’t movedmuch, if at all. I found myself needing more pills and gettingless and less relief. Common sense was dictating that I do as the doctor ordered without subterfuge. Pride be damned. I still hada lot of guilt about laying up in a hospital trying to hatch a kidneystone alongside of all those kids who were in there for gunshotwounds, all broken up and patched together.


  I talked to the doctor about the stone, and he looked me over. He asked, “How long have you been bothered by this stone?”


  I responded, “About ten days or so.”


  The doc asked, “What have you been doing for the pain?”


  I said, “Oh, I just grin and bear it, doc.”


  The doctor replied, “You are good at a lot of things, Captain, but lying isn’t one of them. Come back at 1300 hours. MeanwhileI’ll take a look at that coffee you left as a urine sample. Youhave an infection and some fever. We may have to send youback to Japan. We’ll see.”


  I resigned myself to what I saw as inevitable and briefed my executive officer on all of our projects and problems. I let Lieutenant Colonel Roberts know where I stood with the medics andassured him that I’d be back as soon as my physical conditionwould allow. At about 1400 hours I was on my way to Tokyo. Ifelt bad about leaving the company. I felt that no one else coulddo the job properly.


  I wound up in Tokyo in a military hospital. After a thorough examination, I lay in that fine, white, clean bed and luxuriatedfor a few moments. Then I fell off a cliff which was sleep, and Islept for fourteen hours—deep restful sleep. It was clean, cool,quiet sleep—the like of which I had needed for a long time. Therewere forms, questions, X-rays, and medications. I was set up fora retrograde, which was described to me as a process where thedoctor would insert a tube through the penis, up the urethrainto the bladder, and with the help of a light remove the stonewith some tweezer-like tools. I was feeling so badly by then thatit didn’t really matter what they did or when. I was completelyresigned to my fate.


  It happened the following morning. I was completely prepared, and the medications took care of any apprehension. I didn’t comeout of the anesthesia completely until late that afternoon. Thedoctor visited me, and he announced that the process didn’t remove the stone and that he’d try again in a few days. My morale went to hell, and the pains were coming back.


  I lay there in intensive care, very unhappy, until the duty nurse, a good-looking lieutenant, came over and started massaging myhands. She told me her name was Ruby, and it fit her well. Atfirst I thought I was feeling the way I was because I hadn’t beenaround women for so damned long. This girl had a voice thatdid good things for me, and I forgot about the retrograde failure.The attention and conversation made me feel that she really cared.It was a good feeling. I could forget that I was married, and Idid. From time to time she had to do other things than care forme, and I got a chance to look her over well. She had hipslike a government mule and D-cups that held divine promises.She was slim at the waist, built for speed and endurance. Ihad a head full of her, and she was hungry. I wasn’t able to doa thing physically. The catheter I was carrying took care ofthat, even if my senses didn’t. We talked about the fantasticthings we could do to and for each other after the catheterwas removed. I was out of my head, and the promise was sublime. That evening an intern removed the catheter. I began tofeel better.


  The next day I was back in my room, and during the long day I yearned for that woman. She was my reward for all thehardships of combat—all the hardships of life, including wounds.


  I lay there with an erection all day. I fantasized loving that beautiful hunk of woman. I nibbled her gumdrop-size nipples, and weboth loved it. I played with those fabulous mammaries. I had tocontrol myself to keep from having a wet dream. I was very muchawake. I’d never in my life wanted a woman so much. I’d neverhad fantasies so vivid. Her belly intrigued me, and I loved thefeel of her magnificent thighs. The only thing better would bethe actual sex act. In my mind I was nearly there. Close. And,of course, this woman was giving me the treatment. I lived withthe fantasies of this woman all day.


  Ruby came by to visit about 2000 hours and told me she would be off at 2300 hours. We could spend as much time as we wantedin her quarters. She asked me what I’d like to drink. I told her,“J. Daniels, black.”


  She said, “I’ve got plenty of it. In fact, I’ve got everything you need.”



  I believed she did! I was out of my mind with anticipation. As she readied to leave, she went to the locker where my clotheswere secured and brought them to me, so I could leave the buildinginconspicuously. We planned to meet outside a rear door. It wasall set. We had a brief manual going over, then she wisely backedoff. On her way out she asked, “Have you heard the news?”


  And I had to ask her, “What news?”


  She told me about the Inchon landing and the allied breakout from the Pusan perimeter. Instantly my fantasies were dead. Ibelonged back there. Whatever was happening I should have beena part of it even if I was still carrying the stone, which had moveddamned little, if at all.


  I told Ruby that I’d see her later as we’d planned. Then I put on my combat clothes and left the hospital. I caught a taxi forTachikawa Air Force Base and hitched a ride back to Korea. Itwas easy to hitch a ride over to Korea but very difficult to hitcha ride back to Japan. Once in Korea, it wasn’t difficult to hitchanother flight forward to the 25th Infantry Division area. Welanded on the road a couple of times and asked for the 77thEngineer Combat Company, and I finally found them at Pyongtaek. I assumed command. I was home again, sorry to have missedthe first big victory the allies enjoyed.


  It was back to work. I made a practice of urinating through some gauze so that I could see when the stone passed. In duetime I voided the small, painful stone and proudly took the bloodything to the regimental surgeon. I never saw Ruby again. I didwrite to her once, and I told her that she was magnificent andthat I’d like to see her again. It didn’t happen, but I rememberher still. I had been mighty close to adultery, and perhaps I’llalways be a little sorry that I chose not to indulge, but that isthe way with the male of the genus Homo.


  That was also the first and only time I ever went AWOL— absent without leave.


  CHAPTER 12


  Almost Victory


  18 September-25 November 1950


  Iresumed command of the 77th Engineer Combat Companyon l8 September 1950 at Pyongtaek, near Seoul. It was good toget back. In mv absence, the company had done a lot of workand a lot of fighting supporting the 24th Infantry Regiment onthe breakout from the Pusan perimeter and the advance northward.Now it was a time for some relaxation and for keepingbusy. 'I'he war was over as far as shooting and killing was concerned.At least, we thought so at the time.


  General MacArthur's brilliant amphibious assault deep in theenemy rear at Inchon on 15 September 1950 changed the wardramatically. The giant ourflanking maneuver was successful, andthe North Korean Army began to pull back. On l6 September1950, the UN forces inside the perimeter attacked and, after seriousfighting, broke through the North Korean lines. Many NorthKorean soldiers, now desperately seeking to escape, were captured.The North Korean Army disintegrated.


  The 25th Infantry Division, along with the 2d Infantry Division, spent several days clearing NKPA units in the southwestern partof Korea. Early in October the 25th Infantry Division movednorth along the west coast of Korea to Seoul, and then continuedpast the 38th Parallel, which separated South and North Korea.The mission of the 25th Infantry Division was to form a general United Nations line as part of the IX Corps of the Eighth Army.


  The North Koreans appeared to be beaten. The victorious UN forces moved northward, crossed the 38th Parallel, and movedinto North Korea. The fighting was over. The troops expectedto be home for Christmas.


  Then the fighting started up again as Chinese forces began to be encountered in North Korea. Soon after, it became apparentthat the Chinese had intervened massively in the war. We wouldnot be home for Christmas, and there was no telling what wouldhappen. It had almost been a victory.


  There had been a change in the regimental commander while I was gone. While on a visit to Capt. Roger Walden’s F Companyarea on 6 September 1950, Colonel Champeny was woundedslightly by a sniper and evacuated to Japan. I was sorry he waswounded, but I was not sorry to see him leave; Colonel Champenyand I had never gotten along. Ultimately this officer became abrigadiergeneralon another assignment.*


  The new commander of the 24th Infantry Regiment was John T. Corley, who at thirty-six became the youngest regimental commander in Korea. Colonel Corley was a graduate of the U.S.Military Academy, class of 1938. He was good. He had foughtwell as a battalion commander in World War II in North Africaand Europe, and he was one of the most highly decorated officersin the U.S. Army. Colonel Corley had taken over the 3d Battalionof the 24th Infantry Regiment after Sam Pierce was wounded,and he had done a good job with the battalion. Colonel Corleywas the outstanding leader that the regiment needed.


  A major factor in the performance of our 24th Infantry Regiment in the early days of the Korean War was the turnover of the senior officers in the regiment. The following table showsthe officers—all white—assigned to top leadership positions inthe 24th Infantry Regiment in those early days of the KoreanWar.


  Senior Commanders in the 24th Infantry Regiment Korean War: July—September 1950



  
    Regimental Commander: White; Champeny*; Corley


    Regimental Executive Officer:Bennet; Roberts

  


  
    Commander, 1st Battalion Commander:Calhoun; Carson; Miller


    Commander, 2d Battalion:Roberts; Cole; Baxter; Donahoe*; Clayton

  


  
    Commander, 3d Battalion:Walton; Tunsall; Cook; Baxter; Cook; Pierce*; Corley; Blair

  


  * Combat casualty


  There were three changes of the regimental commander, two in the regimental executive officer, and sixteen changes of battalioncommanders during the first ninety days of combat. On the average, a battalion commander in this regiment stayed on the jobonly twenty-one days. Only two of the thirteen battalion commanders who left were combat casualties, and two more moved up tohigher positions. Most of the battalion commanders left becausethey were relieved or wanted to find other, less demanding duties.This turnover was hardly conducive to stability among the troops.



  Dummy, 19 September 1950, Pyongtaek, Korea


  The company had been fighting and working steadily for two months. Now there was some time to relax a bit and take careof some of the less important problems, which had been too lowin priority while the action was hot. One of those minor problemsinvolved getting some help with the housekeeping chores.


  It was extremely difficult for senior NCOs and officers to keep up with their duffel and gear because, as leaders, they also hadto plan, prepare, and supervise the men. It was hard for themto do it all. It made sense to have some help for the leaders, buthaving enlisted men serve the leaders was not an economical useof manpower, and it was not good for morale either.


  The issue of officer orderlies—or body servants—had been considered by the Gray Committee, which reviewed all GI gripes at the end of World War II. It was decreed that all enlisted peopleand all officers below the grade of brigadier general would wearthe same clothes, eat the same food, and take care of themselvesin personal matters.



  It sounded good, but we had a real need for a little help. Someone was needed to roll up and store sleeping bags, fetch water, rundown mail, and, when necessary, to move and set up at a newlocation.


  We had stumbled along with the problem for weeks. One of the officers was always grumbling about the loss or misplacementof his gear. Ours was a busy life. It is said that necessity is themother of invention, and that is sometimes true.


  I was called to attend a supply meeting back at division headquarters, but I begged off because we were winding up some bridge construction. I sent Lieutenant Carlisle in my stead. That was agood move all around. He attended the meeting and set aboutsolving the body servant problems.


  Lieutenant Carlisle showed up in a cloud of dust about an hour before sunset. In the back seat of the jeep sat a young andproud-looking Korean man with a huge scar on his throat. Davegot out of the jeep and “signed” for his passenger to dismountfrom the jeep. He brought the young Korean up to where I wasstanding. Dave accomplished an introduction verbally and in signs,explaining that he had engaged the man, whose name was Becken Kee, but who preferred to be called Dan, from a Catholicorphanage in Pusan. The supervising priest felt that Dan coulddo a servant’s job for all eight of our assigned officers. If not,Dave was at liberty to return him. Dave explained that Dan wasa deaf-mute, but that he was adept at lipreading simple English.Dave added that Dan was also an accomplished welterweight boxer.That piqued my interest.


  Well, Dave took Dan through the bivouac area, signing extensively. By the time rounds were made, Dan had acquired a new nickname, “Dummy.” I resented the put-down, but I guess itwas only to be expected. Dan seemed to have no objection.


  I felt strongly that Dan would prove unable to care for all of his newfound charges. But the following morning Dan was up early. By the time we were up, he’d delivered jerry cans of water,one hot and one cold. The bedclothes of Lieutenant Carlisle andanother officer were airing in the windows of our quarters. MaybeDan was going to work out; we’d just have to see.


  When Dan had completed all his chores, he reported to the mess sergeant. Sergeant Lamont sent him out into the countryside,into the yards and gardens that had been abandoned by Koreanrefugees fleeing the war. It was to be Dan’s job to bring to themess crew abandoned fowl, onions, garlic, peppers, and othercondiments that would improve our normal quartermaster fare.Again, Dan did a superb job.


  He became admired and respected by everyone. But his nickname, Dummy, hung on. While many of us resented it, the name stuck to him like glue.


  During the first full day Dummy was with us, he did some basic carpentry. He constructed two washstands to hold our inverted steel helmets, making our morning ablutions easier andmore pleasant. There seemed to be no end to his innovationand all-around abilities. Before long, we couldn’t imagine howwe’d gotten along without him.


  It was a good time, a great time. We’d accomplished some fine bridge construction. The roads were in good shape. The NorthKorean People’s Army had been essentially defeated. The warwas virtually forgotten, and rumors of going home began to circulate. I decided to declare a holiday. We’d set aside a day forspeeches, footraces, all types of athletic competition, special foods,and relaxation.


  We had a grand time. We’d invited guests from other units. Naturally, General Wilson came by for a couple of hours.


  Boxing was always our last and most important event. Some of the bouts were used to settle old grudges, but most were demonstrations between accomplished pugilists. The agitators were activebefore the event. Based on the rumor that Dummy could mixthings up, he was matched against Specialist 4th Class Wiley. Ithought it was a poor idea, because Wiley was welterweight champion of the division.


  Never having seen Dummy fight, I assumed he’d prove to beno match for a man of Wiley’s experience and skills. Dummy expressed no concern; he even manifested a certain air of nonchalance as one of the men helped him don his gloves.


  Once his gloves were on, Dummy began to shadowbox. It was immediately apparent that he knew how to handle himself intheory. Of course, going up against Wiley in earnest was goingto be something else. Wiley was rangy, strong, tough, and smart.


  Well, by the time the boxers were both warmed up, the tension had mounted along with considerable apprehension. The bellrang, and the match was on!


  Wiley knew that he was supposed to put on a show. So he dug in. He bred a hard straight jab at Dummy’s head, but thehead was no longer in line with Wiley’s punch. Dummy counteredwith nearly incredible speed. He threw a right cross, which landedflush on Wiley’s chin. Wiley staggered imperceptibly, and Dummycaught him with a hard left jab. Then he followed the punishingstraight blow with a thudding right that dug into Wiley’s solarplexus. The champion buckled forward. Dummy chopped himdown like a tall tree with an overhand left.


  Belatedly, the referee started the count. Eventually, Wiley managed to regain his feet. Dummy went into a dance routine. He put on a show of fancy footwork, while giving Wiley a lot oftime to recuperate. Finally, the bout resumed with Dummy teaching a lesson, and Wiley covering to keep from being deckedagain. Somehow Wiley hung on and managed to survive the firstround.


  It seemed to me that a long count occurred between Round 1 and Round 2. During the second round, Wiley exercised a gooddeal of caution. Dummy taunted him, sticking and moving, inand out, around and around. It was an interesting, but not particularly exciting, round, and it ended the match.


  As Wiley’s handlers were removing his gloves, he declared: “Ah’m outa shape, the war an’ all. Figger it’s best to call it adraw an’ let it got at that. Y’all understand?”


  We all did. When Dummy saw Wiley agreeing to come out of his gloves, he knew that the champion wanted no more of him.Actually, he’d known at the knockdown and subsequent long countthat he was the better boxer. Being literally speechless, Dummyshrugged his shoulders and stared at Wiley’s corner with no emotion whatsoever.


  The troops developed a profound appreciation for Dummy’s skills. They didn't change his nickname, but they certainly changedits connotation. Dummy had earned their respect. If cornered,more than a few of the men were prepared to put a “Mister” infront of his name.


  In early October, Lt. Arthur B. Cummings joined us. “Pat” Cummings was a rugged basketball player with a master’s degreein mathematics from the University of Chicago. He had a coupleof years of enlisted service during World War II. He was a tallman. His presence was good for us, all the way. He would eventually take over command of the 77th ECC.


  When Pat arrived, however, we had a full house of officers, and they were all good. Even with the potential Pat brought tous, it seems that there wasn’t an appropriate job for him. I knewthat attrition would eventually fold him into the unit, so I sentLieutenant Cummings to regimental headquarters as our liaisonofficer where he played a most important role. He kept us completely aware of the big picture, which became particularly important later on when the Chinese Third Army was chewing up theU.S. Eighth Army by the battalion, and our units were beingcut off and destroyed. Pat brought a cool, mathematicians’s perception to regiment. He kept them aware of our capability for streamcrossing, mine warfare, and other support, which eliminated alot of panic. Simultaneously, he kept us aware of the frenziedU.S. moves and countermoves along the Chongchon River andthe gigantic bug out south to the Imjin River.



  Railroad Bridge, 10—25 October 1950, Pyongtaek, Korea


  We were housed in an inoperative elementary school complex, which served as a headquarters, barracks, maintenance facility,and home. In spare moments I watched the harvest of rice andthe collection of faggots to be used for winter heating and cooking.Universally, harvest is a beautiful time. I felt good about it all. Iallowed myself to think of returning to the United States, to myfamily.


  I also devoted some time daily to close-order drill, and the troops hated it. There were many areas of training where wewere lacking, so we held classes, as we had in garrison, on minewarfare, demolitions, map reading, small-arms orientation andmaintenance, night fighting, and most important, safety. We hadbecome lax.



  Our major project was to build a railroad bridge on the MSR just north of Pyongtaek. Lt. Carroll LeTellier designed and supervised the railroad bridge construction, which is best described asunconventional. With native help we filled rice bags with localsoil and interlocked them in stacks, which formed huge piers tosupport a stringer system consisting of lengths of 120-pound railroad rails. Irrespective of design, it carried many trains loadedto the maximum. Army supplies and construction materials, ifthey were even available in the country, were not available tous.


  The First Sergeant offered some ancient wisdom. “There’s a timber hoard in every town. Some place there’s bound to be acollection of abandoned vehicles, scrap, impedimenta, lumber,and whatnot. Little boys climb fences; they know where all thebodies are buried. I’ll have the interpreter work on it.”


  I was less than optimistic, but, why not?


  About 1430 hours, the First Sergeant told me, “Sir, the boys found that lumber hoard. With a few pieces of candy as reward,they located enough timber to build or rebuild every bridge andculvert from here to Seoul. Drift pins, nails, and hardware, too.U.S. government issue.”


  I was amazed and said, “Let’s have a look.”


  The report was true. The mayor and the chief of police owned a tremendous hoard of engineer equipment, and each plank andtimber had “UNRRA, 1948” burned into both ends. This timberwas donated by the American taxpayer, ostensibly to provide newopportunity for the Koreans. There before us was at least one-half million dollars worth of taxes, gone to the very private ownership of a group of local Korean politicians.



  I confiscated and removed all the material we could use and notified battalion headquarters of our find. They weren’t interested except to caution me about private property rights. I madeout a blood chit and signed it, covering all the material we removed.In the name of the United States Army, I confiscated that privateproperty for military use and obligated my government to payfor that material at fair market value. The local politicians wereless than happy. So was I, but the main supply route was greatlyimproved. The American taxpayer paid for the material at leasttwice. It was a phony expenditure.


  We decked over Lieutenant LeTellier’s bridge. It wasn’t the most beautiful bridge in the world, but it was practical. The transportation people used it excessively. LeTellier was proud of it.We were all proud of it; we were proud of LeTellier, too.


  I kept the men busy, exhausted, too tired to spend energy to go looking for trouble or entertainment. We built a communitywarehouse and added another wing to the school. After the riceharvest we trucked the crop forty miles to the market for thebenefit of the local farmers. It was probably not strictly legal,but it was good public relations.


  I watched summer ease into Indian summer and fade into early autumn. An impatience overcame us. Young, vital men requirechange, movement, action. Make-work and close-order drill became boring, even more so the calisthenics.


  Rumors slowly permeated our ranks—rumors about a strike to the north to subdue completely whatever was left of the NKPA.We were to destroy its ability to make war against South Koreaever again. The army had to be humiliated internationally. Wewould move and destroy all the way to the Yalu River. Stampout communism! Strike another blow for freedom! The first unitsto the Yalu River would be the first units to return home. Home by Christmas! That fired everyone up and snapped us out ofour lethargy. Action!


  Moving North, 1 November 1950, Kaesong, Korea


  The orders came to move up. The move was welcome. We’d sat on the side of the road too long. I was tired of creating worksituations and doing nonmilitary jobs just for the sake of busyness.We were ordered north on the main supply route, up to Kaesong,then east into the Iron Triangle area to destroy approximatelyone hundred artillery pieces. This was an area just north of the38th Parallel. It was from here that the North Koreans had jumpedoff on their southward attack the previous June. Here were theRussian-built guns that the Russians considered in excess of theirneeds. Here also were tens of thousands of artillery rounds tofit the guns. We blew them up, destroyed every one.


  The river there was fast and deep, and it accommodated hundreds of tons of ammunition. We placed artillery rounds into gun muzzles and into the breech blocks. We fired the guns witha long, long lanyard and split the tubes. Even if it were possibleto retrieve the guns from that voracious river, the guns weretotally unserviceable.


  As the job wound down, I looked around and summer was gone; Indian summer was gone. It was brisk autumn. There wasa bite in the air. It was football weather somewhere. The treeswere turning, and the sky was patterned with the birds of passage.Momentarily, I was homesick.


  I sent a message to regiment, which had also displaced forward to Seoul. A message came back instructing us to assault a hilltopvillage, in which a small unit of North Korean soldiers werein residence. “Dislodge enemy and occupy until furthernotice.”


  All we needed was some more killing. We moved back to the town and started up the hill. We drew a little fire, but we wentup, up to the top, and the handful of enemy soldiers folded andfled before we were ten yards from the road and our vehicles.


  We secured the town, brought up the vehicles, and emplaced a lot of barbed wire, mines, and trip flares and dug foxholes.



  The kids in the town were out of their minds with joy at our arrival. They gave us the same welcome that kids had extendedto others who had occupied towns in centuries before us. Thefeeling it gave me was great. Hannibal in Iberia, Napoleon atAusterlitz, now Bussey at Hinwan. I sent my interpreter to themayor with the expectation of being entertained with a party,food, booze, and dancing girls. It happened. The mayor producedit all, and it was fabulous in a primitive way. I enjoyed it immensely.


  About midway through the meat course, we heard a mine explode. The party was over! We mustered rapidly on our preestablished positions, fully expecting an enemy attack. Along the side of the road leading to the village, a farmer returning late withhis cows, one of which had kicked a trip wire, and a bouncingbetty had gone off at eye level. This type of mine is designed tokill personnel, but it had only scratched the farmer slightly. Hepicked up the smoking base plate and brought it into the villagefor our inspection, wonder, disbelief, and amazement; but that’swhat it was. He apologized for inconveniencing us by dislodgingour mine.


  Back to the party. It picked up speed. As it became late, perhaps 9:30 p.m. or 10:00 p.m., my interpreter eased over to me andadvised me that it was expected that I should spend the nightwith the mayor’s second wife, as custom demanded. I consideredthis situation awkward in the extreme. Not that the woman wasunattractive—on the contrary—I’d just never had an offer of awife before, particularly from a husband. The gathered officersconsidered it a great and humorous deal, especially in light ofmy obvious consternation. I went way back in my memory. Myfather taught me that when a guest in a man’s home, I shouldparticipate in everything that was not contrary to my morals.(He didn’t say anything about common sense.) And, I’d beentotally without for five months.


  I excused myself and departed through the door being held open by Second Wife. There was no need for conversation. Sheknew no English, and I knew no more than six words of theKorean language, none of which were appropriate to the prevailing circumstances.


  I went to work on foreplay, which was at least physically, if not verbally, universal. The action was fantastic! I don’t rememberwhether it was so because of my long period of abstinence orbecause Second Wife knew and enjoyed what she was about. Eitherway, I approved of the custom and indulged in it throughoutthe night. Hail, the conqueror!


  In the last moments of darkness I began to wonder about the possibility of imposing upon the hospitality of the mayor on subsequent occasions. This problem resolved itself, simply, negatively,and eternally.


  A radio message came in from regiment. “Join regiment at Kaesong, MSR, 1000 hours. Acknowledge.”


  We were on the move again. I was grateful for, and will long remember, the mayor’s hospitality and Second Wife’s prowess.Her need? She was about twenty-four years old; the mayor, fifty-five. At that time, and in that environment, he was aged. Blesshim.


  We were on the road again.


  Anatomy of a Bigot, 9 November 1950, Kaesong, Korea


  I had gotten along well with Col. John T. Corley since his first day in the regiment. When he commanded the 3d Battalion, Igave him and the other infantry battalion commanders far bettersupport than the book called for. My platoons were always anintegral part of the total combat operation. I earnestly and conscientiously supported the infantry battalions and assigned my lieutenants to match the personalities of the battalion commanders.It was good for all parties concerned.


  Corley led the regiment through cold, hard intimidation, but he led it better than his predecessors. He was also an opportunist.He was highly decorated, and he knew how to exploit the awardsand decorations system. He’d sacrificed a lot of men. In fairness,I have to add that he also jeopardized himself.


  I served Colonel Corley well, and he appreciated it. In a sense,we were friends. Having been a fighter pilot during the Big War, I could match his war stories. Our relationship was always candid.We both enjoyed it. We shared each other’s whiskey, and whiskeywas scarce—hard to come by, but possible. I had a connectionback in Gifu. Every month, I received a case or so of Suntory—a Japanese whiskey very much in demand among the troops. Ialso had a relationship with a British unit that traded rum forfood. A bargain for us all.


  We joined the regiment on the MSR at Kaesong, and I looked up Colonel Corley. I reported on everything except my activitieswith Second Wife; that was extra-military. The long convoy, threeto four miles long, stood at the roadside. It waited all day throughnoon, through sunset, and into evening.


  Colonel Corley asked me to come up and share a drink with him come sundown. Sundown, so as to be out of view of thetroops. We had four or five long pulls, which really diminishedhis fifth of Harper. The whiskey loosened our tongues and wetalked of many things.


  Eventually, we got down to affairs of the regiment. Racial affairs. He explained the reason he couldn’t give a battalion to MajorWilliams, a black officer, despite the fact that he was far moreable than two of the three lieutenant colonels then in command.I pointed out that his attitude was cowardly and that his prejudicesand those of his superiors decreased the effectiveness of the regiment, the effectiveness of the division, and of the Army as awhole. He agreed, but he cited Army policy. Company-level command for blacks, okay. Battalion-level command, maybe in sixto eight years.


  We talked on. He cited our personal relationship as a mark of progress. Then he told me, “I only recommended you for theSilver Star for the job you did at Yechon, and I only recommendeda Bronze Star for your rescue of Lieutenant Lenon and his people.The Distinguished Service Cross was appropriate for the Lenonrescue and well deserved. So was the Congressional Medal forYechon. If you were white, you’d have gotten them both. You’dbe a hero in song and fable, because a nation, a people, are onlyas strong as its heroes. You will note that there are no blackheroes, except maybe Jackie Robinson in baseball. Small matter.


  “You see, you are young, vital, and articulate. You’d be a profound role model for young Negroes. The Negro newspapers would lionize you. Hicks is trying to do it now. But, you see, wecan’t allow it. It was always meant to be a white man’s world,and I, like all others of my station in life, am obligated to maintainthe control of Negroes in my sphere of activity. I cannot allowyou to become a hero, no matter how worthy. I reduced thesize of the battalion that you saved to a group, and I reducedthe number of men you killed so that finally the job was onlyworth the Silver Star. As it was, you killed more of the enemythan Audie Murphy, Sergeant York, and John Wayne combined.You are my kind of soldier, my kind of man. But with the CMH—you’d flaunt it. You’d be an inspiration to every young Negro inthe country. Through men like you, Negroes would effectivelyrise above their current state in our socio-politico-economic society.


  “Please understand. Please understand me. . . .”


  He passed the bottle, and I had another long one. I understood him well—too well. I told him that I considered him a bigot,which is comparable to being a bastard. I’d been had miserably,totally. As I walked away, he stated, “At least I’m honest enoughto tell you how it is. Others won’t tell you; and, besides, you’re aslave to duty anyway.’’


  That was the end of our drinking. I only drank with friends, and Colonel Corley was an enemy now. He didn’t hate me personally, but he hated what I was, and that is bigotry at its meanestand most sinful. I am answerable for my deeds, but not for theaccident of birth—neither mine nor his. My consolation lay inthe fact that I was a better man than he, and we both knew it.


  Best of all, I knew myself. I could thrive even in the bigoted environment in which I found myself. It was not new to me. Iwas bred and born in it, as were my father, my grandfather,and his father as well. We’d come to the American continentenslaved. Only the very strong survived the generations of suffering, privation, and starvation and the mind-diminishing humiliation, rape, and murder of enslavement. We are, and have alwaysbeen, survivors. Hardship—physical, mental, and emotional—wasthe crucible in which I’d been tempered. Minor setbacks are of little moment. We are here forever.


  It was an ugly, emotional encounter, but I was prepared to face a lifetime of abuse at the hands of Corley’s ilk. I could handleit. I could thrive on it. Medals are of extremely short life, liketheir recipients.


  
    [image: ]

  


  
    [image: ]

  


  
    [image: ]

  


  
    [image: ]

  


  CHAPTER 13


  Almost Disaster


  15 November-31 December 1950, North Korea


  The word came down sounding more like fact than rumor: “The first troops to the Yalu River will be the first troops sent home,”and “Home by Christmas!” The word was not in the form ofan order, nor was it signed, but General MacArthur was creditedwith the remark, and sanity was largely lost. There came a periodof meandering by divisions, regiments, and miscellaneous Armyunits, scattered from Pyongyang northward and eastward towardKunu-ri and beyond to Yongbyon, Ilsong, to Unhung. Largelylost, out of control, totally devoid of command, control, and intelligence, and ignorant of the enemy’s presence, whereabouts, ortactics. The Eighth Army was a mass of blundering fools hellbent for the Yalu River. Home by Christmas. We were actinglike it was a victory.


  Taken by surprise, the U.S. and ROK armies staggered and went into retreat. North Korea was lost by the UN forces. TheIX Corps, which had a separate base on the east coast, was withdrawn intact by ships. The forces in the central and western parts of Korea fell back under heavy attack, and the losses were staggering.


  The 25th Infantry Division had been part of the general defensive line of the Eighth Army, which withdrew rapidly from advanced positions in North Korea, back through Pyongyang, then back through Seoul. The retreat was disorderly, and much equipment was lost. Finally, the Eighth Army managed to form andhold a defensive position south of Seoul in late December 1950.


  The rout of UN forces and their uncontrolled flight from Kunu-ri, North Korea, down to the Imjin River was ignominious.It can be stated truthfully that the Eighth Army lost all of NorthKorea to the Chinese Army and the local gentry because of recklessdisorganization. Had the Yalu River been the objective of a systematic and well-organized military operation, complete with logisticalsupport north of Pyongyang and with well-coordinated air support, intelligence, communications, and artillery, then the debaclemight have been avoided and success achieved. There were probably as many casualties from frostbite and lack of medical care asthere were from gunshot wounds. Not the Chinese Army, butour own arrogance, absence of planning and logistics, and failureof command defeated UN and U.S. forces. It was willy-nilly, andwhen the reckoning came it was catastrophic.
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  The inadequate road system was choked with retreating men, vehicles, weapons, and impedimenta. Men with their beards andnostrils filled with ice—cold, hungry, frostbitten, forsaken—wereheading helplessly toward Pusan, Japan, home. Officers were ineffective, separated from their troops. Ambulances were unable tomove along the roads, which were choked with immobile vehicles.Wounded men were all over the place. The Chinese soldiers established and manned roadblocks on the road west from Kunu-ri.The killing floor was never more violent. No one knew the locationsof the Chinese Army; no one knew the enemy strength. We wereaware only of his omnipresence. Nothing terrifies like deepwounds. Nothing frightens like frostbite, and nothing—absolutelynothing—generates the moral anxiety of imminent death, so painful, so futile, so final.


  And thus we died, so many of us. Many of us had never had cold weather indoctrination, and very few of us had been trainedin night fighting, the strong point of the North Korean soldier.Why had we not spent those months, after the landing at Inchonand before the move north to the Yalu, on training? We hadtwo full months to prepare ourselves for serious combat. Timewas wasted instead. Lives were wasted, too.



  With the Chinese soldier, the case was entirely different. He enjoyed the fruits of victory. He had a crude automatic blow-back weapon, which was not hampered by freezing weather. Hewore a uniform appropriate to his habits and to his habitat. Hisammunition was light in weight, and he carried a lot of it. Hisfood was primarily millet or rice, which he carried over his shoulderin a tubular sack. His protein came from chickens, pigs, or otherlivestock that he confiscated as he passed through the countryside.He traveled lightly, secretly, rapidly, motivated, and trained forkilling.


  The flight southward through North Korea in late l950 wasprobably the most shameful display of military ineptitude in U.S.history. For some reason, however, the Army's military historianshave not dealt with the rout from North Korea. The U.S. Army'sofficial history of the first part of the war, from 25 June to November1950, waspublishedin 1961*as the first of a three-volumehistory of the Korean War. The third volume, covering the smallunitengagements and truce negotiations along a stalemated frontfrom July 1951 to July 1953, waspublishedin 1966.**The secondvolume. which will cover the Chinese intervention and the routof the UN forces, has only recently been finished and is scheduledfor publication at the end of 1990. Why has it taken the U.S. Army almost forty years just to print a book about its great defeat?


  The U.S.-ROK-UN line south of Seoul stiffened and held despite a massive Chinese offensive in January 1951. Then, during thefirst four months of 1951, a UN forces counteroffensive regainedthe lost South Korean territory and formed the basis for the eventual cease-fire line between North and South Korea agreed to in1953.


  The 77th Engineer Combat Company fought steadily during the retreat. We and the 24th RCT as a whole maintained unitcohesion during the retreat and managed to bring most of ourequipment out of North Korea. This was not the case for manyother Army units, and there were numerous instances of unitsbugging out and leaving equipment. It was a defeat, and it wasalmost a disaster. Thank God for Gen. Matthew Ridgway; hisleadership salvaged the UN effort.


  Chilly Mother, 15 November 1950, North Korea


  My thermometer stood at -29'F, and that is too cold for fighting.It was bitter. In spite of all the clothes I wore, I was uncomfortable.We were doing some fortifications work on the south bank of asmall river, and the work was going well. Poker was good at night.I'd won over a thousand dollars the night before and had mailedit home earlier that morning. There was no imminent pressurefrom the Chinese Army. The weather was all I had to worryabout, and worry I did.


  It was 1130 hours, and a call came for me on the radio advising me of a 1200 staff meeting lunch at regiment. It was at least afifteen-minute drive, so I saddled up. We drove down the road,and with all my clothes and the jeep heater going full blast, Istill wasn’t warm. Damn!



  Peering through the icy windshield I noticed a Korean woman laboring under one of those three-foot diameter bundles theyoften carried. The bundle contained all her worldly goods: food,utensils, clothing, bedding, lanterns—everything. The womanwaved to us. There was no possibility of an ambush at that spot,but against better judgment I had Pinkney stop the vehicle.


  I was surprised that the woman had waved. Koreans were totally independent of us. They generally let us fight our stupid warand left us alone. I sensed that this lady needed help desperately.We stopped alongside her, and she beckoned me over. I had noability to converse with her, but Pinkney knew a few words ofKorean. He said she wanted our help getting the bundle downfrom her head, and with a helluva strain the two of us lifted itand set it on the frozen roadside.



  She reached into the layers of her clothing and produced an unhappy three year old who was on a sling over her right shoulder,riding on her left hip. The bitter cold sent him into an instantcrying fit. Pinkney put him into the jeep. She started digginginto her clothing on the other side and produced a wee one,not more than a yearling. He went into an instant bawling fit,too, when that cold air hit him.


  At that moment she groaned a little, and she was standing in a puddle of rapidly freezing fluid. I didn’t know whether she’dlost control of her bladder or not, but that’s what I suspected.She started digging frantically in her bundle and produced severalyards of white rags.


  I took the wee one to Pinkney in the jeep. We were both a little embarrassed for this poor woman, alone and friendless ina God-forsaken countryside, with all her worldly goods in a bundleon the side of the road, and two squalling, cold, young-uns inthe vehicle of a strange soldier. I looked over to that little woman,wondering what would happen next.


  She beckoned to me again and indicated that she wanted me to help her down into the ditch alongside the road. Then sheseparated all of those garments and went into a deep squat. Shemotioned me away, and I was glad to back off because I’d completely misinterpreted all that I’d seen.


  She was in the ditch for some few minutes, and I could hear her softly groaning or chanting. I stayed at the jeep and Pinkneylooked at me as if to say, How did she take care of her eliminationin previous times? Certainly not with the hand-holding of twosoldiers.


  Silently I agreed with him. I was due at regiment, and I was getting antsy. And I was cold.


  Then I heard a thin cough, a whine, and then a distinct cry. A baby had been born. I went over to the ditch in time to watchher cover the babe in one of the rags. She lifted it to her mouthand chewed the umbilical cord in two. Then she handed me thebundle. I took the baby back to Pinkney, who was stupefied bythe events of the past fifteen or twenty minutes. He was a fightin’man, and he was uncomfortable with his new chores.



  I walked back to the ditch, and from the same deep squat the woman was kneading her belly deeply, still chanting an unrecognizable series of music-like groans. In due time she produced aplacenta and whatever else afterbirth consists of. She extendeda hand for me to help her up from the ditch. She beckoned forhelp in loading up her belongings and kids.


  I didn’t have the heart to start her back down the road in her condition, but she was on her feet and insistent. I took her bythe arm and almost forced her into the jeep. With a lot of effort,we loaded her bundle onto the hood of the jeep, mostly on myside. Then we drove off to regiment.


  Colonel Corley was livid. He was not used to captains showing up late for his meetings. And he was noted for chewing captainspublicly.


  “Where’n hell you been, Bussey? We been waitin’ a half hour for you. Who’n hell you think you are? You damned engineersthink you kin get away with murder.”


  About that time a medic showed up in the doorway and beckoned for Captain Carlson, the regimental surgeon. Carlson nodded tothe colonel and hurried out.


  “You want to tell me why you’re late, Bussey?”


  “Yes, sir.” I told him in detail why I was late.


  “ N’ you brought the woman here, with three babies?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “What you think we ought to do with ’em?”


  “Well, the doctor can look the lady over. We can feed them, give her some blankets, a little rest, and transport down the road.”“By God, Bussey, that’s a side of you I never saw before. Helpyourself to lunch, the meeting will start in a few minutes.”


  The colonel looked over at me as I crammed down the beef and grease that was our noontime fare, and he actually smiled.


  Carlson came back, and the colonel asked him how the woman was doing. The doctor said, “Fine. She’s anxious to move alongtho’.”



  Colonel Corley looked at the doctor incredulously.


  “Did she actually have the baby a half hour ago?”


  “Yessir, a beautiful little girl; we’re cleaning her up now.” “Well, if she insists on leaving, maybe it’s best, but put her inan ambulance and take her back a ways. Maybe her people areset up to care for her.”


  “Say, don’t do us any more favors, Bussey.”


  After the meeting, I went over to the aid station. The medics were getting ready to move the Korean woman out. As she walkedby me carrying her earthly goods and young-uns, she gave me ahelluva smile, perhaps conspiratorial. I felt honored because smileswere damned scarce in Korea. I felt good for my small choresthat day.


  She walked right past the ambulance out onto the badly rutted dirt road. Her back was straight. Her head proudly erect. Sheheld her three youngsters tucked in tightly in the many folds ofher clothing, and with her slew-footed walk she padded downthe road under that heavy bundle of household goods. She hadadded another child to her load, but she spurned the warm ambulance ride. She’d accepted all the charity that her pride wouldallow during one day’s span. In her survivor’s code it was, Do ityourself. Today!


  I turned my mind to the reality of that day. I wondered fondly about my own young-uns and their mother, who fared so muchbetter. I offered a short prayer for them and the little buck-toothedKorean woman I’d just met on the outer rim of existence.


  PFC Abernathy, 16 November 1950, near Kunu-ri, North Korea


  If your name is Abernathy, there’s a good possibility that you will be called “Abnasty.” It’s a natural. If you are small, sour,and homely, it’s a guarantee. Well, Abnasty was one of the dope-heads who joined us at the port after they had opened the EighthArmy stockade and sent all noncapital offenders to Korea. All of the blacks in the engineers were assigned to my company.Abernathy wasn’t a bad man, just a misfit and a nonachiever.He was the butt of a lot of jokes, and he resented it. Most of allhe resented his nickname, but being a small man there was littlehe could do about it.


  When the Chinese armies engaged us on the southeast bank of the Chongchon River, we were largely committed as infantry.We were 300 rifles by night and 300 shovels by day. The coldtook all the zest out of fighting.


  The 4th Platoon was out front that night, and they were well dug in. I used to crawl along from one foxhole to another. Inthe big ones, I’d get in, get comfortable, and shoot the breezewith the occupants. It was good for them, and I got a chance toknow them better. They had a lot of confidence in me, and theywere more comfortable knowing I was close by. For months, they’dbeen referring to me behind my back as Captain Combat, orsometimes Of Combat. I kinda liked that privately, and one mustsupport his reputation.


  The Chinese armies had been hitting us with a terrible impact. Their force of numbers overwhelmed us. They also fought atnight, which we weren’t trained for. Our night training wascursory, to be generous. Our troops were edgy. Hell, they werescared.


  Around midnight I got into the foxhole with Abnasty. For some reason he was alone, which he shouldn’t have been. Before Igot all the way into the hole, a bugler from the Chinese forces ahundred yards or so to our front tooted some kind of signal. Icould feel Abnasty shaking. He was scared shitless. So I talkedto him to settle him down.


  I said, “That’s just a signal for some movement or other. Don’t sweat it. You’ll hear the bush rattling when they actually comefor us. And you know we’ve got mines, bouncin’ betties, and alot of barbed wire with trip flares out in front of us. When theymove in close, it will look like the Fourth of July. They can’tsurprise us; we’ll know they’re coming. Take it easy.”


  He said, “I ain’t scared, sir.”


  “I know it,” I said. But I didn’t know it. He was tweaking.



  I asked him, “Where do you think that bugle is located? How far out? Put your rifle up on the parapet and point it right whereyou think you last heard the bugle.”


  In the darkness I could feel him look at me with puzzlement and disbelief—total incomprehension. But he placed the rifle onthe parapet and leaned into it.


  I said, “When that bugle goes off again, make a slight adjustment, lay right on that bugle’s sound, and touch off a round. You’ll besurprised.”


  Sure enough. Moments later, when that eerie sound in the death-filled night began again, Abnasty moved slightly andsqueezed off a point three-oh. With an ear-shattering blast a microsecond later, we heard the bullet smash that trumpet in the neardistance. Then dead silence, and I do mean dead. Abnasty grewabout three feet taller.


  I stayed there for an hour, then I moved on to another foxhole. It had been a long, long night followed by a long, long day, in avery long succession of the same. Finally, dawn came, and theenemy packed up and silently receded into the gloom. After daylight we walked over to their vacated positions, and we foundthe bugler with his battered horn and his disintegrated face.


  Abernathy became a legend. He was an instant hero. He became a tall man—composed, confident, and contained. Whenever I sawhim after that we exchanged smiles. We both knew where hecame from. We both knew where he was. He was Private FirstClass Abernathy now, and everyone knew him as such. He wasno longer a misfit; he was a fighting man.


  Another Road, 20 November 1950, Kunu-ri, North Korea


  Whenever we moved and I got things organized to my satisfaction, I went on a reconnaissance. I looked for roads to support theregimental combat team. I looked for bridges, culverts, cuts, fills,and widening requirements. I looked for anything to improvethe tactical environment and my discipline environment as well.Upon arrival at Pyongyang, our lowboy, which transported ourD-7 bulldozer, gave out on us. I didn’t know exactly what the long road trip would do to the dozer, but I had two of the troopswalk it up the road to Kunu-ri.


  I left Sergeant Munro with the dozer operator, Sergeant Spencer, who was an extremely good man. It was a trip in excessof one hundred miles; a hard, tough trip for walking a dozer.Both men knew how vital the dozer was to our support mission.Despite the cold, they crawled up the MSR hour after hour afterhour. We left them with a quarter-ton trailer, which they towedbehind the dozer. The trailer carried two hundred gallons ofdiesel fuel, some tools, and necessary impedimenta.


  Some time during the trip, the fatigue and the long hours in the cold overcame the dozer crew. Sergeant Munro was the operator, and Sergeant Spencer was sitting on the right arm rest whenhe fell asleep momentarily, lost his balance, and fell onto thetrack. The track swiftly carried Spencer’s body forward and partially under the advancing track before Munro could stop. Inthe microseconds of falling, Spencer reacted to the situation androlled off the track—almost. Instead, the track ran over Spencer’sforearm. A disaster! Munro backed the dozer off the injured arm,covered Spencer, and flagged down a vehicle. It raced forwardto overtake an ambulance in the same north-moving convoy, butSpencer, unfortunately, lost his arm, and he was lost to us.


  Spencer came from Red House, Virginia. I stayed in touch with him, as I tried to do with all my men. Back home, he recuperated well and became an expert in the use of prosthetic devices,traveling to many hospitals to demonstrate the use of his deviceto other amputees. His presentation was a fine morale and motivation booster. He was a champion. He remained an exceptionalrifle marksman despite his handicap.


  When the dozer arrived two days behind us, it had thrown at least a dozen tracks. It looked like a snaggle-toothed mule, butit arrived, and we needed it.


  The Korean countryside was developed only to meet the infrastructure requirement of a manual labor-intensive agrarian economy. Roads were constructed only to accommodate horse- or cow-drawn carts. In size and numbers, our modern military vehicleswere light-years ahead in terms of their requirements for good roads. The roads that existed in Korea were inadequate. Thus,in most tactical situations, movement of troops by vehicles wasdifficult, if not impossible.


  In the Kunu-ri area of North Korea, road conditions were very poor—even worse than usual for Korea. This part of North Koreawas almost completely undeveloped; some areas had neither beensurveyed nor mapped. Certainly, the roads were inadequate tosupport a significant military operation.


  It was obvious to me that one of my first responsibilities in any new location was to improve or establish a road network toprovide ingress and egress to tactical positions. Our equipmentand material sources were sorely limited, but we did our best.When tactical conditions dictate retrograde movements (a retreat)on an emergency basis, a one-lane road in lieu of, or in additionto, the main supply route can be a blessing. On a few occasionsour best was enough to preclude disasters. Our previous EngineerRoad at Haman had been a real lifesaver; it had allowed theregiment to avoid becoming trapped by the 6th North KoreanDivision, and it had allowed the regiment to return to retakeBattle Mountain.


  I had noticed that there were no alternate routes off the MSR running south from Kunu-ri. If the existing supply routes wereinterdicted at any point, it would be necessary to fight our wayout. I found a goat track that ran off perpendicular to the MSRabout three miles west of the RTO at Kunu-ri. The trail paralleledthe road to Pyongyang. Eight or ten miles south, the trail joineda fairly good road, which went west to join the Pyongyang road.This goat track was not going to get us to the Yalu River, whichis what this junket was all about. Nevertheless, I had the dozerand a platoon that was not otherwise committed, so we went towork on it. The original goat track was only eight to ten feetwide, but with the dozer and some labor we turned it into aroad at least fourteen to sixteen feet wide. The improved goattrack would provide an alternate route out of Kunu-ri.


  The war went poorly for the UN forces north of Kunu-ri. The Chinese intervention was largely unexpected at troop level. Theweight of their numbers, their night tactics, the extreme cold, and our lack of cold-weather clothing or training were devastating.The discipline of the Chinese soldiers worked against us. Oneexample is the Chinese use of bugle calls. The bugle was usedto issue commands to the Chinese troops, to which they respondedvigorously. We didn’t know whether a particular call meant charge,retreat, or whatever. U.S. troops found it all difficult to copewith. We were defeated summarily, totally, ignominiously.


  In the hurly-burly of retreat, the goat track at Kunu-ri proved to be a real lifesaver. Tens of thousands of American troops fleeingthe Kunu-ri area came out on that road. They were able to bypassthe murderous ambushes set up by the Chinese along the MSR.Our foresight and hard work had paid off. That was our business,and we did it well.


  Tales of a Winter Night, 29 November 1950, Yongbyon, Korea


  Lord, it was cold. Bitter! But more significant was the fatigue. So frequently the circumstances of war abuse the soldiers. Onedefeat after another, one mission after another, without time between to allow a little rest. I’d been up and hustling for two dayswithout sleep. In spite of my youth and good physical condition,I felt near the end of my tolerance. More than at any time inmy life I was looking forward to flopping out.


  I enjoyed a good meal and started to the tent. Before I got rid of my headgear, the phone rang, and long before I answeredit, I knew there’d be no sleep. I knew there was another assignment.Something else had to be done. I also knew my men were exhausted. They needed rest, but I answered, “Landscape Six here.”The clerk on the other end said, “The Colonel requests thatyou come to the command post right away. Important.”


  “Roger.” I’d been had again—me and the troops.


  Colonel Corley was waiting for me, and he laid out several missions that would take us all night and into the following day.I was unhappy, and I was contumacious in advising him of it.First, we were engineers and should not be expended on infantry missions. Second, we had been without rest for two days. Third,the colonel had a service company, a headquarters company, andan I&R platoon available to him for these dirty little killing jobs.He heard me out, turned, and beckoned me to the situation map,completely ignoring my protestations.


  “There are four elements to the mission,” he said.


  “One, dissolve the first ambush site at this location; kill the enemy functioning as a roadblock. Leave a small force, concealed,to prevent the roadblock from growing up again.


  “Two, repeat this action at the second ambush site, which is located here.


  “Three, go to the 25th Division Clearing Station, which has been overrun by a force in excess of twenty-five Chinese soldiers.Kill all the Chinese you can find. Reorganize the station. Try tolure station personnel back into action, and take care of the remaining live patients.


  “Four, return to the site where your vehicles will be pooled. There you might be able to rest a couple hours. Come sunup,I’ll send you a platoon of tanks if you’re still alive. Ride themup to Yongbyon. Open the road and clear the town. Call me.I’ll give you my SCR 193 radio in a weapons carrier. Let meknow of your success at each stop. Go!”


  I responded, “I’d like your sacred tanks to go with me. We’ll ride them. Whatever happens to them happens to us.”


  “No way, no tanks at night. Call me at sunrise. I’ll give you tanks. Good luck. What platoons you going to take?”


  “Carlisle’s and Green’s.”


  “Good.”


  I saluted and dragged my tired bones out into the dangerous darkness. I assembled the men, and I could hear them grumblingabout being called out to give more with their tired bodies.


  We drove with blackout lights down a road built of molybdenum ore, which glowed dully to the light of a weak moon. It was cold.We drove about seventeen miles to a wide spot in the road wherewe dismounted, left a guard, and put our feet on the road.


  We walked two and one-half or three miles more, and we cameupon the first ambush site. We were in loose columns on each side of the road, and the inevitablecame-a shower of .28 caliber bullets striking the faintly glowing road. We deployed rapidlyaccording to plan, outflanked the ambush site, and did the necessary killing. The site was mannedby five men, one of whom was exceptionally big for an Oriental-perhaps six feet six inches tallwith the biggest feet I'd ever seen.


  I left six men at the site and moved on into the night. By then, I began to doubt my ability to continue. I’d never been sotired in my life. My legs and feet kept crying, No! No mas! Nein!No! I wondered, but was afraid to ask, how the men felt.



  We trudged on in the blackness, listening hard for clues to the location of the next ambush site. This was dangerous work.At ambushes, people die. Cautious ambushers have a decidedadvantage, the greatest of which is the element of surprise. Icouldn’t see my map, but I called a halt, borrowed LieutenantCarlisle’s greatcoat, formed a tent over my head with the coat,fired my flashlight, and found the ambush site about a half mileahead.


  Well before we arrived at the location, I could see evidence of a bonfire around a bend in the road. I could faintly hear excitedconversation.


  A surprising break for us. I sent a platoon up on the hillcrest, which would bring them directly above the ambush site. Theywere instructed to fire on the ambushers only after I openedfire. I wanted to be sure that they were, in fact, the enemy. Weproceeded in silence and found the ambushers in a jovial mood,eating combat rations they’d found in one of the vehicles. Oneof the quilted uniformed soldiers was dancing around the fire.How dumb! The ambushers’ lack of security accrued to theirdetriment and led to their death. I fired on the dancer, andmy people from the hill made short work of the other six ambushers.


  The platoon on the hill remained in place. We were not going to make any mistakes. When the shooting was all over, we movedinto the firefight. We found an ambulance overturned, four GIsdead, and a weapons carrier driven into the side of the hill. Werighted the ambulance and placed the GIs in it. We moved theenemy bodies off the road. As the work neared completion I heard a voice call for help in English. With a stretcher and twoof my men, I climbed down the embankment and found thevoice.


  I talked to the victim, “What’s your name?”


  “First Ft. Claude Paige, Heavy Mortar Company, 24th Infantry Regiment.”


  I got a real jolt. I recognized the voice. “Are you Claude Paige, exec of the 1401st Engineer Battalion, California National Guard?”


  “Yes, dammit, and I recognize your voice. You’re Charlie Bussey. I heard you were out here, but I’ve only been here two daysand haven’t had time to look you up.”


  “Look, Claude, we’ll get you out of here. What happened anyway?"


  The troops had carefully placed Lieutenant Paige on the stretcher, and we got more help and carried him up the embankment to the road. The ambulance couldn’t run, but the weaponscarrier was operative, so we placed Claude in the back. I talkedto him further, “Tell me what happened to you.”


  He told me that he’d just gotten to Korea and had been sent to find a site for Heavy Mortar Company to set up. They neededan area for bivouac, CP, and tube emplacement, and had runinto the ambush just as they passed the overturned ambulance.They had slowed way down, and the enemy had shot and killedthe driver and the gunner.


  “I bailed out under fire from their AK-47s,” he said. “I was bring my carbine, and somehow I didn’t get hit.” As he had passedthe rear of the weapons carrier, a hand grenade had explodedin the ration boxes and knocked him flat on his back in linewith the rear wheels. Then the weapons carrier had rolled slowlybackward down the road and over him.


  He continued, “My legs weren’t moving so I crawled over the shoulder of the road, down to the creek, and up under the rootsof a tree. I hid there while they searched for me. One of themstepped within an inch of my hand. I stayed there until I heardyour voice.”


  I asked him how he felt, and he replied, “My back and my legs are numb, and my ribs kill me whenever I breathe.”


  I formed up our unit, left a security element, and set off on foot with the weapons carriers in the rear, one of them bearingthe injured Paige to the 25th Division Clearing Station. I hadmany, many thoughts. 1 was exhilarated at the realization thatwe had not only saved a life, but the life of an old friend. I wasproud of my unit. I called back to Lion Six and gave him a rundownof the night’s activities.



  As we neared the medical facility, I went into a state of deep fatigue, and my legs threatened to quit responding to my numbedbrain. I kept on somehow and turned my thoughts to the tacticsof taking over the clearing station, which is a hospital designedto pass the seriously wounded or long-term patients on to permanent facilities. I was worried about the intimidation of patientsthat inevitably occurred from enemy action and which was sureto be heightened by the shooting about to take place again. Then,of course, I had never been to the clearing station. I didn’t knowwhether it was in a permanent building or a series of tents. I’dhave to get there and base my decision on what my eyeballs toldme. What had the enemy done to the buildings, and more significant, what had they done to the patients? What was such a sensitivefacility doing out in left field like this without a security force?What? Why? How?


  It was too dark to assess the situation well, but even in the darkness, I could hear the cries of patients, injured soldiers,wounded and dying. The station had been attacked hours before,and I realized that we should have been sent here first due tothe far greater magnitude of misery.


  I called a meeting with my lieutenants. Lieutenant Carlisle was responsible for surrounding the installation completely. His peoplewere to be instructed to shoot only persons dressed in quilteduniforms or who were speaking Chinese. This was important,because I thought that the staff and attendants probably had fledinto the security of the darkness of night. I was right about that.Lieutenant Green’s platoon entered the buildings and tents tomake things right. I felt that the marauders would have departedafter having disordered or destroyed the personnel, the hospital,and its property. Again my assessment was correct.


  The marauders had shot many patients and staff members.They had turned over beds on top of badly injured soldiers. One soldier in particular, who was in traction, had been turned overand mauled and was in excruciating pain. He was bleeding fromall quarters and was in stark hysteria. The place looked like aslaughterhouse. There was blood and bodies everywhere, somealive and some not. The furniture was overturned, windows brokento admit the frigid air. There was a fire smoldering in one ofthe outbuildings. Lighting had been destroyed, and heating wasineffective. The sobbing and wailing of the injured was heartbreaking, but the care of the injured was beyond our ken.


  I began to yell into the night advising the staff that the installation was back in U.S. Army hands.


  “U.S. Army personnel, return to your station. The station is under control of the 77th Engineers. Come back! Come backand attend the injured. Come back. It is safe. We need yourhelp.”


  My troops took up the call. Gradually, slowly, personnel crept timidly out of the dark, traumatized, shaken, shivering, and teary.They crept and staggered back into the hospital. We got somefires going in the mess, fired up the heaters, and reinstalled thelighting. The hospital personnel eventually took over, and webecame the helpers. We brought order out of the bloody chaos.Soon it was time to start moving back to the vehicles. Day wasbreaking.


  I was no longer tired, just numb. Dead. We were two miles or more from the vehicles. I talked to the physician who examinedLieutenant Paige, and he advised me, “Lieutenant Paige has abroken back and some badly crushed ribs, L-l, L-2, L-3.”


  “What is L-l, L-2, and L-3?”


  He responded, “L is for lumbar, about here,” pointing to my left mid-section.


  I looked over at Claude and said, “Looks like million-dollar wounds. A trip home. Good luck. Gotta go.”


  There’s something about daybreak. There’s something new and exhilarating about walking into a sunrise. There’s a renewal oflife and hope and an elevation above fatigue. A little bit. It wasfortunate, because otherwise I wouldn’t have been able to goany farther.


  We trudged back to our temporary motor pool where, true to form, the mess sergeant had coffee and sandwiches. Nothing couldbe more welcome. We inhaled the food, and the troops floppedfor the few moments before sunrise. At sunrise I had to call ColonelCorley and arrange for Nordstrom’s tanks. With the tanks we’dopen the road to Yongbyon. Lord, it was bitter cold.



  There was no sleep for me. I used the time to check on the condition of my troops, status of ammunition, and planning forthe road acquisition. I arranged for a noon meal, stretchers, ammofor the several types of weapons, a powwow with my platoonleaders—millions of details and considerations. I remembered asign I once saw in an operations office, “There will be no vastoperations with half-vast planning.”


  The temperature was 9°F, and we were still wearing leather shoes, but fortunately we had no frostbite.


  The tank platoon came, and we saddled up. The colonel’s weapons carrier transported the SCR 193 radio. We had little more than a platoon left after having dropped off a security force ateach of the three sites we had worked the night before. Ridingatop the tanks was a lot better than trudging up the roads. Therehad been significant enemy activity on the road to, and in thewalled city of, Yongbyon, but on this bitter wintry morning therewas no activity at all.


  There were many knocked-out tanks on the roadside; intelligence credited the U.S. Air Force with having destroyed them. Our tanks fired a round or two into each of the damaged tanksto make sure the occupants, if any, were dead.


  We went right up the road into the town and up and down the main and side streets. There was the usual small-town activitybut no evidence of soldiers. We searched approximately half ofthe residences but found no soldiers or weapons.


  When I was completely satisfied, I called Lion Six. He was happy to hear from us. He could now report success on ourfour mission segments. He directed that we remain in the townfor one hour. We stayed in Yongbyon for the hour—on cautiousalert. It was an uneventful period. After the hour we trekkedback to our temporary trains area (storage for vehicles and supportfor kitchens, weapons, and logistics) and then to our CP. At the CP I dismissed the tanks and sent the troops off for some well-deserved rest.


  Colonel Corley listened to my account of the activities of the night before, and he said, “Well done.”


  There was no rest for me, however. We were operating a ferry across the Chongchon River, and the landing sites needed work.So did the ferry. There were ice floes forming, and I anticipatedthat the ferry was going to be difficult to operate because theice was going to seize and bind the ferry long before the needfor it was over.


  Lt. Col. Clayton, 27 November 1950, Chongchon River


  I had just dozed off. We’d been in Korea for five months, and they had just that day issued us cots. I had every intention ofreally enjoying mine, particularly since I’d had no sleep at allthe three nights before, when Colonel Corley had sent me withtwo platoons to open the road to Yongbyon. But let’s talk aboutLt. Col. George A. Clayton, who commanded the 2d Battalion.A nice enough bigot he was. Privately, he credited himself with“knowing how to handle niggers.” To our faces, he was alwayscheerful, with a “cheese-eating” grin.


  Just as I was settling into some real sleep, I heard the held phone ring, and I knew that some bastard was going to denyme another night’s sleep. I was prophetic. Colonel Corley said,“Come up here right away. I have a tough job for you. Youmay take two people with you. Be here in ten minutes. Be preparedto walk all night, maybe longer. Automatic carbines, ammo, oneration, one hand grenade. Out.”


  The job sounded ominous, and I was angry. When I reached him, I told him again, as I had the day before, that he shoulduse his own men. He commanded a regiment with an I&R platoon,a service company, and a headquarters company. Why did heselect me to do his dirty work? I was too tired for it. I was onlyattached, and I told him so.


  The colonel said, “I’ll let that pass, but I’m giving this one toyou because it’s tough. It must be done. It’s vital and must not fail. I’ll show you.”


  Colonel Corley went to his situation map. He indicated the location of his command post and pointed to a trail that led afew miles northeast then disappeared into an unsurveyed andunmapped area, which was identified by a large patch of whiteon the map.


  “Somewhere in this area is the 2d Battalion, and I’ve lost contact with them. They’re in a blocking position to keep us from beingoutflanked by the Chinese Third Army. Intelligence has indicateda massive push by the Chinese on the west bank of the ChongchonRiver. If they break through, this battalion will be isolated andlost with no way out. With no communication, I can’t advise them,so I want you to find them. Tell Clayton he has to be here bysunset tomorrow. We’ll take positions west of the ChongchonRiver near Kunu-ri, but the bridge he went in on has been blown.Wherever you travel to find him, he’ll have to reverse and followyou out. You heard of the ‘message to Garcia?’ ”


  “Yessir.”


  “Move out.”


  And we did.


  When I got the colonel’s initial message, I picked two people that I could rely on totally. There were plenty, but two especially:Lt. David Carlisle and Sergeant Woods. We were on the samewavelength. Presented with a situation, we’d react in a similarmanner, eliminating the need for a lot of talk, doubt, and indecision. We could make it happen, and if one or two of us waslost, the third might accomplish the mission.


  We moved out into a bitter cold night, and I considered the distinct possibility of never having the opportunity to savor anothernight like this, nor another sunrise, nor even another hour. Therewas work to do, so I concentrated on the task at hand.


  I didn’t have a clear handle on the task, though. Where was the battalion? How far? Where was the enemy? How many? Whatwas the terrain? It didn’t show on the map. The route the battalionhad used to enter the area was no longer available; a big bridgebehind them had been destroyed. I figured to follow the trail toits end and follow recognizable terrain features, looking for tiretracks, impedimenta, voices, gunfire, garbage, spent shells—anything to indicate the presence of troops.


  The roads in that area were filled with ore, which was slightly luminous in the pale light of a cold and lonesome quarter moon.Lord, was I ever tired. When we had been on the trail abouttwo hours, we heard the terrified scream of a woman pierce thenight, and I anticipated enemy trouble. Through the night Ivaguely made out a farmhouse, and as we moved closer, I sawthat a mud fence surrounded it. I hand signaled for Carlisle andWoods to go around to the far side of the fence, wait for abouttwenty seconds of listening watch, then go over the fence, anddo a little killing once inside. I expected Chinese soldiers molestinga native woman, and I was partly correct, but only partly.


  We eased over the fence silently. I could hear the woman sobbing, and I moved closer. I heard, “Hit that muthafucka ag’in,” and I knew I wasn’t hearing a Chinese.


  I could see two black American soldiers. I jumped into the room with my carbine ready to fire. “Hold it! Don’t breathe ormove.”


  One of the soldiers, whom I recognized as Sergeant Hawkins of the Heavy Mortar Company of the 24th Infantry Regiment,let go of a Korean teenage boy, who fell limp at his feet. A tremblingancient man and woman stood in front of a third person, whomthey were shielding.


  I asked the second soldier, a master sergeant I didn’t recognize, “What the hell are the two of you doing out here?”


  Sergeant Hawkins responded, “Well, sir, we’re just out here to have a little fun. You know how it is. We ain’t had no womensince July. That’s a long time. We weren’t going to hurt thegirl. Just a little sex. Sure surprised to see you out here,Captain.”


  “I’m going to advise Captain Keiler of your actions. What you’ve done here is a court martial offense.”


  “Well, sir, Captain Keiler understands us, and besides, thanks to you, we didn’t really do anything but intimidate the girl. WhenI moved on her, she jumped into that vat of shit. You saw her.The kid was her husband. I just hit him out of frustration. Itain’t no real crime.” Hawkins continued, “We’re damned goodsoldiers. Captain Keiler might chew on us a little, but he understands the way it is with soldiers. We took this country with the blood of good men. In war, the victors take the spoils. That womanis spoils.”


  I looked at the girl. She was covered up to her armpits in semiliquid fecal matter. She was trembling. (The fecal matter wasstored in a well behind the house. It was used as fertilizer.)


  I answered, “I agree with your choice of words. She’s spoiled all right. You must be eight or nine miles from camp. The ChineseThird Army is on the move. You better get back to the river;there’s big trouble coming. Have you seen or heard anything ofthe 2d Battalion, 24th Infantry Regiment?”


  “No, sir, this is as far as we’ve been.”


  “Give it up, sergeant. This ain’t your night.”


  “Okay, sir.”


  We split up, and I continued with my mission. Carlisle and Woods chuckled off and on all night.


  The cold became bitter, and I was so tired that my hip sockets felt hot as we walked into the winter night. Exhaustion is synonymous with soldiering. This was my third day and night withoutsleep. We followed a gradually narrowing trail during the nighttrek. We trudged uphill and down, always on alert for Chinesesoldiers. They, too, were somewhere in this uncharted country.


  We’d brought along a ration each, and we ate as we moved into the night that was suddenly darkening—that peculiar darkening that occurs just before dawn. Dawn came, first tremulous,then halting, and finally bold. I thought of home and the warmthof my wife and our bed, but the thought passed as I felt thechill that comes with dawn. I was a long way from home, fromlove, from tenderness. For a moment I was lonely.


  In the near distance I saw a hut with smoke coming out of it. Again the three of us separated and silently surrounded the crudedwelling. I forced the door with my foot and entered behindmy carbine. The smell of rotting flesh assaulted my nose andchoked off my breath. Gangrene—once smelled—is unforgettable.


  Again there was an ancient couple, too old and infirm to flee from the path of the invading Chinese Army. They were prisonersof old age, but the smell came from a badly wounded and dying Chinese soldier. His legs were abnormally swollen; each the sizeof his torso. The weeping holes in those elephantine legs indicatedthat he’d been shot five or six times in each. Woods came in,retched, and backed out.


  The soldier was beckoning for me to shoot him. He used explicit sign language indicating putting the carbine against his head. Ilooked at those legs, with their greenish bloat. His eyes werewild, and his gesticulations became wild. He wanted badly to escapethe sickened misery his life had become.


  I left the hut and talked to Carlisle and Woods about it. They agreed that it was the thing to do. We couldn’t go off and leavethe poor gangrenous bastard to die ever slowly. He was probablyfar beyond medical help, which wasn’t available anyway. No soldiershould have to suffer that way. Being wounded is punishmentenough, but the slow poison on top of it is worse. He’d obviouslybeen left a few days before, when his comrades tired of carryinghim and left him in the shelter in the care of those ancients.The decent thing to do was shoot and bury him.


  Firing a shot in this country, however, would probably jeopardize my mission. This was a serious consideration. But it was the humane thing to do, so I risked exposing our presence.


  We moved the Chinese soldier on his stretcher out into the yard next to a pile of earthen bricks. I fired through a pillow,and it was over. We buried him under the bricks. I couldn’t leavea soldier in that misery.


  We moved off eastward. The trail had long disappeared behind us. We were traveling on hope and instinct.


  I was becoming discouraged. We’d walked nearly nine hours now, with no sign, no indication of the presence of the battalion.Someone had wounded the Chinese soldier, but I estimated thathis wounds were seven to ten days old. I wished I could havecommunicated with him verbally, but alive or dead we had noway to ask or answer questions.


  We were out nearly thirty miles, I estimated, and still somewhere in the white area of the map. I considered discussing our situationwith Carlisle and Woods because their lot was the same as mine.But I decided to wait to have a powwow until we made a ridgeline about a half mile ahead.


  We were still headed eastward, when a soldier popped up out of a foxhole that I hadn’t seen. “Halt, password.”


  I spread-eagled, extending my arms outward, and stated, “Don’t know the password, son, but I’m Captain Bussey, 77th Engineers.Who are you?”


  “You’re supposed to have the password, sir.”


  “Yes, I know. Yesterday it was ‘Golden Gate,’ but I don’t know what it is today.”


  “It’s okay, sir. I know you anyway. You’re a friend of Captain Walden’s. I’m in an observation post (OP) for Fox Company.”“Great. Where’s Captain Walden?”


  “Straight ahead in the middle of that ridge, sir.”


  “Call him on the radio. Tell him Landscape Six is coming up.” “Got no radio, sir. Battalion collected all radios a couple ofdays ago, but I can get him on a land line.”


  He raised Roger Walden, and I talked to him on the phone and then moved up the ridge to his CP. It was good to see Walden;he needed a shave. Captain Walden was one of the best blackofficers in the 24th Infantry Regiment, and he was an experiencedrifle company commander. We talked as old friends do. I explainedour mission and talked of the events of the night before. I askedwhere his radios were. He explained that Lieutenant Colonel Clayton had collected all the battalion’s radios.


  I asked, “Why?”


  “Damned if we know.”


  Walden continued, “Chinese could be all around us, and we can’t communicate except by telephone, but we haven’t had anyaction yet.”


  “I’ll see you later. I’ve got to give the word to Colonel Clayton. You folks have to get out of here now. The Chinese have beeneating battalions wholesale.”


  We went to a large hut in a little draw, and there was Lt. Col. George A. Clayton, commanding officer, 2d Battalion, 24th Infantry Regiment, U.S. Army. He was well-pressed and shaven.Colonel Clayton asked, “What you doing here, Bussey? How’dyou get in? We’re surrounded. There’s Chinamen all around us. We been fightin’ for three days and nights. I personally killedover a hundred of them. It is murder. If it wasn’t for my courageand skill, this battalion would be lost.”


  I explained my mission. I’d seen no Chinese except the one poor soldier found in the hut. I came in over Fox Company,and they said they’d not fired a round. He reddened and repeatedhis original statements. I repeated mine. Then I noticed a mountain of radios in the hut, all from his companies and platoons. Iasked him, “Why did you collect all of these radios?”


  He rolled his eyes, and said, “We’ll talk about that later.”


  I explained the route we’d traveled from regiment to this CP. I told him that I’d pull his vehicles up the escarpment near regimental headquarters using my dozers, which were at our end ofthe trail.


  I explained again the urgency of my mission and the hard requirement for him to leave these positions immediately. I referred to the handwritten message from Colonel Corley, and Iturned to leave.


  He screamed, “You can’t leave here! We’re surrounded. Can’t go no place, Halt! You can’t leave!”


  I walked toward the door behind Carlisle and Woods, and I heard him rack the bolt of his carbine back and chamber a round.Again, he screamed, “Can’t leave! Surrounded!”


  I was scared as hell, dealing with a maniac, but I continued deliberately to and through the door out into the yard. I expectedto see my brains blown out through my headgear at any secondor at least to feel my spine shattered. But nothing.


  The colonel continued to scream. I didn’t look back. We went up the draw and back to Fox Company. I explained it all brieflyto Captain Roger Walden, and we moved back in the directionof regimental headquarters, hoping that Clayton would followus.


  We topped some high ground and stopped to rest our aching feet and eat the last of our rations. Through Carlisle’s glasses, Icould see the battalion column about ten miles behind us, followingthe route I had described to Lieutenant Colonel Clayton. ThankGod for that! I knew they wouldn’t get to the escarpment before the early winter sunset, but we’d done our job. With some luckI knew we could winch the battalion’s vehicles up to the MSR. Ifelt good inside; one always does when a job is well done. Wehad far to go, so we were off again. It was much easier travelingby daylight, and it is always easier to retrace one’s steps.


  Finally, finally, we were back at regimental headquarters. I asked for Colonel Corley, who’d been up all night and day. It was 1500hours, and I had his striker awaken him. I, too, needed sleep.I’d been up three days and three nights at this time.


  The Old Man came into operations, rubbing the red out of his eyes, “Well, it took you long enough. Where’s my 2d Battalion?”


  “They’re back about ten miles. I told Colonel Clayton how critical it was to be back before sunset, but he took a couple of hours toget started.”


  “Why? Did you give him my message?”


  “Yes, sir. We found them about thirty miles away, in this area.” I indicated it on the situation map. “Colonel Clayton had collectedall the battalion’s radios, which were piled up at battalion headquarters.”


  “Why?”


  “Don’t really know, sir. When I talked to him, he claimed that he was surrounded by Chinese, but I saw none, and his peopleI talked to claimed they hadn’t heard a shot. He’s playing somekind of game.” I explained the details of my departure from 2dBattalion Headquarters.


  “I’ll court martial the bastard. Are you sure you’re givin’ me all the details?”


  “Yes, sir.” Carlisle and Woods nodded their assent. The Old Man stood there in incredulous stupor, and he demanded a reiteration, which I gave him from start to finish.


  I didn’t tell Colonel Corley about the actions of Sergeant Hawkins and his companion. I glossed over the attempted rape episode because no matter how much I abhorred rape, I couldn’t condonethe Army’s goody-goody attitude about it, which would send aguilty man to Leavenworth for fifty years. I felt a limited agreementwith Hawkins’s attitude about the victor and spoils. There was a time when a soldier's pay consisted solely of the spoils—booty, women, booze. We are at least as bestial as our counterparts of old. I don't know what the punishment should be for raps but sure not 50 years.


  I told the colonel the details of the mercy killing of the wounded Chinese soldier. He had no comment.


  When I finished, Colonel Corley took a long look at me and paid me a supreme compliment, which almost compensated forthe abuse he’d subjected me to. “No other man in my total reckoning would have found that battalion under those circumstances,and I’m personally grateful to you. You did take the ‘message toGarcia.’ That is why I insisted that you do this job. I couldn’tdepend on anyone else.”


  “Thank you, sir.”


  Colonel Corley finished, “Our God is, I’m sure, pleased with your action.”


  I clasped his extended bony fingers and joined in a rare handshake. He dismissed me, and I left regimental headquarters.


  On the way back to my own CP, I stopped off at Heavy Mortar Company to let Capt. Mike Keiler know about the rape attemptby two of his men. Mike said, “You mean to tell me that the twoof them were nine or ten miles away and they weren’t able topull off a rape of a teenaged farmgirl? I should try them bothfor inefficiency.”


  I replied simply, “It’s your problem, Mike.”


  I went back to my own CP to get a few hours in on my new cot. All was well. I checked with LeTellier and Wilson. They’dput hundreds of refugees across the Chongchon River that day.Lieutenant Cummings was doing a liaison stint with regiment.Later that day, after I had some sleep, we went up to the escarpment to watch our equipment pull the 2d Battalion vehicles tothe top and onto the dirt road we called the Main Supply Route.


  Lieutenant Colonel Clayton and several others were already on the road, and so was Colonel Corley. He had Clayton off tothe side about fifty yards and was eating a ton of him.


  I overheard, “I’m going to prefer charges against you. You belong in Leavenworth.”


  The rebuking went on. Finally, I heard, . . back to division.”



  I know that Colonel Corley accomplished the paperwork necessary to court martial Clayton, but politics being politics, the charges didn’t stick.


  Rout, 10 December 1950, Kaesong, Korea


  I left regimental headquarters in disgust, and I was scared, too. The press of the Chinese armies was devastating. The Chinesehad cleaned up several battalions of the 2d Infantry Division. Ihad some good friends in those outfits. Regiment was sendingus out on a salient, at night. No one knew how far south theChinese had advanced or what their strength was.


  It was cold as hell. We’d lost thirty-nine men to frostbite two nights before. Small peat moss fires kept our feet warm enough,but the fumes were so noxious the fires were nearly impossibleto use. Peat moss was abundant in the countryside southeast ofthe Chongchon River. I’d like to farm there someday, but it couldnever happen.


  We saddled up and moved to the positions designated on regiment’s operations maps. As always, we had no information on enemy locations. The G-2 people called it intelligence, but it wasreally the lack of it. After an hour’s drive by blackout lights downthe makeshift MSR, we turned east onto the goat track and droveabout four miles. I could make out a line of low hills. We unsaddledand moved into our positions.


  According to my overlay, a mile or so up the goat track therewas a communications line we were to tie in to so we could contact the regimental and division headquarters. Without communications, we could easily be left out on this salient, with the divisionand the regiment bugging out from their own concerns. We’dbeen left before.


  Our liaison officer, Pat Cummings, as reliable as he was, could easily become swallowed up in a maelstrom like this. Even if hegot through in time, traffic on the MSR could preclude his gettingto us. I sent for Cpl. Sledge, our commo chief. I gave him a copyof the overlay, which he fitted to his map. Hammer was not muchof a fighting man, but he did know his job. When he assessedhis wiring mission, he looked at me and said, “Chances of gettin’ this job done are slim. I could get killed going out there.”


  I took a long, mean look at him, and said, “If you don’t get the hell out of here and get me wired in, you’re going to getkilled right here.”


  He got the signal and moved out. Twenty minutes later I got a call from regiment to move back to the MSR and proceed southward for a rendezvous at Pyongyang. Cpl. Sledge sneaked backin sheepishly. We cut the wire and headed south in the bittercold night.


  On the MSR there were thousands of ragtag troops, mostly stragglers, moving headlong down the road, hopefully to Pusan,to Japan, back to the United States. We picked up hundreds ofthem. Most had thrown away their rifles, canteens, cups, andbandoliers. There were thousands of weapons and impedimentsof all kinds. Anything that impeded their rearward progress wasdropped in the road. It was a pitiful sight. I never thought I’dsee a day of rout of U.S. forces, but it was there—a shamefulspectacle. Thousands of men, mostly leaderless, were trudgingback down the road, which took them away from contact withthe Chinese army.


  I wondered how I could feed all the hungry mouths we now had. The roadside was also choked with vehicles. When they ranout of fuel, the drivers continued on foot. Helter-skelter. Men,equipment, in a headlong rush southward.


  We were in good shape for rations for our own strength, butwe had more than twice that number of people now, squeezed into the trucks, standing on running boards and up on the canvasshelters. I didn’t like it, but under these circumstances I felt itwas the thing to do.


  I considered all stragglers to be mine, because I knew there would be, someplace alone the line, a requirement for fortifications, and every pair of hands fit a D-handled shovel. Usuallyafter a day on the shovels, infantry soldiers were anxious to rejointheir units, and I made that possible for them. Stragglers arealways a problem. Their units need them and don’t know howto report them. The stragglers are usually scared stiff, scared ofenemy action, and even more scared of potentially harsh discipline.Their plight was pitiful.


  We drove all night in fits and starts. I dozed. I’d had no sleep for three nights and three days. Never, never before in my lifehad I been so tired, tired to death. In those intervals of sleep, Iforgot about the war. I hallucinated. I was home again, in bed,enjoying the warmth of my wife, in peaceful surroundings, withoutwar, without bloodshed, without fear, and without dying. Thenwe’d hit a bump, and I’d be shocked back into the cold and miseryand dying that was Kunu-ri, Yongbyon, Ilsong, Unhung, andthe Chongchon River.


  We came into Pyongyang by early morning, and true to pattern Sergeant Lamont had coffee and breakfast ready. The meal wasprepared on the move. He assured me that he could feed all ofour stragglers. He did. He got me off to the side and asked permission to visit a farmhouse about a mile up the road. On the waynorth, he had made a batch of raisin jack, and he wanted topick it up. I thought it was a good idea. That was the only brightspot of the morning.


  We were off the main road because we couldn’t feed all the GIs coming down the road—leaderless hordes hell-bent for Pusan.The officers were concerned with their own problems. NCOs ignored it all, and the troops just trudged along, headin’ south.Identification lost. Friends lost. Leaders lost. Weapons lost. Tired,cold, footsore, lost. I was reminded of pictures of the GermanArmy returning home in the Russian winter. Rout. Southward.


  The rout continued down to the vicinity of Kaesong, where barriers were established and the direct influence of the commanding general of Eighth Army came to bear. Troops were assembled,units were identified and reorganized, and we became an Armyagain. Then we moved down toward Seoul and out on the ImjinPeninsula where we awaited the second Chinese onslaught.



  One thing I did find out during the rout was that whites could run fast, some of them faster than blacks.


  
    [image: ]

  


  
    [image: ]

  


  CHAPTER 14


  Recovery


  January 1951, Korea


  It was colder than a whore's heart.


  The Chinese Army had stomped the hell out of us. They did it not by dint of fighting ability but by overwhelming numbers,durability, and certainty of purpose. They’d eaten us up in battalion-size bites. We’d been humiliated, debased, overwhelmed—routed.


  The proud folks at home wouldn’t know about that. The news writers would slant it all to sound like a minor setback. Take itfrom me, however, it was carnage. Intelligence said they hit uswith one-third of a million men. I believe it. They turned ourArmy into a leaderless horde, running headlong for Pusan. Oursoldiers had lost every bit of confidence in all of their leaders,from the commander in chief down to platoon leaders.


  It was still bitterly cold, and we were still poorly clad and ill equipped and supplied. Food was barely adequate. I had no ideawhere we were going, or if we’d get there. Nor did I know wherethe ignominious defeat would stop.


  We had gone north a proud and seemingly invincible army. We had been well rested after the total defeat we’d imposed uponthe North Koreans after the landing at Inchon and the breakoutfrom the Pusan perimeter. The North Korean People’s Armyhad been out of it completely. We had been welcomed sincerely by folks in the North Korean countryside; they were glad to beout from under the heel of Kim II Sung and his communist regime.Neither they nor we realized that their freedom would be so shortlived. We had been greeted with hysterical cheers by the womenand children, who were glad to be “free.” Many of their youngmen had been captured, had surrendered, or had simply disappeared. Some were imprisoned on Cheju-do Island; those whoweren’t on Cheju-do were not to be found.


  It was sad crossing back through Kaesong and over the 38th Parallel. I was ashamed. All my life I’d been taught that Americanswere invincible in battle, in sports, in technology, in everything.In the past seventy-two hours, I’d come to realize that these lifelongconvictions were only partly true. In fact, they were untrue. Americans could be defeated; we had been defeated.


  We were defeated by the ineptitude of our politicians and generals, who gambled with our lives that the Chinese would not enter the war on the side of their communist cousins. From the Chineseside there had been no guarantee that marauding UN forceswould stop at the Yalu River. We approached the Yalu in a ragtagfashion, goaded on by the rumor that “The first outfit to theriver will be the first outfit home,” and “Home by Christmas.”We moved up without reconnaissance, plans, or coordination,and we were defeated in the very same manner. The gamblehad been idiotic, and our losses were staggering.


  The move northward had resembled the great land rush into Oklahoma Territory a century or so earlier. It was a completedebacle. If a gamble is to be taken, then by all means base itupon known odds and sound intelligence. Keep the troops wellequipped with weapons, vehicles, and ammo that function in coldweather. Keep them informed of enemy strengths, dispositions,and capabilities. Commit them to a mission clearly understoodas compatible with our national purpose. We had not been furnished with any of these essentials—not one.


  Another oversight was training. The troops weren’t trained in basic things like night fighting, guerrilla warfare, arctic combat,and survival techniques. It is extremely difficult to conduct basictraining at company level in frontline positions while committed to action.


  The 77th ECC was still dressed in summer clothing, wearing leather shoepacks. My God! I had lost the equivalent of a platoonto frostbite in one night despite the officers’ and NCOs’ best effortsto keep their men awake and blood circulating.


  Well, the rout slowed down at Kaesong and stopped on the outskirts of Seoul. Thousands of men and tons of equipmenthad been lost, but their loss was replaceable. In the Orient, wheresuch a consideration counts, much “face” had been lost, and thisloss was irreplaceable.


  Seoul was little more than a ghost town. It had been pillaged by soldiers and by civilians. Only the carcass remained of whathad once been a mighty city. It showed the scars of war, of vandalism, of looting, and of abandonment. The city itself was as defeatedand as bedraggled as the hordes of tired and battle-weary UNsoldiers who trooped through its streets. We were like the GrandArmy after Waterloo.


  For several days the enemy rested. He’d pursued us headlong in our desperate flight. We had not sought to engage him alongthe way. We had been beaten by an army traveling exclusivelyon foot. The Chinese supply lines were long and comparativelyfeeble, and they’d outrun them, which gave us some time to recover.


  We turned west across the Imjin River, where we took up positions on the hills along the south bank. Winter’s cruel jaws snapped shut. The Imjin was a respectable river, a tidal estuary for muchof its length. Before it froze, we burned all the boats on thenorth shore for miles in both directions. Every night we blewthe ice crust away with bangalore torpedoes. In this way we attempted to make night crossings impossible, stalling the Chineseon their side of the river.


  Our commanders, however, became careless about keeping theice broken up regularlv in their respective sectors along the lrnjin.It rvas 29 December when, at high noon, their lethargv was broken.'l'he Chinese mounted a bold assault across a sheet of ice thatshould never have been allowed to provide a ready access routeto our side of the river. Every artillery piece in the corps was rapidly brought to bear on the crossing site, but more than fiftythousand Chinese soldiers stormed over the river and into thehills to the south before the artillery exploding on the icy surfacecould chop the rest of them into bits.


  Trained and disciplined, the enemy soldiers knifed through a gap they forced between the two British brigades and our own25th Infantry Division, charged into our rear, and then fannedout, cutting communication wires and killing rear-echelon paper-shufflers all the while.


  Overrun, our strength sorely sapped, we were forced to withdraw, legging it for all we were worth. As we ran, our artillery, mortars, and automatic weapons fired onto the highlevel railroadbridge that spanned the river and afforded an additional meansof crossing for refugees and enemy soldiers alike. Hundreds ofcivilians were slaughtered.


  Although it was true that Chinese soldiers disguised as civilians had been infiltrating the UN line, still it was cruel to stop pedestriantraffic across the bridge with concentrated artillery fire. Sure, wehad announced in leaflets we had dropped on the far shore thaton a particular date at a given time all foot traffic must ceaseand that artillery fire could be expected to commence. Thus, wehad also alerted the enemy to make his surprise assault beforethe stated deadline.


  Had we thought matters through carefully, my engineers could have erected a physical barrier to foot movement across the bridgeto be used at a given time. Or, of course, the bridge could havebeen prepared for demolitions and blown up after suitable on-the-spot warning had been given.


  What we did, instead, was brutal—needlessly so. At the same time, it was highly effective. Hundreds of women and kids werecertainly blown to bits that noon. Possibly, a significant numberof Chinese soldiers likewise became mincemeat.


  Bully for our side!


  We found it necessary to fight our way to the rear in order to gain the freedom we needed to start running again. Never wasthere an obstacle course more realistic in its demands upon one’sphysical fitness. Either you had the breath of life, or you didn’t. It was a wild and deadly game, and our losses proved considerable.So, fight and run or run and fight we did, all the way back toPyongtaek again.


  We moved back into the same schoolhouse we’d vacated three months earlier, and we established ourselves and our routine muchas it had been. We knew that we could not plan to winter inPyongtaek because there was absolutely nothing but internationallaw to stop the Chinese. True, we’d destroyed much of the foodand other supplies we’d seen along the main route southward.True, the enemy’s supply lines were considerably overextended.But we knew that somehow Chinese Army logisticians wouldscrounge up enough of our own materiel—rice, clothing, ammo—to sustain their riflemen, machine gunners, artillerymen, and mortarmen through the cold winter.


  We arrived at Pyongtaek, and I was glad to finally get out of the weather. We badly needed a respite after the debacle we’dexperienced and the gauntlet we’d run. We’d lost only one manout of our company and a couple of items of heavy equipment.Since we had an overstrength of officers and other units wereshort officers, I was advised that the company would have torelinquish two officers. I submitted the names of Carlisle andGreen, which would have contributed to integration in other units.However, Wells and LeTellier, both of our white officers, weretransferred. We were all black again.


  We’d zigged when battalions of the 1st Cavalry Division and of the 2d, 24th, and 25th Infantry divisions had zagged into theenemy’s gristmill. The shores of the Chongchon River and thefields around Kunu-ri were littered with the bodies of brave U.S.and other UN soldiers—fighting men no more, who’d fired alast round or two even as they’d fallen. It was a horrible wasteof young manpower.


  There was little glamour to it, except as it was depicted by military correspondents and other writers. They should have beenwith us. Had they been, they’d have understood, as had one realsoldier a century earlier, “War is Hell!” Then their civilian journalswould have described events more accurately, devoid of buzz-words like gallantry, the last full measure of devotion, strategic withdrawal, heroism, disengage from the enemy, attack to the rear, and allthe rest.


  Gen. Matt Ridgway became the boss general out there. Some say he spent most of his time in or over Korea. For sure, hestopped the rout. Pyongtaek was a good place to bring this shameful episode to a halt. Enemy supply lines were overly long. Fortuitously, winter finally began to take a heavy toll on the Chinesesoldier himself—his physical resistance, his bodily demands forinternal energy and fuel, his weapon’s demand for ammo andefficient lubrication, and his own morale.


  It was damned tough going no matter the perspective. It took a helluva CO or CG to put starch back into the spine of eitherbedraggled army. On the American side, battalion-size patrolsmoved forward a half mile, a mile, or more every morning. Thenthey pulled back behind regimental main lines of resistance atnight. On the Chinese side there was little or no activity for dayson end. Occasionally, when individual Chinese soldiers or smallunits were encountered, UN battalion-size patrols chewed themup and spit them out.


  Gradually, confidence was renewed. Even though the weather continued to work against us more than the enemy, our rationsimproved markedly along with the supply situation generally. Sodid our pride and our esprit de corps.


  Digging In, 15 January 1951, Kunsan, Korea


  Someone in the planning business determined that auxiliary defensive positions should be established substantially in the rear, just in case the UN forces were forced to yield again to the ChineseArmy. The new positions were called the “Abraham Lincoln Line.”Orders came down for the 77th ECC to build a section of theline near Kunsan, a port on the west coast. We were reinforcedwith some heavy equipment. It was a good job, and we neededit. Idleness is trouble.


  We had a few days to ready for the move, to acquire the demolitions, the timbers, sandbags, barbed wire, and other barrier materials. While checking the loading of some demolitions, I overheard the troops discussing the prospects of women being in Kunsan,including a company of Korean WACs. One miserable cuss wentthrough the procedure for raping a woman and stated his expressintention of doing so. This was a problem I did not need, and Iset about finding a solution.


  I sent Lieutenant Green and a few NCOs to Kunsan with a truckload of rice. The lieutenant contacted the mayor and chiefof police and requested the establishment of a relief station, orhouse of prostitution. The quid pro quo (payment) was the truckloadof rice, which was to be exchanged for the services of sixteenyoung professional ladies and a house directly across the streetfrom the schoolhouse we were to occupy. One of our sergeantswould be on duty evenings to maintain a semblance of order.Green returned the following day. He had Corporal Napoleon,the medic, shoot the ladies of the evening with gigantic doses ofpenicillin in beeswax. VD we didn’t need. We further ensuredagainst VD by giving each participant a shot, which incidentallywas the price of a soldier’s admission to the house. We used alot of penicillin after we occupied our positions at Kunsan. Thefirst night was busy, and so was the second night, but businessslacked off a little after that. The house served the greedy moreso than the needy.


  I was calling reveille at 0430 and work call at 0530. The days were brutally long in that miserable cold, barren land—a winterdesert. We did our job installing barriers, gun emplacements,bunkers, foxholes, and all of the landscaping necessary for aninfantry and/or artillery organization to move into and fight adefensive action. It was essential that these chores be accomplishedby engineers because the ground was frozen. We were trainedin the use of demolitions and heavy equipment, which were required for that work. The long hours and the exposure diminishedthe activity at the relief station. I sent six of the girls back to themayor. There was insufficient use of their services. I was approached about setting up a private house for officers, but I considered that less than ethical. The officers did without.


  The job was done. No women were molested. No VD was reported. We went back to Pyongtaek.



  During the two weeks or so of our absence, the infantry guys got some rest and renewed confidence. They were talking aboutmoving up, even attacking. It was good to hear the infantry talklike that, and they did move up. Thanks to Gen. Matt Ridgway,there was never a use for the Abraham Lincoln Line. We movedback up across the Han River, back across the Hantan, and eventually back to where it started at the 38th Parallel. Victory?


  I had another kidney stone that was killing me, and the pills I took for the pain were only making me jumpy. I had a coupleof small pieces of flak that needed to be removed, so I held stillfor an evacuation back to a hospital in Osaka, Japan. I left thingswith Lt. Jim Wilson. I had watched him make notes on things Ihad been doing for months. I never knew what the commentswere, but I was certain that he could make things happen. Thethought once crossed my mind that with his notebook and mystate of total exhaustion, perhaps he could do the job better. Myego suffered from that possibility, but I was dog tired and neededto leave the killing floor for a while.


  Rotation, 25 January 1951, Kunsan, Korea


  Theoretically, I was being evacuated back to Japan to a general hospital to have a kidney stone removed. Perhaps I’d be theretwo weeks, more or less. Two weeks at the outside was as longas I wanted to be away. But I knew that I was used up. The warhad been long down there at ground zero. I had been in commandof the company for too many days of combat-related activity. Ihad been too long without a bed to sleep in, too long withoutmy family and love. There had been too many firefights, toomany improperly treated wounds and other medical problems,too much tension, too much anxiety. Besides that, I was just plaintired.


  It was -28° the day I was to be evacuated. I had a forboding of not being able to return, so before I left I called a formation and when the troops were in place I made a speech.


  Men, I’m being evacuated to Japan for some repair and maintenance. I expect to be back shortly, but one never knows about hospital tenure.We’ve been together, it seems, for a long time, but it has only beeneight months. We have worked hard and fought hard during thatperiod. From Gifu to Pyongtaek has been a long trail.



  You have been an organization of which I have been proud to have been a member.


  I will always be proud to have been one of you. Records show that we are the most decorated company-size unit in the theater. Thatis no accident. You performed. As I’ve told you many times previously,you are good.


  You were good at Kumchon; damned good at Yechon, Sangju, Haman, and Chindong-ni. We put some fine bridges and culverts inthe MSR. Our support of the infantry was always exemplary. In fact,we were finer fighting men than they were. We were more formidablethan any of their battalions. Your work was good in the gun destructionin the Iron Triangle. I was particularly proud of you at Kunu-ri,Yongbyon, and Ilsong.


  More than any unit in the theater, you came back from Kunu-ri with dignity. You came back intact, with all of your gear, weapons,and equipment. The support we provided on the Imjin River wasspectacular. Finally, the barrier construction at Kunsan was exemplary.


  There has never been a moment when I was not proud to be a member of this company. If for any reason, I do not return, I willnot worry much because I know that you will continue to performcommendably. Lieutenant Wilson will assume command, for whichhe is well prepared. He is a fine officer and soldier, and he has beentaking notes on all my activities for months. My biggest concern isthat he will do a better job than I’ve done. But why not!


  No commanding officer ever was closer to his troops than I am to you. No commander ever knew his men better than I know you. Astime goes by, you will always be welcome wherever I happen to be.I will always share my lot with you. Never forget that. So long fornow, and God Bless You!!!


  I was into the jeep and was gone. I never went back to the 77th. In the hospital, I had the kidney stone and some pieces offlak removed. I had been in command of the company for 205days of almost continual combat in Korea. Those days were themost adventurous, challenging, and demanding of my life. I hadused those days well, and those days had well used me. I had a long period of recovery, and then the doctor sent me home.


  The 77th Engineer Combat Company continued to fight on after my departure under the command of 1st Lt. James Wilson,1st Lt. David K. Carlisle, 1st Lt. Arthur B. Cummings, and others.Upon the termination of hostilities in Korea, the 77th EngineerCombat Company was deactivated in 1952. By that time therewas no longer a need for a black engineer company for a blackinfantry regiment. The 24th Infantry Regiment had been integrated in October 1951 and replaced by the 14th Infantry Regiment. The 77th Engineer Company was one of the most highlydecorated company-size units in the entire Korean War. It did agood job from beginning to end. I am proud to have been itscommander.


  CHAPTER 15


  Aftermath


  31 May 1951-1990


  I was glad to be home. My daughter, who had been eight months old when I left, and was almost two years old when I returned,didn’t know me. She could not identify me with the picture onthe wall. She referred to me as “that man,” but time took careof that. My son knew me right away, and we got along famouslyfrom the first moment of my return.


  My wife and I had some small problems. We didn’t see eye-to-eye on too many things. She had become accustomed to making independent decisions; it had become habit. We had domesticpersonality problems. Most of it was my fault. I went back toflying, which she hated. She went back to teaching. We had twomore children. Life went on.


  I couldn’t sleep well. I awakened at frequent intervals to check security, and I lay there and listened to my heart beat, afraid toventure out. I had terrible dreams upon entering or awakeningfrom sleep. Sometimes I was at Yechon with that murderous gun.Other times, the boulders rained on me on the banks of the KumRiver. Frequently, I was buried again at Haman. I perspired bythe gallon, and sometimes I screamed.


  My wife didn’t quite understand it all. Neither did I. At night I went back to the killing floor, and it was ugly, very ugly. Itwas worse emotionally probably than the original action. The worst episodes happened when I lay on my back, and ten thousand Chinese soldiers trampled over my shallow grave anddouble-timed over me. Their footprints made my rib cagesore, their feet stuffed sand in my nose, and breathing was difficult. At these times I fought to turn over or to get my hands upto protect my face. I sweated through the bed clothes, and Iyelled out. During most nights I slept three to four hours butfrequently less. The sleeplessness produced exhaustion duringthe day.


  I was trapped and wished that I could be back on the killing floor. I identified more with being out there, where my problemswhatever they were, were mine alone and disturbed no one else.I felt sorry for my wife. She was being punished for offensesnot of her making. Further, it was something we couldn’t talkabout. I was okay on the job, but I had a world of problems onmy shoulders. I needed badly to unload it all verbally, but mywife couldn’t deal with the blood and gore that haunted me. Shewanted to hear nothing of killing, maiming, frostbite, barbed wire,fear, trembling, doubt, arson, exhaustion, death, or blood—noneof it. Who could blame her?


  I had many discussions with physicians and psychiatrists. They had no idea of appropriate treatment for my problems. So I carriedthat ugly world of misery in my chest for twelve or fifteen years,while my wife and I grew further and further apart, until wewere unable to communicate at all. Finally nothing was left exceptdivorce, which also was no solution.


  Time lessened the burden slightly. Slowly, very slowly, the intensity and frequency of the nightmares receded, but the nightly security checks continue. Dumb! When I awaken four or fivetimes a night, I force my mind into blankness, listen to the bloodcoursing in my arteries, and thank God that it is so.


  I stayed on in the Army that I loved so much. Upon recovery and recuperation from my illness and wounds, I was assigned inAugust 1951 to the Engineer School, Fort Belvoir, Virginia. In1952 I was put back on flying status, and I logged many hoursin helicopters and fixed-wing aircraft. I served in Germany and AFTERMATH 261


  in many bases in the United States. I enjoyed the work, and I did all right. I received the Silver Star medal for the battle ofYechon and the Bronze Star medal for valor for the rescue missionin the Valley of Death. I also received the Purple Heart for mywounds suffered in Korea. Subsequently, I received the Legionof Merit for meritorious service. I had already received the AirMedal for my combat flying in World War II. I retired in 1966as a lieutenant colonel with twenty-two years of active duty. Notbad for a black officer in the Jim Crow Army of the 1940s and1950s.


  While I can look back on my life in the military and my successes afterward as a civilian in retirement, this book should signal toyou that I have not been totally content. I have been hauntedby the generalized and not completely objective portrayals andcomparisons of how black soldiers performed in the Korean War.If we were so poor then, why did black soldiers get such highmarks in the Vietnam War, only fifteen years after Korea? I havesome ideas. When the Army began to respect its black soldiersand give them responsibilities, perhaps the Army in return received respect and responsible soldiers. More important, in bothWorld War II and Korea, black men had formed the mold forthe high-quality performance of black soldiers in Vietnam andin today’s Army.


  You now understand that in my unit I saw all types of soldiers and large amounts of courage, heroism, sacrifice, and leadership.This contrast between what I experienced and what was writtenhas bugged me until today. Writing a book is not an easy thing,and in some respects it has been as hard as anything I have everundertaken. I have tried to be honest, to be fair, to be just. Ihave suppressed my rage and kept my story truthful and objective.This difficult book may be the way I finally put the terrible memories of that war behind me. I have now done what I knew Ineeded to do and have shared my troubles with thousands ofyou.


  In rereading the drafts of this manuscript, I realized that all of you will not love nor respect me. You may be puzzled at someof the actions I took or didn’t take. At times, my behavior doesnot match the values I profess. But, for better or for worse, you are seeing me, my strengths, my flaws, my life.


  Through it all, I think I have remained a very religious person. Having been a fighter pilot in the Big War, I learned to prayand communicate with God without the aid of an intermediarywho knew less of life and death than I did. I go to church rarelyand then mostly to expose my kids. But I don’t feel the needfor attendance. I pray daily, and I am sustained mightily. Mostly,I am a lover. I love life. I love my fellow man, my wife, my kids,and my kinsmen. I thank God every morning and periodicallyduring the day for another opportunity to labor in the vineyardof life. I am a giver of alms in secret and in silence. I tithe beforeGod, in silence. I never ask God for small favors. All my prayersare utterances of thanks. My only request of God is that He makesme more worthy of His love. I work hard at being a Christian,which is synonymous, in my view, with being a Muslim, Buddhist,or Jew. I am happy to be a child of God and brother of all men.


  Despite my grievances, I still deeply love the U.S. Army and the honor it gave me to lead men, sometimes in very trying times.I am proud to be an American. When I hear our national anthem,I can feel the hair rise on my spine, and goose pimples covermy arms. My breath deepens. I am afraid I will someday diestill an American soldier—vital, eager, bold, confident, prepared.I can only hope that you will not judge me too harshly and willforgive my transgressions and mistakes. Most of all, I hope thatyou will now understand the courage and the racism that I experienced in the Korean War.


  Appendix: Another Bit of Evidence


  A good indication of combat cohesion is the number of artillery pieces lost. Artillery is seldom destroyed by enemy fire; most losses are due to gun positions being overrun or to troops abandoning them. The losses of Eighth Army artillery pieces during1950 were staggering, shameful, and scandalous. The table belowshows these artillery losses.


  Eighth Army Artillery Losses, 1950


  
    
      
        	
          Division

        

        	
          Period

        

        	
          Pieces Lost

        
      


      
        	
          1st Cavalry Division

        

        	
          November 1950

        

        	
          21

        
      


      
        	
          2d Infantry Division

        

        	
          November 1950

        

        	
          62

        
      


      
        	
          7th Infantry Division

        

        	
          December 1950

        

        	
          12

        
      


      
        	
          24th Infantry Division

        

        	
          July 1950

        

        	
          36

        
      


      
        	
          25th Infantry Division

        

        	
          August 1950

        

        	
          11

        
      


      
        	

        	
          Total Eighth Army pieces lost

        

        	
          142

        
      

    
  


  Eighth Army lost 1 8-inch howitzer, 27 155mm howitzers, and 114 105 howitzers. The Republic of Korea Army during the same period (July-December 1950) lost 90 105mm howitzers and 5 75mm howitzers. During all of World War II, the U.S. Army only lost 53 guns from being overrun or having surrendered. So, by the measure of artillery pieces lost, the Eight Army as a whole did not do a very good job in the early days of Korea.


  The facts are as hard and bitter as gall. The much maligned 24th Infantry Regiment was blamed by senior officers and historians for inefficiency and cowardice—all the negatives that couldbe attributed to soldiers. But the 24th Infantry Regimental CombatTeam never lost an artillery piece to the enemy.
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