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  Introduction


  BATTLE, TRAGEDY, LEGEND


  I am a soldier, and unapt to weep


  Or to exclaim on fortunes fickleness.


  Shakespeare


  IT WAS A SUNNY WEEKEND afternoon in April 2001.


  After a light lunch, I and several friends were slogging up a dirt track to the summit of a low hill. Although we were all in our twenties and thirties and the weather was mild, it was a sweaty
  climb: jackets were slung over shoulders, lungs were tested.


  Passing in clouds of dust, South Korean army jeeps were rattling up to the hilltop a couple of hundred metres ahead of us. Driven by young Korean troops, they were conveying to the summit old
  British soldiers  men in their seventies and eighties, survivors of a war that had sputtered to an uneasy halt half a century previously.


  Every April Seouls little British community joins visiting veterans on their annual visits to this site. It is forty minutes drive north of Seoul and a mile south of the Imjin
  River. It lies among artillery emplacements, dug-in armoured vehicles and military bases, for just beyond the river is the so-called Demilitarized Zone  actually, one of the
  worlds most heavily armed strips of real estate  which divides capitalist South Korea from the communist North. This border, the 38th Parallel, is the Cold Wars last front
  line.


  Even so, it is a pleasant occasion: diplomats, businesspeople and their families meeting for a picnic in the countryside. It is also a sombre one. The event commemorates the most tragic action
  fought by British troops in that distant, savage conflict: the Battle of the Imjin River, fought from 22 to 25 April 1951. This year was special. It was the fiftieth anniversary, and, in addition
  to veterans, the VIPs had descended in force: generals, ambassadors, South Koreas Defence Minister  even Prince Andrew, Duke of York.


  As the dust thrown up by the last jeep dissipated, I noticed ahead of us a tall, solitary figure working his way painstakingly up the steepest part of the track. He was wearing a dark blazer and
  a beret  the unofficial uniform of visiting veterans. I noticed a badge on the rear of his beret. The only regiment in the British Army with a back badge is the Glosters; it was this battalion which had been wiped out in the battle. I caught up with the old soldier.


  You know, there are jeeps for veterans, I told him. You dont have to walk.


  I know, he replied. But I feel I have to walk up this hill.


  We fell into conversation. His name was Sam Mercer. As a twenty-two-year-old private he had fought on the hill we were now climbing. He had, in fact, taken part in the close-quarters action in
  which his platoon commander, Lieutenant Philip Curtis, won a Victoria Cross at the cost of his life. And Sam had not escaped unscathed. Despite his erect posture, one of his legs was a prosthetic;
  one of his eyes was glass.


  At the summit, we paused for breath and surveyed the landscape. Around us, the rolling countryside was sprouting green. Behind us the craggy granite hills rose higher. Just below the lip of the
  hill we were standing on were fresh trenches: the old Gloster position is, to this day, occupied by South Korean troops. As the eye lifted, the lazy bends of the Imjin River could be made out,
  glittering in the sun. Beyond, the blue hills of North Korea shimmered mysteriously in the haze.


  Sam pointed out where Curtiss desperate counter-attack had taken place, and told me a bit of his own part in the battle. It was sobering stuff. Night assaults by overwhelming numbers. A
  suicidal attack on an enemy bunker. A withdrawal under fire. Survivors whittled down. A last stand on a napalm-scorched hilltop. In the bright, peaceful afternoon, I wondered what it must have been
  like for the man at my side. He had survived that first night of battle, but lost an eye to shrapnel on the Glosters final position. Left behind with the wounded as survivors attempted to
  break out, his leg had been shot out by an enemy soldier. Then he had spent two bleak years in the POW camps in North Koreas mountains. Given these experiences, he must be as bitter as hell,
  presumably?


  He looked into my two eyes with his one.


  I joined the army for travel and adventure and I got my fair share of both, he said. I dont regret a moment.


  I was impressed. I dont regret a moment. He was no curmudgeon, whining at the injustices of life. Nor was he a loudmouth, declaiming his courage to all and sundry. He could
  legitimately have been either. Or both. Instead, he was modest, understated: he had no complaints, but took a quiet pride in talking of what he, his mates and his regiment had done.


  Here, I thought, was the representative of a dying breed of Britons, men for whom duty and the concept of the stiff upper lip were not material for mocking comedy. I would later
  learn of an officer from the Glosters  and would meet a private from the Royal Northumberland Fusiliers  who had taken these concepts to the limit. Both were young men. The former died; the latter survived . . . just. Both won the George Cross. They would not have found jokes about such things amusing.


  Other veterans I spoke to that day, from various units, impressed me for similar reasons. Most had undergone what are, by the comfortable standards of twenty-first-century Britain,
  extraordinarily traumatic experiences. Many were still haunted by the sights they had seen in the terrible winter retreat of 1950/51. They had fought in nightmarish battles. The closest friendships
  are forged in the trenches, and all had lost friends. The previous day they had visited some. A key point on the itinerary for returning veterans is a visit to the UN Cemetery in the city of Pusan.
  There, 886 British soldiers lie under the grass.


  Yet almost every veteran, astonished at the peace and prosperity they found, felt their sacrifices had been worthwhile. In Korea, the people say thank you to us, more than
  in any other nation where British troops have fought, one said. Clearly, these old soldiers had achieved some kind of closure.


  At the time I was writing a story about the veterans and VIPs visit for a local newspaper. Easy enough: sketch in background, add a splash of local colour, round it out with a few
  quotes. But the more I heard, the more I wanted to discover about this legendary battle in which young Sam Mercer had been so horribly wounded, but was still so proud to have taken part.


  
    * * *

  


  I knew about the Glosters; anyone with an interest in military history had heard of their lonely stand. But they had not been the only ones who had held Chinas entire
  63rd Army  three divisions of men, or odds of around 7:1  on the Imjin.


  The Glosters had been part of 29th Infantry Brigade, and the other battalions  the infantrymen of the Belgian Battalion, the Royal Northumberland Fusiliers, the Royal Ulster Rifles and
  the tank crews of the 8th Kings Royal Irish Hussars, even a group of engineers shoved into the line as the brigade ran out of infantry and the battle grew ever more intense  had had
  an equally desperate time. However, as these units had narrowly escaped annihilation  after a death ride down a four-mile enfilade  they never achieved the recognition accorded the
  doomed Glosters.


  It rankled with some. On a previous battlefield visit, an embassy staff member told me, sotto voce, that some veterans from another battalion had had to be restrained from assaulting a
  senior Gloster officer who had lectured on the battle without giving them what they believed was due credit. Even after half a century, the tribal structures of British fighting regiments
  engendered fierce loyalties.


  Regardless of which battalion won the lions share of the honours, it was clear that the brigade had put up one hell of a fight. How had they managed to cling on for
  three nights? Why had they been forced to stand against such fearful odds? Why was an entire battalion written off? Had there been mistakes?


  To my surprise, I found that, while regimental histories and general Korean War histories covered the battle, as did various privately published personal chronicles, there was no single,
  detailed account available. There was certainly no film about it. And yet the Imjin remains the costliest, most desperate battle fought by British forces since World War II.


  Take the lost battalion, the Glosters. At no other time since World War II has a unit of this size been written off. Or take the rifle companies of the surviving infantry battalions, which lost
  around half their strength. In fighting as murderous as this, rank was no defence. Of the commanders of the four infantry battalions engaged, one was wounded, one captured and one killed; only one
  made it out in one piece. The encounter was no less intense for the artillery. The gun positions themselves came under infantry attack. Each gun fired off approximately a thousand rounds: twice as
  many as were fired in the entire Falklands War, and approximately the same number as were fired at the battle of El Alamein.


  All within less than three days.


  Here was a tale up there with Hastings, Rorkes Drift or Arnhem: a stand against monumental odds by men whose orders were simply to hold fast  the Thermopylae of the Korean War. Why
  had this epic fight gone largely unrecorded?


  
    * * *

  


  Perhaps because it took place in Korea. Although over a thousand Britons lost their lives on the peninsula  a longer butchers bill than those paid in Malaya,
  Borneo, Suez, Northern Ireland, the Falklands, Iraq or Afghanistan  the Forgotten War is almost dead to popular culture. Few films cover it. Military history is a popular
  genre, but in bookshops, it is rare to find a single volume devoted to it. In the popular consciousness, Korea (19501953) is filed away in an uneasy slot between World War II
  (19391945) and Vietnam (19651975).


  World War II continues to generate fascination. It was the greatest clash of arms in history, a struggle in which our national survival was at stake. Korea  fought on the opposite side of
  the earth, over a peninsula that few had heard of  was not. With the trans-Atlantic ties engendered by a common language and mass communications, Vietnam is probably a better-known war in
  Britain than is Korea, although no British troops served in it. Vietnam was fought by men who watched TV and listened to rock music, rather than by those who listened to jazz
  over the wireless: the GIs in the jungles may not have been British, but they were recognisably modern  like us.


  Korea was not solely a British war; it was the first UN war. The United States and South Korea provided far and away the largest contingents, overshadowing Britains contribution.
  Moreover, Korea lacked the tactical innovations or iconic images that define World War II and Vietnam. World War II was the war of blitzkrieg, of massed tanks and bomber fleets, of parachute
  landings and amphibious assaults, of Churchills V sign, concentration camps and the fascist salute. Vietnam was the war of the helicopter and the guerrilla, the jungle and live colour
  coverage. These elements were reflected in the films of those wars: classics such as The Longest Day, The Battle of Britain and Saving Private Ryan for World War II;
  Apocalypse Now, The Deer Hunter and Platoon in the case of Vietnam.


  Few Korean War movies made an impact. Pork Chop Hill (1959) is a good film, but little remembered. A former Royal Fusilier and Korean veteran, Maurice Micklewhite, got his start on the
  screen with A Hill in Korea (1956) but went on to greater things  today he is better known as Sir Michael Caine. The film was not a highlight of his career. And of course, there was
  MASH, the US television series. Though supposedly set in Uijongbu  the ruined township some fifteen miles south of 29th Brigades battle sector  the 1970s/1980s series
  was more about Vietnam than about Korea, albeit set in a Korea which looked suspiciously like Malibu, California (where it was filmed).


  Korea was fought using largely World War II-era weapons, in a harsh landscape bleached of colour. Quite who we were fighting was unclear: the enemy leaders, Mao Tse-tung and Kim Il-sung, were
  neither as recognisable nor as demonisable as Hitler and Tojo. And why were we fighting? War was never declared: Korea remains officially a conflict, or a police action.
  The description is derided by those who fought. As one veteran put it: A thousand men dead, artillery, Centurion tanks  a police action?!


  Finally, the war  for the men who fought, that is what it was  never really ended. This was the first limited war, a war concluded by armistice, not victory. The
  British public, exhausted by World War II, lost interest in the indecisive struggle. Today, North Korea is even more mysterious than in 1950  and, possessing nuclear arms, perhaps as
  dangerous.2


  Yet the Korean War was not lacking in drama. Ferocious drama. This was the first hot war of the Cold War; a to-the-death struggle in an ancient land against
  a brave and overwhelming, but frighteningly alien, enemy. It was a civil war (North Korea versus South Korea) that expanded to become a clash of both ideology (communism versus capitalism) and
  culture (East versus West). It was a cruel fight.


  The names the soldiers gave their battlefields tell their own tales: Hellfire Ridge, The Bloody Hook, Massacre Valley. Viewed through a rifle sight, the Korean War was a mosaic of confusing,
  terrifying snapshots. It was a war of freezing temperatures and searing heat . . . of burning cities and refugees perishing in freezing wastelands . . . of terrible atrocities and midnight
  human-wave assaults . . . of hilltop perimeters and last-minute retreats down valleys overlooked by the enemy to escape annihilation.


  Moreover, this was the coldest campaign fought by the British Army since the Crimea, and the last one fought against an enemy who, like the Zulus, favoured close-range, mass attack. That first,
  see-saw year  when the contesting armies raged up and down the devastated peninsula  was, for the soldiers on the ground, probably more akin to the German experience on the World War
  II Russian front than to any other British action fought before or since. Central to this drama is the greatest attack of the war: the Chinese Fifth Offensive of April 1951. In the
  path of that offensive, occupying a critical hinge in the line, stood 29th Infantry Brigade.


  
    * * *

  


  Over the years I gathered material  books, logs, documents  and gleaned much from taped interviews with 29th Infantry Brigade veterans in the collections of
  Londons Imperial War Museum. In the summer of 2007 I spent a month interviewing veterans, and followed up with written and telephone interviews in 2008. Many felt the media had passed them
  by, and that their war  their stories  were being lost. Old soldiers dont die, they just fade away; indeed.


  All are retired now. In their twilight years, they were keen to speak. In some cases I spent only an hour with them  in other cases, we spoke for an entire day. Adding poignancy to the
  interviews was the timing. We spoke while British soldiers were once again heavily engaged, alongside American allies, on another barren battleground, against another culturally incomprehensible
  enemy.


  In their homes, or among the faded battle memorabilia of regimental museums, these old soldiers told me of incidents horrific and comical, of decisions good and bad, of exhilaration and
  desperation, of friends made and lost. They were not boastful; their pride was a quiet kind. This, perhaps, was another reason that their battle had not been accorded
  greater acclaim. They were unfamiliar with PR; they did not beat breasts or create a buzz. They came from a stoic generation; one bred to control emotions, to speak modestly and to
  both expect and endure adversity.


  Many were still haunted by what they had done or witnessed in Korea. On several occasions, men broke down. While others downplayed the wars psychological impact, one fact spoke volumes:
  arguably the bravest man who fought on the Imjin would, years later, spend time in a mental institution. Another veteran, discussing post-traumatic stress, told me a tale so chilling that it
  reversed my long-held disbelief in ghosts.


  But, still, there were few complainers.


  The result of this research you hold now. It is military history. It deals with strategy and tactics, weapons and equipment, weather and terrain. It deals with luck, good and ill. But, above
  all, it deals with men. Tested in the crucible of battle in the most demanding of circumstances  massive attack  few soldiers of 29th Brigade were found wanting.


  With regret, I only present half the story. I had hoped to interview surviving Chinese Peoples Volunteers, those men who fought with such apparent disregard for their lives
  that many British veterans are convinced they were drugged. However, I was writing at a sensitive time. China, despite its surging economy and rising standard of living, remains communist. With
  North Korean denuclearisation talks under way, sources in Beijing and Seoul made clear that this would be a difficult task. Moreover, I lacked the resources  time and finances  to
  garner their accounts. The story of the Chinese fighting man on the Imjin must await another author.


  This, then, is the story of one of the two contestants in that legendary struggle of April 1951: the story of defiance against towering odds, the story of the Battle of the Imjin River.


  
    
  


  NOTE TO THE READER


  First, a word on spellings. Although The Gloster Regiment is more correctly spelled The Gloucestershire Regiment, and shortened to The Gloucester Regiment, the former, phonetic
  usage has passed into common currency. This is the spelling used.


  Korean and Chinese are more problematic. In 2000 the South Korean government changed its official romanisation system. Henceforth, Pusan became Busan,
  Inchon became Incheon, Taegu became Daegu and so on. Given that the older spellings continue to be reproduced in Korean War literature, those
  are the spellings I have opted for. For consistencys sake, I have stuck with the pre-Pinyin spellings of Chinese: hence Mao Zedong appears here as Mao Tse-tung,
  and his capital is spelled Peking not Beijing.


  To the Last Round is written chronologically  as far as possible  but, given that fighting was under way simultaneously on different sectors of the battlefield, I have
  chosen to focus on units rather than timings. So, for example, the fighting on the night of 24/25 April on the eastern and western flanks, while it happened at the same time, is covered in two
  separate chapters (8 and 9 respectively). Likewise, some events in Chapters 2 and 3 are not presented strictly in a linear timeline. I suggest the reader approach this work, then, as primarily a
  chronological, but secondarily, a thematic one.


  There is a Glossary at the back of the book that I hope will elucidate unfamiliar military terminology, acronyms and slang.


  Lastly, a note on notes. I have used footnotes to expand on certain points, or insert items of interest that would interrupt the narrative flow if included in the main text; I suggest the reader
  follow these while reading. Endnotes are reserved for references/sources. Where no endnote is appended, the information comes from an author interview with the participant.


  Andrew Salmon


  Seoul


  Winter 2009


  
    
  


  Prologue


  AMBUSH PATROL: PRELUDE TO BATTLE


  April is the cruellest month.


  T. S. Eliot


  LAST LIGHT, 22 APRIL 1951. Imjin River Front.


  As the moon rose, a group of heavily laden men dropped from their armoured vehicles, spread into tactical formation and moved noiselessly down towards the Imjin. With their blackened faces and
  khaki battledress, the patrol from C Company, 1st Battalion, the Glosters blended into the dust and darkness of the Korean landscape.


  Ahead of them the river glinted in the cool darkness. Behind them, the outlines of their hilltop positions faded into the black sky. There, the men could take comfort in the safety of numbers
  and prepared defences. Here, on the river bank, they were in no mans land, a mile forward of the rest of their battalion. Somewhere north of the river, invisible, lay the enemy.


  How close? Unknown. How many? Unknown. Intentions? Unknown.


  With the two Oxford armoured troop carriers rumbling back to battalion through the ruined hamlet and across the bare, brown plain, the 17 men of the patrol were on their own. Tension and
  suppressed excitement was in the air: the men had heard ominous tales  for days now, rumours of a Chinese offensive had circulated. Tonight, they knew there was something afoot: they had
  been issued with an unusual amount of ammunition. What they didnt know was that their patrol commander had exceeded his orders.


  Three hours earlier Second Lieutenant Guy Guido Temple1 had been summoned to headquarters. There he was briefed by Lieutenant-Colonel
  James Carne, Commanding Officer of the Glosters 1st Battalion, which was holding this section of the front. The colonel  a man who, Temple thought, seemed to ration himself to
  twenty words a day  was characteristically terse.


  US intelligence had indicated that an enemy party would cross the Imjin under cover of darkness. Temple was to take a small patrol down to the river ford, intercept the enemy and
  snatch a prisoner. Two South Korean military policemen would accompany the patrol to interrogate him. The patrol was to break contact if enemy numbers exceeded thirty. No
  questions? Good. That is all.


  Temple, a twenty-one-year-old West Countryman with an easygoing manner and a near-permanent grin, was well liked in the battalion  he was nicknamed, inevitably, the Good Guy
   but seen as something of a dilettante by his men. Two years earlier, when the battalion had been posted to the rather more agreeable location of Jamaica, he was noted for racing round the
  island in a Rolls-Royce packed with party-going subalterns.3 But the insouciant manner  adopted by many highly professional British officers 
  was misleading. A fellow officer, hearing Temples name, stabbed his finger in the air and exclaimed, Guy Temple is a very brave man!2
  Previously the battalion signals officer, Temple had yearned to get to the sharp end and had requested command of a rifle platoon. The request was granted. Temples father was a
  major-general, and two relations were archbishops  which could explain why the youngster had acquired the kind of sixth sense that soldiers and priests learn to trust. While being briefed,
  his internal crystal ball flickered into action. Somehow, Temple knew immediately: It was not going to be small number of enemy  it was going to be a mass. But of
  course, a lieutenant does not say to a colonel, I think the Americans have got it wrong; I think its going to be thousands of them!4


  Returning to his platoon, Temple draped canvas bandoliers of .303 ammunition over his chest and stuffed his parachute smock with hand grenades. Then he gathered a nine-man section  a
  seven-man rifle group and a two-man Bren light machine-gun group. So far, he was acting according to orders. But he also stripped the platoon of its remaining two Brens, its 2-inch mortar and a
  radio operator. Each machine-gun was provided with 4,000 rounds, and the mortar team took as many bombs as they could carry. This was far more firepower than would be required for a prisoner snatch. I had no plan to take any prisoners at all, Temple recalled. You could say I did not follow orders, but everyone can have his own opinion as to
  what a small patrol means!


  Now, on the fifteen-foot-high river bank, Temple positioned his men around the top of the earthen cutting that led down from the steep banks to the shingle beach and the river itself. As so
  often in this see-saw war up and down the ravaged peninsula, there were already slit trenches dug. Below and to the front of them, the broad Imjin drifted gently by. Although the river was
  approximately 150 metres wide, here it was only a few feet deep. A line of oil drums, placed by the engineers, marked the underwater ford, or, as the British troops called it, Gloster
  Crossing.5


  It was a beautiful spring evening, if chilly. The full moon, shimmering on the black water, gave the mission a romantic ambience, Temple thought. It also provided a perfect
  hunters moon. Look at that! he whispered to his second in command, Corporal Manley. Well see everything!


  In fact, they wouldnt. Even with binoculars, neither man would see a sign of the enemy forces closing on them. As the patrol settled down to watch and listen, Temples
  crystal ball clicked on again, telling him that nothing would happen until 22:00. He told his corporal to take first watch, then curled up at the bottom of his trench. On operations,
  wise soldiers seize any chance to sleep. At 22:00 Temple was shaken awake. There are voices in the river, Manley hissed. They peered into the darkness. Nothing. Vision is restricted
  at night, but sound carries further than in daytime. There it came again  voices from the water. Chinese voices.


  The men clicked off safety catches, took up first trigger pressure, but still they could see nothing. Temple aimed his Verey pistol skyward to shoot a flare. Click. The round was a dud.
  The voices were getting closer. Urgently, he ordered his mortar man to send up a para-illuminating round. There was a thunk as the weapon fired, then the flare burst and hung, swaying
  over the ford. Below, frozen in the fizzing white circle of light, were around a hundred shocked Chinese soldiers, caught in the act of wading the river.


  Fire! Temple roared.


  A .303 Bren gun has a 30-round magazine; its rate of fire is 500 rounds a minute. A .303 short-magazine Lee Enfield bolt-action rifle, which all other members of the patrol carried, can fire
  1520 aimed rounds a minute; its locking mechanism makes it the fastest-shooting bolt-action rifle in the world. Moreover, British troops had devised a technique that upped its rate of fire
  to the equivalent of a semiautomatic. Conventionally, when working the bolt, it is held in the fist; only after it is snapped home does the hand move from the bolt down to the
  stock and squeeze the trigger with the forefinger. In Korea the bolt was worked with the little finger extended. This finger pulled the trigger as soon as the round was chambered, while the others
  continued to grip the bolt. This technique  the mad minute  enabled well-trained infantrymen to unload 30 rapid shots a minute.3


  A .303 bullet travels at around 2,400 feet per second. Fired on a straight line, a high-velocity round at 200 yards will rip through two men, even three, and the bullet is a stopper: as one
  infantryman put it, a target hit by a .303 stays hit. The patrol was positioned above the Chinese, so its fire was less effective  plunging fire usually only
  passes through one or two  and it had not been possible to site the Brens to achieve crossfire. But in those first ten seconds, the patrol poured around 200 rounds into the illuminated
  Chinese force. A trained infantryman changes magazines in seconds, and then the process was repeated, the Glosters snap-shooting as fast as they could. In mid-stream, under the swaying flare light,
  the Chinese were sitting ducks. Up to their chests in water, they had no cover and could not run. The water churned into a maelstrom.


  The hammering of the Brens and the crackling of the rifles made a hell of a lot of noise. Above the din of firing, the Glosters could hear shouting and screaming, could see their
  targets flopping into the water as their bullets tore into and through them. After some thirty seconds the flare guttered out, and the firing, too, died down: the Glosters night vision had
  been ruined by the light. Another flare went up from the mortar. The withering fire resumed.


  There was little or no return fire from the river. From their low position the Chinese probably could not see their attackers due to the steep banks  moreover, anyone returning fire would
  have become an immediate target. But from the opposite bank a machine-gun, presumably set up to cover the assault troops crossing, opened up. Its green tracer zipped over the Glosters
  without effect; the gunner was too low in his trench.


  Temple shouted the cease-fire order . . . Sudden silence . . . Clouds of cordite drifted across the water. Approximately half a platoons worth of survivors could just be seen splashing
  back to the far bank. Of the dead, there was no sign: the Imjins swift undercurrent whirled them down towards the Yellow Sea. In those first, furious moments, Temple estimated his little
  patrol had accounted for around seventy men.


  In the absence of flare light the Imjin was again cloaked in darkness. There was a pause: perhaps five minutes, perhaps ten, but no let-up in tension. Then, again, voices from the river. Another
  parachute flare was launched; this time, it revealed what looked like a crowd of men wading towards the tiny patrol.


  Again the British soldiers opened up with everything they had  then Temple remembered what he had forgotten in the excitement of the first contact. Artillery was on
  standby; he had a pre-set DF (Defensive Fire) SOS task for the river. Ducking into his trench, he radioed the battery of eight 25-pounder field guns supporting the Glosters and gave the word:
  DF SOS! Now!


  Within seconds came the whoofle of shells over head, then multiple crumps and flashes as they impacted. The shells were hitting the far shore, rather than the masses
  in the river. Temple radioed, Drop 100! to bring the fire 100 yards closer to the south bank. Realising that this would be uncomfortably close, he shouted to his men to
  keep low as the next rounds hurtled in.


  The white light of the flares showed the huge splashes of shells smashing into the water; in the darkness between flares, all that could be seen were flashing white detonations. Down in the
  river the high-explosive blasts ruptured internal organs, and shrapnel scythed down the compressed Chinese ranks.


  Temple called off the firing to see the effect. Again, nothing was visible. After the smoke cleared, the roiled water of the river was empty. The current had dragged the bodies downstream. The
  machine-gun on the far bank had also ceased firing.


  Again, there was a pause  perhaps minutes, I am not sure; there was a lot going on  and then, again, voices from the river. Another parachute flare was sent up. This
  time the river was literally jammed with enemy, all splashing urgently towards the Glosters. The Chinese commanders were determined to force the Imjin  at any price.6 Seeing that mass approaching, Temple requested a Mike Target, the maximum concentration of fire; this would bring the weight of an entire artillery regiment
   the full three batteries, or 24 guns, of 45 Field Regiment  in a Time on Target strike. Every shell would hit at the same moment.


  An express-train shriek over the heads of the patrol heralded a thunderous series of explosions as the barrage impacted. Then the guns reloaded and fired again and again: ten rounds each from 24
  guns.7 It was quite impressive, said Temple, who was orchestrating the destruction from his slit trench. I have
  always found fireworks displays terribly boring after that! The river was a pandemonium of flashes, splashes and tracers.


  Throughout the bombardment, the patrol continued firing. Although soldiers are trained to fire a three- or four-round squirt with a Bren, the gun crews were shooting off entire
  magazines in sustained bursts  few depot weapons instructors could ever have imagined such magnificent targets  and the barrels of the three machine-guns, the patrols chief
  killing instruments, were glowing pinkish-orange in the night. In peace time it would have mattered  the barrels would have worn out, Temple noted. In war, it
  didnt. Again the bombardment ceased. But by now, battle had been joined elsewhere along the Imjin front. Competing demands were coming in for the artillery.8 There would not be another Mike Target. Crouched over the hot metal of their smoking weapons, the patrol strained to see into the darkness.9 Then they heard voices in the cutting below them.


  The Chinese were across the river.


  Due to the intensity of their fire, most of the patrol were either running out of ammunition or already empty. It was time to get out: There was no point getting cut off when we had had
  no casualties. Temple ordered his men to move  fast. This was no phased, step-by-step withdrawal, with rifles covering Bren guns and vice versa. The patrol vaulted out of their slit
  trenches and took off at the double. All were much lighter than when they had arrived: We were not carrying a hell of a lot of ammunition by that time! After about 500 metres, they
  slowed to a walk, and Temple radioed C Company to expect their arrival. As they pulled back, Temple remembered his colonels instruction to withdraw if they encountered more than thirty
  enemy. Half jokingly, the exhilarated young officer whispered to his panting corporal, You might have reminded me! I thought you were enjoying it as much as I was!
  Corporal Manley replied.


  Back in the C Company position, the men climbed the hill to their trenches and bivouacs. The company was entrenched in a reserve position covering the Glosters Battalion HQ (according to
  normal procedure, C Company had provided the river patrol, so as not to weaken the companies on the forward hills). Temple ordered Manley to get the men ammoed up while he headed to
  the battalion command post for a debrief. It was even terser than the briefing. By this time, his taciturn colonel had other matters to occupy him.


  The battalion intelligence officer, who joined the debrief, commented that the young lieutenant, with his cap comforter pulled down over his head, looked Byronesque and was
  fairly fizzing. By any standard of soldiering, the massacre at the river had been a good nights work.10 Another Gloster, crossing
  the Imjin ford in an ambulance days later, would have the chilling feeling that he was driving over the broken bodies of dead Chinese soldiers.4 And half a
  century later a British brigadier, surveying the ground Temple had fought on, observed, to spring that ambush, then to bring all his men back over that billiard table [the riverside plain]
  without a single casualty is as fine a piece of small-unit soldering as any I have heard of.5


  But, despite their losses, the enemy had forced the Imjin. The shock phase of the greatest communist offensive of the Korean War  hurling almost a third of a million men against the UN
  lines  was under way. As Temple returned to his platoon trenches, waves of Chinese attackers were storming up and into the forward positions of the Glosters, their sister battalions in 29th
  Brigade, the brigades parent, US 3rd Division, and higher command, I Corps. Across a forty-mile front, battle was joined.


  Even the young lieutenants crystal ball could not predict that within fifty-eight hours, the Chinese would be flooding south, his mangled brigade would be desperately
  fighting its way through a closing trap, and his decimated battalion, cut off and surrounded, would be poised on the brink of annihilation.


  
    
  


  Chapter 1
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  LACK OF THE MORNING CALM: THE KOREAN WAR


  Borders are scratched across the hearts of men


  By strangers with a calm, judicial pen,


  And when the borders bleed we watch with dread


  The lines of ink across the map turn red.


  Marya Mannes


  NIGHT, SUNDAY, 25 JUNE 1950. Under the curved grey tiles of a cottage near
  East Gate Market in Seoul, the capital of South Korea, Lee Chun-hee, a ten-year-old schoolgirl, tossed and turned on her mattress. A strange thunder from the north was disturbing her sleep.
  Eventually, she drifted off.


  On Monday morning she headed to school as usual. She was delighted when, around mid-morning, her teacher told the children that all classes were cancelled. Gaily, the little girl skipped off to
  spend the day with her parents, North Korean refugees who ran a profitable shoe shop. Heading to the market, she noticed something odd: the streets were bustling with people, many running, with
  bundles of possessions on their heads.


  Chun-hee had not been told the reason for her dismissal. She didnt know that  after five years of national division, years of guerrilla fighting and a summer of border skirmishing
   Kim Il-sung, North Koreas leader, had launched a full-scale invasion of the capitalist south before dawn on Sunday. Nor did she know that Seouls 2,000 American residents were
  already being evacuated along the Han River. She was unaware that enemy armoured spearheads were bearing down on the capital; the thunder that had disturbed her sleep had been artillery.


  Had the child had any idea of the events to come, her cheerful mood would have evaporated. The cruellest wars are civil or ideological, and the Korean War would be both. Kims invasion had
  summoned a terrible demon. For three harrowing years, it would stalk the land, creating a vortex that sucked in soldiers from eighteen nations, laid waste the peninsula, and littered it with the
  corpses of millions.

  
  [image: ]


  
    The land where this savage drama played out is an austere peninsula that projects from Chinas north-east corner some 500 miles southwards into the Pacific. Due to
    its mountainous backbone  like that of a spiny prehistoric beast  Korea is sometimes likened to a dragons back.

  


  Most waterways run eastwest, most tracks run northsouth, and there are four distinct seasons: a freezing winter from December to March, a brisk spring from April to June, a steamy
  monsoon from July to September, and a cool autumn from September to November. In many ways, Korea is beautiful  a corrugated land of jagged peaks tumbling towards blue horizons, of
  postage-stamp rice paddies reflecting the skies, of thatched farming villages tucked into valleys, of white sand beaches and rocky coastlines. It is also harsh. The mountains are high, cultivatable
  space is limited, and the seas are lashed by typhoons. Lying at the crossroads of north-east Asia, Korea was the conduit through which Chinese culture reached Japan, but its location between
  larger, stronger neighbours  China, Japan and Russia  has also made the peninsula strategically vital. The Korean proverb when whales fight, shrimps are crushed alludes
  to the fact that metaphorically the land has frequently been swept by ill winds.


  According to myth, the first state on the peninsula was Chosun, The Land of Morning Calm, established in 2333 BC. But its recorded history begins in the first century BC, when the
  Three Kingdoms of Shilla, Paekje and Koguryo began a prolonged struggle for mastery: the eventual winner was Shilla, which united the peninsula in AD 668. Aspects of this heroic
  period echoed down to the twentieth century. First, the peninsulas division into competing kingdoms. Secondly, the role played by powerful outside forces  for it was only with
  Chinas aid that Shilla had emerged victorious.


  In 918 Shilla was succeeded by Koryo (high mountains, sparkling waters), which gave the nation its modern name, but in 1231 Koryo was subjugated by the greatest military force of
  the East, Kublai Khans Mongols, who used the peninsula as a launch pad for two disastrous invasions of Japan. However, Koryo endured until 1392, when an ambitious general, Yi Song-gye,
  seized the throne in a military coup  not Koreas last  establishing his own Yi Dynasty. His seat was a mountain-ringed capital set in a broad valley in the heart of the
  peninsula: Seoul. Yi dubbed his kingdom Chosun, after the legendary kingdom of yore. Under Chosun, Korea suffered its most devastating attack when, in 1592, Japanese warlord Hideyoshi Toyotomi
  launched his samurai armies against China  through Korea. Help came from Ming China, and the Japanese withdrew in 1598, leaving Korea a wasteland. There was more to come. In 1636 the Manchus
  attacked, taking the kingdom and forcing it into a tributary relationship with the Ching Dynasty that the Manchus subsequently established in China. After these disasters
  Korea turned inward, isolating herself and gaining a new name, The Hermit Kingdom. But far to the west, aggressive new powers were stirring. While the Hermit Kingdom slumbered, the
  age of colonialism was awakening.1


  
    * * *

  


  In summer 1866 an American steamship, General Sherman, entered the estuary of the Taedong River and set course for Pyongyang, deep inside the mysterious Hermit Kingdom.
  The vessel had been hired by a Peking-based British company, Meadows and Co., to force trade with Korea. The merchant adventurers planned to trade their cargo of tin, cotton and glass for
  Koreas fabled ginseng, gold, paper and leopard skins. We can imagine the black ship thumping upriver in the haze, its funnel trailing smoke as its twenty crew  Americans, British,
  Chinese and Malays  squinted across the paddies towards the distant blue mountains. But we can only imagine, for no survivors of the first Anglo-American penetration of the peninsula lived
  to tell the tale.


  The General Sherman crossed the rapids below Pyongyang and dropped anchor before the walled city. When locals refused to trade, the crew kidnapped an official. Fighting broke out. The
  ships cannon gave her crew an early advantage, and they beat off all attacks. But the monsoon rains had ceased, and when the river dropped, the steamer was trapped deep in hostile territory.
  The Koreans launched fire boats, the ship caught alight, and the crew leapt overboard, where they were hacked down in the shallows. Parts of their bodies were reportedly cut off, pickled, and used
  for medicine.2


  In 1871 the US Navys Asiatic Squadron appeared off the Korean coast to take retaliatory action, focusing its attention on the fortress island of Kangwha, in the Han River estuary, that
  guarded the route to Seoul. US Marines carried the forts but made no attempt to advance inland and withdrew, leaving the forts heaped with white-clad Korean dead. The French had made similar raids
  following a massacre of Catholics in 1866.11 Like the Americans, they had lacked the strength or the patience to force significant change.


  The nation which would force open Koreas gates lay much closer to home. In the 1850s Japan had radically modernised in the Meiji Restoration. By the 1880s she was a rising power seeking
  overseas markets and the opportunity to establish foreign colonies, like the Western nations she sought to emulate. The US and French raids had been pinpricks; Japan had
  staying power. In 1876 Tokyos gunboat diplomacy forced open three Korean ports  Inchon, Pusan and Wonsan. The Hermit Kingdom had been prised open.
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  Foreigners who arrived in the early 1880s found themselves entering a medieval Asian kingdom. But it was a weak, bewildered kingdom. Koreas revenue collection was outdated, her
  bureaucracy corrupt, her gentry (a slave-owning class) parasitic, her military powerless. Transport was rudimentary, education hidebound, industry non-existent. For centuries Korea had seen China
  as a big brother, but by the late nineteenth century China, the Sick Man of Asia, was in decline. Western powers were forcing concessions and winning treaty ports, and Tokyo was ready
  to challenge Peking. In 1895 the first Sino-Japanese war (much of it fought in Korea) ended with Chinese defeat, and in 1905 Tokyos victory in the Russo-Japanese war established Japan as
  master of the East. Korea was the prize; with nods from London and Washington, Tokyo declared the peninsula a protectorate. Annexation followed in 1910. The Land of the Morning Calm had been
  eclipsed by the Land of the Rising Sun.


  The next thirty-five years of Japanese colonial rule would be marked by a mix of modernisation and repression, development and exploitation. Japan established communications, financial markets
  and industries. She modernised education; culture and business flourished; Korea was jerked into the modern era. At the same time, the Japanese brutally suppressed dissidents. By 1937 Japan was,
  again, at war with China. Korea was harnessed to the cause and began to be squeezed to support Japans war effort. Tens of thousands of women were enlisted, tricked or coerced into the
  Imperial Armys military brothels (comfort stations); other Koreans were recruited as forced labourers or into military units.


  One such recruit was Kim Chum-kon. Born in 1923 he had taken advantage of educational opportunities available to the colonised, and enlisted at Japans Waseda University, only to find
  himself, as part of the student cadet force, dispatched to the battlefields in China. I had no choice, he said. I was sent by the government. In northern China he tasted
  combat: The Chinese guerrillas were strong, but not enough to beat the Japanese. Soon, as a platoon commander, he was guarding supply lines against hundreds of guerrillas.


  Japan was also heading for war with the West. After Pearl Harbor, Tokyos forces rampaged across the Pacific, but Americas industrial might and manpower sealed her fate. By 1945,
  with her armies defeated, her battle fleets rusting beneath the Pacific and her supply routes severed, Japan was on her knees. In Japans grip, Korea had been powerless to control her own fate; in 1943, at the Cairo Conference, the Western allies had agreed on a post-war Korean trusteeship to which Stalin consented at Yalta in February
  1945. Details, however, were left vague.


  On 10 August 1945, after atomic and fire bombing of her cities, and the Soviet invasion of Manchuria, Japan requested an armistice. Around midnight, in the Office of the Navy, two American
  colonels were given a map and told they had thirty minutes to choose a demarcation line in Korea to divide the Soviet and US occupation zones; they decided on the 38th parallel.12 The Soviet Union agreed  somewhat to American surprise, for the Red Army had boots on the ground in Korea a month before any American landed. Thus was the
  division of Korea decided upon. No Korean was present at the relevant meetings.


  Under Japanese rule Korea had been a political vacuum. After August 1945 this was filled by those who, in one form or another, had opposed the Japanese occupation Various groups had resisted
  Japan  disbanded soldiers, student demonstrators, exiled nationalists, communist guerrillas. In terms of achieving independence, none achieved success, nor did they co-operate with each
  other. By 1945 they had become starkly polarised, like the wider world around them as it now entered the Cold War era. In this charged climate, the powers that controlled the two halves of Korea
  would choose champions who best fitted their own political outlooks.


  South of the 38th parallel US occupation forces overturned locally installed Peoples Committees and instituted a US Military Government. In the absence of any other
  bureaucratic infrastructure, the USMG maintained much of the apparatus of Japanese rule  including the detested police. North of the line the Soviet Union backed the establishment in 1946 of
  a de facto government, the North Korean Peoples Committee, headed by Kim Il-sung, 34, a good-looking but ruthless former guerrilla leader. Kim had fought the Japanese in Manchuria and
  northern Korea in the 1930s but sat out World War II as a major in the Red Army in Russias Far East. Following SovietUS meetings on the Korea in 1946 and 1947 which reached no
  agreement, the US referred the peninsula to the United Nations. But the UNs proposals for elections were unsatisfactory to the Soviet Union, and in 1948 elections were held only in the
  South. On 15 August 1948, the Republic of (South) Korea, or ROK, was established with Rhee Syngman, 73, as its president. Rhee was rather less dynamic than Kim; an exiled right-wing nationalist who
  had spent most of the Japanese imperium in the US, he held a PhD from Princeton and spoke English, but would have a stormy relationship with Washington. Kim and Rhee never
  met, and Koreas division hardened. Both stated their ambitions to reunify the peninsula, but their backers would take very different approaches to that issue.


  Amid the upheavals of colonisation, war, peace, the end of colonisation, civil war in China and Korean division, ordinary Koreans, members of a diaspora spread across Japans former
  empire, strove to control their destinies. Among them was the family of Lee Chun-hee. In the 1930s and 1940s the Lees had run a profitable business, the Heung-A Trading Co., a grain-supply store in
  Japanese-controlled Shanghai with some forty workers, importing and exporting from Korea. The wily Madam Lee  She was better at business than my father, remembered Lee Chun-hee
   profited by selling opium on the side. But, like many Koreans who had left their homeland, the Lees pined for home. When they heard news of independence, and with Chinas civil war in
  its final stages, they returned to northern Korea, resettling and acquiring a rice store. Life proved dull: Kims communism was leaching all colour from the nation. We had money, but
  could not eat or buy anything interesting, remembered Chun-hee. I kept saying, Lets go back to Shanghai. The direction that the Kim regimes politics
  were taking was obvious to merchants like the Lees; already landlords and Christians were being targeted. After just a year in the North the family decided to make for Seoul, so they contacted a
  courier to take them across the 38th parallel. We were pretty fearless, said Chun-hee. We had dealt with bandits and rebels in North China. One night, the family joined
  a fifty-strong group creeping south.


  It was exciting, like a picnic, remembered Chun-hee. Her parents fastened US dollars around her stomach. Tension increased as they approached the parallel; there were no wire or
  minefields yet, but there were patrols. Cloths were tied around the mouths of young children, so they would not cry out, and the group moved stealthily across moonlit paddies. Suddenly a whistle
  sounded  the escapees had been spotted. Everyone broke into a run. Chun-hee held her mothers hand tightly; her younger brother was on her fathers back. Shots were fired into
  the air. Running soldiers closed in. Her father thrust his son at his wife before being seized by North Korean troops. The rest of the group tumbled across the border and the pursuit ceased. The
  refugees arrived in a processing camp in the south. There was dysentery, and Chun-hee queued for rice gruel for her sick mother. This is reality, she thought. Families are
  separated. To Lees relief, her father arrived three days later, having bribed his guards to release him. The Lees moved to Seoul, buying a house and establishing a shoe shop near East
  Gate market. South Korean police brutally interrogated her father on suspicion that he might be a communist spy, but after that life in Seoul was good.


  Another returner was student-soldier Kim Chum-kon. He was unimpressed by the US Military Government. If I had a pill to make Americans smart, Id make a fortune! he said.
  They made huge mistakes. Kim, suffering from post traumatic stress disorder after his China experiences  I had nightmares, I heard the sound of gunshots 
  hoped to return to school, but his experience was valuable, and he was persuaded to join the nascent ROK Army as a lieutenant. Dispatched to the parallel, he created border checkpoints, and his
  unit drafted some of the first intelligence reports on North Korea after interrogating southbound refugees. By 1948 he was a lieutenant-colonel  in the ROK Army, youth was no barrier to rank
   when he volunteered for the guerrilla war now raging in the southern mountains.


  Outside Seoul turmoil had increased. In 1948 tens of thousands of alleged communists were massacred by government forces on Cheju-Do, an island off the south coast, following a popular uprising.
  By 1950 guerrilla conflict flickered among the mountains, and border clashes between ROK and North Korean Peoples Army (NKPA) forces flared along the 38th parallel. In the Chinese zodiac
  1950 was the Year of the Tiger: a volatile year, one in which tumult was to be anticipated. The Tiger Year is considered a propitious one for soldiers.


  
    * * *

  


  At 04:00 on Sunday, 25 June 1950, the bulk of the North Korean Peoples Army (NKPA) massed in the darkness along North Koreas southern border. This was no border
  raid. Kim Il-sung had mustered 130,000 men in seven divisions, with 151 tanks. His armour would prove decisive, for the southern forces had nothing to match it. President Truman had refused the
  belligerent Rhee offensive weapons, but Stalin had equipped Kim with the T-34, the outstanding tank of World War II. Artillery lined up as watches ticked towards H-Hour. The attack was to be an
  all-arms assault, patterned after the armoured penetrations that Soviet forces had learned from the Wehrmacht in World War II. At 04:40 there was a sound like thunder, then white flashes
  detonated all along the parallel. As Yak fighter-bombers zoomed overhead, the NKPA stormed into South Korea along three axes.3


  At the time, many pundits assumed the attack had been ordered by Stalin as part of a worldwide communist plot, but documents from Soviet archives have revealed that it was Kim who pressed
  invasion plans for more than a year in the face of Soviet reluctance. Stalin only gave his approval in April 1950, after he had established that Mao Tse-tung, who had just won
  his own civil war, agreed.13 With communism triumphant in China, thousands of highly experienced Koreans who had fought with Mao in Manchuria returned
  home to bolster Kims forces. Kim, the former guerrilla leader, could now fulfil his ambition of reunifying the peninsula.4


  The communists had reason to believe that Washington would not intervene. In January 1950 US Secretary of State Dean Acheson ill-advisedly outlined a US defence perimeter in Asia that omitted
  Korea. Nations beyond that perimeter, Acheson said, would have to rely on the United Nations.5


  Even so, Kims attack was not unexpected. Many had been predicting war, but the timing caught ROK forces on the back foot. We thought the North would some day invade, said
  Paik Sun-yup, a thirty-year-old general who, like Kim, had fought communist guerrillas as a member of the Japanese Imperial Army in China. But 25 June 1950 . . . that general attack was a
  complete shock. That Sunday Paik, hearing the news at 08:00, dashed to Army HQ. We knew the North Koreans had tanks and heavy artillery. They were well-trained, they had aircraft. We
  did not have a single tank. We had little artillery and not enough training. We had been too busy chasing guerrillas.


  Months earlier Paik had summoned one guerrilla-chaser, Kim Chumkon, an old acquaintance, back to Seoul because of the increasing violence of the border clashes. That was the process of
  training the NKPA and testing the south, Kim said of the border fighting. But few people considered it a prelude to war. Kim himself had been predicting all-out hostilities,
  but few listened. The night of the invasion he watched people dancing. Early reports indicated just another skirmish, but Kim was uneasy. When he reached the War Room, he was told enemy tanks had
  reached Uijongbu, just fifteen miles to the north. Paik and Kim departed for their unit, the ROK 1st Division, north-west of Seoul: Paik was divisional commander, Kim headed its 12th Regiment. The
  two China veterans were plunged immediately into desperate combat.


  Kim Il-sungs attack was going according to plan. An NKPA battalion had taken a train into the station of the old Koryo capital of Kaesong, on the 38th parallel, disembarked and assaulted
  directly from the platform. Armoured columns were spearing south. Two ROK divisions  Paiks 1st and the 6th  put up determined resistance: Paik sent suicide troops with explosives strapped to their bodies against the T-34s. But other ROK units crumbled. By the evening of 27 June, residents of Seouls northern suburbs heard a strange,
  clattering squeak: tanks nosing into the city. Thousands of citizens fled south, towards the Han. The kilometre-wide river was crossed by four bridges, and in the early hours of the 28th their iron
  spans were crawling with refugees. At 02:30 all bridges were blown by ROK engineers.14 Hundreds  perhaps thousands  perished in the black
  waters.6


  When she returned home from school on 26 June, Lee Chun-hees parents had told her that North Korea had invaded, but the family had no intention of fleeing. Her father did not think North
  Korea would prevail for long, and her mother considered invasion a business opportunity: fleeing people need shoes! So it proved  the Lees had to stuff their earnings into potato and rice
  sacks. On the 28th Seoul fell. The invaders proved disciplined. Parades were held. Portraits of Stalin and Kim appeared on buildings. Some Seoulites chuckled to hear of Northern soldiers,
  unfamiliar with modern plumbing, drinking from the toilet bowls in Seouls finest hotel, the Chosun.15 For Chun-hee, the early days of the
  occupation were not bad (especially as school was cancelled). But before long, she began to fear going outside; groups of parentless children were roaming the streets, and as the days passed, the
  gangs became aggressive. While Kims forces regrouped in Seoul for a week before striking south to complete their conquest, the non-communist world was reacting.


  
    * * *

  


  The United States had come out of World War II with a strong economy and full of self-confidence, firmly established as the free worlds leader. At cinemas in 1950 people
  thrilled to Walt Disneys Cinderella and John Wayne in The Sands of Iwo Jima. Al Jolson sang Are You Lonesome Tonight? and Ray Bradbury published The Martian
  Chronicles. Yet international developments were ominous. In 1946 Churchill had noted that an Iron Curtain had fallen across Europe. A Soviet attempt to starve West Berlin into
  submission in 1948 had been defeated only after the US and UK had mounted a massive airlift, and the same year Moscow detonated an atomic device. In 1949 in China  the huge country at the
  centre of Asia, recipient of vast amounts of US aid and focus of so many vain American hopes  the last nationalist troops surrendered to Maos communists. In
  February 1950 a Sino-Soviet Friendship Treaty was signed.


  China was gone. Now, Korea, the last line of defence before Japan, was tottering. Washington reacted swiftly. The United States put the Korean crisis before the United Nations on 27 June. Here
  the US was inadvertently assisted by the Soviet Union, whose ambassador to the UN was boycotting the international body due to its refusal to admit China, and was therefore unable to wield his
  veto.16 The UN Security Council passed a resolution calling for assistance to the ROK. The steadfast response won media approval: a New York Times
  headline blared Democracy Takes Its Stand,17 and Republicans supported President Harry Truman in his determination to resist further
  communist advances.7 On 30 June Truman committed US troops to ground war. On 7 July, the UN called for member states to provide military forces and asked
  the US to lead the UN contingent in Korea.


  The man who would head the UN Command in Korea was already a legend. General Douglas MacArthur, son of a Civil War hero, had won a chestful of decorations in World War I. In World War II, he had
  fled the collapsing Philippines, fought back across the Pacific, liberated the country he had lost, and in 1945, on the great battleship USS Missouri in Tokyo Bay, presided over
  Japans surrender.18 As Supreme Commander, Allied Forces Japan, he oversaw the remoulding of that shattered nation as a democracy. He had the ego
  of a prince, the style of an actor and a personal charisma and gift for rhetoric that some found near-hypnotic. Seventy years old in 1950, his plans for a new Japan were coming to fruition. There
  seemed no challenge left. Then, from Korea came news of the invasion. MacArthur had visited South Korea only once when, on 15 August 1948, he had casually assured Rhee Syngman that he would defend
  Korea as if it were California. On 28 June he flew to the embattled peninsula, where he decided only US combat troops could restore the situation.8


  Some 8,872 kilometres west of Seoul in Westminster, Britains Labour government under Prime Minister Clement Attlee was more concerned with nationalisation, the building of a welfare state
  and disengagement from Empire than in distant foreign adventures. Britains economy was still fractured from World War II, the country was grey and threadbare, and food
  rationing remained in force. Moreover, unlike America, which had governed South Korea from 1945 until 1948, the UK had no attachment to the peninsula. Korea was far beyond India, and unnecessary as
  a way-station for China trade. Anglo-Korean contacts had therefore been brief and desultory. The Korean coast was first surveyed by Royal Navy Captain William Broughton in 1797;19 some British ships had raided Korean islands for supplies during the Opium Wars; a British missionary in China had been the first to translate the gospel into
  Korean in the 1870s; a bilateral treaty had been signed in 1883; and in 1885, during a period of tense Anglo-Russian relations, the Royal Navy had occupied the tiny island of Komun-do (Port
  Hamilton) for a year. Otherwise, apart from visits by a handful of Victorian travellers and the operation of a small consulate and bishopric, British interaction with Korea had been minimal.
  Few Britons had even heard of the country: those who had, most likely knew it as the birthplace of some of Japans most brutal prison camp guards.20


  But, despite their left-wing DNA, Attlee and his Foreign Secretary, Ernest Bevin, distrusted Moscow and were convinced that aggression must be challenged. Just three days after the T-34s had
  clanked across the 38th parallel Attlee made clear that Britain, like America, was prepared to pick up the gauntlet Kim had thrown down. On 28 June he addressed the House of Commons. Calling the
  North Korean attack naked aggression he stated that Britain would live up to its UN obligations.9 On the same day Royal Navy units in the Far
  East set course for Korea.10 Aircraft from the carrier HMS Triumph were in action within days, and the war claimed its first British victims when
  the cruiser HMS Jamaica was hit by North Korean coastal batteries on 8 July.11


  By then young Americans were already rotting in Korean paddies. Troops from the 24th Infantry Division, part of the Japan-based 8th US Army, had landed in Korea on 1 July. Its first combat unit,
  Task Force Smith, deployed at Osan, south of Seoul  but these were not the men who had won World War II. Americas post-war army had been run down; Japan-based GIs were
  softened by half a decade of occupation duties, poorly led and lacked anti-tank weapons. They were brushed aside on 5 July as T-34s drove right through their line.12 Other American units were forced to retreat or overrun; American prisoners were found shot in the back of the head. On 19 July the 24th Division dug in to
  defend Taejon; a day later the city fell, and divisional commander General William Dean was taken. Panic set in. The term bug-out  a fast retreat with neither delaying action
  nor thought for flanking units  gained currency. In the heat and stink of the sultry Korean summer, down dusty tracks amid streams of refugees, US and ROK troops fell back, the NKPA in hot
  pursuit.


  On 15 July, with humiliation, if not disaster, looming, Londons ambassador to Washington, Sir Oliver Franks, wrote to Attlee that pressure was building in Americas media and among
  politicians for her allies to provide troops on the ground. He suggested expediting Britains commitment. Beyond the British naval contribution, London had already been considering sending
  RAF units, but Attlee knew that if Britain committed anything less than a ground force, the special relationship with Washington was in danger. On the 24th, the Imperial General Staff
  proposed sending an army brigade, acknowledging that, though this move was militarily unsound, they recognised the strong political arguments. Britain was now committed to ground
  combat in Korea.13 In a national broadcast on 31 July Attlee outlined why an attack on a far-off land that most Britons could not place on a map had to
  be repulsed. Here is a case of aggression, he said. If the aggressor gets away with it, aggressors all over the world will be encouraged. The same results which led to the
  Second World War will follow; and another world war may result. With memories of Chamberlains appeasement of Hitler uncomfortably fresh, Attlee aimed his rhetoric directly at his
  listeners. That is why what is happening in Korea is of such importance to you. The fire that has been started in distant Korea may burn down your house.14


  Britains Imperial Strategic Reserve was the Colchester-based 29th Infantry Brigade, but the earliest it could arrive was November. The British liaison officer at
  MacArthurs headquarters was told that speed was critical: a little got in fast was better than a lot later on.15 On 18 August the
  27th Infantry Brigade based in Hong Kong, composed of 1st Battalion the Middlesex Regiment and 1st Battalion, the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders, was deployed post-haste to Korea as a stop-gap
  measure.16


  By the end of August, demoralised and near-defeated, ROK and US forces had been pressed back to a defensive ring around Koreas southern port: The Pusan Perimeter. The
  American 8th Army commander in Korea, General Walton Bulldog Walker exhorted his men to stand or die. With desperate fighting under way, few noticed that the balance of
  forces was shifting as American troops flooded in. The NKPA, still in headlong assault mode, had been ground down to around 68,000 men, of whom 20,000 were untrained recruits
  impressed in the South. US forces were topping 35,000, while the ROK Army could boast 73,000.17 On 29 August, as 27th Infantry Brigade landed in Pusan,
  MacArthur was moved to comment on the historic unity of the Anglo-Saxon peoples.18 Meanwhile, the Arsenal of Democracy was
  gearing up. Massive piles of materiel were trucked from Pusan harbour to the nearby front. Battle raged. The NKPA strove to drive UN forces into the sea. But Kims army, at the end of a long,
  tenuous supply line and under heavy attack from the USAF, which had won air superiority in a matter of days, was breaking its teeth on the solidifying defences.


  
    * * *

  


  Fifteen miles to the west of Seoul, Inchon on the Yellow Sea had been the gateway to Korea since the days of gunboat diplomacy and treaty signings. It is the port serving Seoul
   itself the peninsulas key road and rail hub. As early as July MacArthur, one of World War IIs premier amphibious warriors, had fantasised about putting men ashore there. If he
  did, he could cut the NKPA off from its supplies, compromise its divisions besieging Pusan and retake Seoul. But the US 8th Army opposed weakening its defensive lines at Pusan, and all key Navy and
  Marine commanders were firmly against what was dubbed Operation Chromite. For Inchon was no South Pacific island: its approach channel was narrow; there were no beaches, but instead
  sea walls that would have to be scaled; its tidal range was dramatic, 32 feet, and at low tide the harbour drained into mud flats. Only two dates, 15 September and 11 October, were practical.19


  Events reached a head on 23 August, when MacArthur faced his critics in his Tokyo HQ. Navy and Marine officers briefed in detail, fluently expressing objections. Then MacArthur stood. The great
  orator spoke for forty-five minutes. Korea, he asserted, was where communism had made its play for global domination. He praised the Navys history, he evoked the spirit of audacity that had
  delivered Quebec to General Wolfe. Then his finale: I can almost hear the ticking of the second hand of the clock of destiny, he intoned. We must act now, or we will die. We
  shall land at Inchon, and I shall crush them. . . . Silence. MacArthurs words had wrought their magic. The chief of naval operations climbed to his feet and declared: General,
  the Navy will get you to Inchon! Operation Chromite was a go.20


  At dawn on 15 September, from out of a typhoon, a mighty armada appeared off Inchon with 70,000 fighting men embarked. Warships and aircraft pounded the port and its offshore islands. Great
  columns of smoke rose. At 06:45 the first US Marines went in. (Probably not one knew that their forefathers had stormed ashore on another island just off Inchon 79 years
  earlier.) The bombardment had done its work, and resistance was light. On D-Day +1, the marines thrust towards Seoul. The same day Walkers 8th Army broke out of the Pusan Perimeter and went
  onto the offensive. The NKPA was trapped in a closing vice. MacArthur spun the handle.


  On 25 September, the two jaws of the UN pincer closed south of Seoul. The NKPA was resisting fiercely in the city, but Marines, backed by tanks and air strikes, battled their way through
  roadblocks and fortified buildings. Four days later MacArthur presided over a dramatic handover ceremony in the bullet-scarred Capitol Building, returning Seoul to an emotional Rhee Syngman.21 The NKPA was on the run.


  In the smoking capital, schoolgirl Lee Chun-hee had been lucky. The street fighting which devastated much of Seoul had bypassed her district. The Lees trudged through the rubble to see the
  handover. She watched the flag-raising, listened to the speeches. President Rhee told the people not to worry, she said. We believed him. Meanwhile, ROK units were
  roaming the streets, grabbing suspected communists. They dragged them to the rice fields and the lettuce fields and shot them, Chun-hee recalled. As South Korean forces had retreated
  down the peninsula they had executed thousands of leftists; now, with Seoul back in UN hands, gruesome evidence was found of communist score-settling  trenches piled with massacred
  civilians. The brutality of the war was upped another notch.


  Yet MacArthurs Inchon gamble had paid off. Kims had ruined him. His army was shattered. His troops were dead, fleeing north or taking to the hills. Except for a pursuit and the
  mopping up of guerrillas, the UNs war seemed as good as won. By late October, British troopships carrying 29th Infantry Brigade were at last nearing their destination. The question was,
  would they have a mission once they landed?


  
    
  


  Chapter 2
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  TO KOREA


  Quo Fata Vocant21


  Regimental motto, Royal Northumberland Fusiliers


  ON 27 JULY a group of British staff officers returned to the UK after a tour of the Normandy
  battlefields. Docking in the Solent, they were greeted with news that their unit  the Colchester-based 29th Independent Infantry Brigade Group  was being mobilised for war in Korea.1 Its commander, Brigadier Tom Brodie, 46, a stoutly built, aggressive infantry officer who had commanded Chindits behind Japanese lines, was ordered to be
  ready to move on 1 November.2


  As an organisation, the brigade was not unfamiliar with the Far East: in World War II Burma  the first air-mobile campaign in warfare  its sleeve patch, a black circle on a white
  background, had been dubbed the flying arsehole.22 However, though tasked with responding to any contingency that might arise outside the
  UK or Germany, the brigade was far from ready for immediate action: its constituent units were at only half to two-thirds the strength of war establishment.3 Given the commitments the British Army faced in 1950, this was not surprising. Troops were deployed across the globe  fighting communist insurgents in Malaya, garrisoning
  war-scarred Germany and Austria, and manning bases in a crumbling Empire which still stretched from South America to Singapore. Moreover, it had been decided that the National Service conscripts,
  who provided the bulk of the Armys manpower, were only to be deployed to Korea if they volunteered. More men were needed. Directives flew from Whitehall. Regulars who wished to extend their
  service or who volunteered to return to the colours were dubbed K Volunteers. But this was still not enough; reservists who had originally signed up for seven n
  five (seven years with the regular army and five years in the reserve) were recalled.


  Reluctantly, the reservists, many of whom had started families or businesses, flocked in. Some had done well in civilian life: one arrived in Colchester in a Bentley.4 A sentry at the barracks gate was taken aback when a woman appeared, thrust a baby at him and said, Youve got my husband, youd better
  take this as well.5 A popular story doing the rounds concerned the taxi driver ferrying reservists from the railway station to the garrison. He had
  expressed some schadenfreude at his passengers expense  until he, too, received call-up papers and was driven to camp by an erstwhile colleague.6 In barracks, for the old sweats it was back to the old regimen of listening to the rumour mill, hurry up and wait, and the endless routine of
  blanco (webbing cleaner), Brasso (brass polish) and bullshit (the endless series of orders and counter-orders that have been part and parcel of military
  life since Caesar).


  It is worth pausing here to examine what a brigade is.23 During the two World Wars the smallest unit that was considered self-sufficient in terms of
  weapons and other equipment was a division, about 15,000 men, which had its own field artillery, engineers and logistical back-up. But in the British Army, a small, professional force with
  far-flung commitments, brigades (one third of a division) had often been deployed independently, particularly on the fringes of empire. Indeed, 27th Infantry Brigade, which had already been rushed
  to Korea, had been deployed in this way in Hong Kong. The teeth of an infantry brigade consist of its three rifle battalions, but in the case of 29th Brigade, which was intended to
  operate independently, these were supplemented by resources that would normally be provided at divisional level. The most critical of these were its artillery and tank regiments, but there were
  also various other odds and sods: field workshops, hospitals, field postal and pay offices, NAAFI tea-sellers, PR staff, dental teams, a legal affairs section, a mobile laundry and
  even a field bath unit.7 Even so, 29th Brigade would be small fry in a war where the basic formation was already the division.


  An infantry battalion of 1950 had a paper strength of 38 officers and 945 other ranks8 but, due to casualties, replacements, postings and leave, few
  battalions fielded more than 750 at any one time in Korea. A battalion was commanded by a lieutenant-colonel, assisted by his regimental sergeant major. Its core was its HQ Company, containing a
  transport platoon, a signals platoon, a medical detachment, field kitchens and intelligence and administrative personnel. Its Support Company operated the battalions 3-inch mortars,
  17-pounder24 anti-tank guns and Vickers medium machine-guns and included an engineer (Assault Pioneer) platoon. Its core strength, its four
  rifle companies, each fielded around 130 men. Each company was commanded by a major with his own HQ detachment of signallers and a medical orderly. Each company was composed
  of three platoons of 35 men, headed by a lieutenant with his own small HQ consisting of a sergeant, a signaller and two men with a small, hand-carried 2-inch mortar. The men at the sharp
  end were the rifle sections, usually commanded by a corporal. A rifle section was divided into two: the gun group  two men with a Bren light machine-gun  and the rifle group
   six to eight riflemen.


  The basic tactic in assault is fire and manoeuvre: covered by machine-gun fire, riflemen leapfrog forward. The basic tactic in defence is to hold fast, breaking the enemys will by
  inflicting casualties, and retaking lost ground by counter-attack. At this level of battle, orders are either verbal  by shouting  or by hand signal. Here, machine-gun teams do the
  real killing. Not only do their weapons fire faster and longer, but amid the chaos of action, while a lone rifleman may cease firing to take cover (or simply hide), a two-man team will reinforce
  each others courage, and continue shooting. 29th Brigades weapons were of World War II vintage. The Vickers medium machine-gun, the key infantry support weapon, was famed for its
  utter reliability and was effective to over 700 metres; firing on fixed lines, a pair of Vickers could dominate ground with a cone of bullets. However, its rate of fire was a relatively sedate 400
  rounds per minute. The Bren, the portable (23-lb) light machine-gun, was respected for its reliability and accuracy. With its curved, 30-round magazine, it fired at 500 rounds per minute to a range
  of over 500 metres, and, although it was usually served by two men, a strong soldier could use a Bren at close range like a submachine-gun. For personal weapons, the British soldiers carried the
  solid, 9-lb Lee-Enfield. This weapon, developed in 1907, was ideal for accurate daytime shooting at medium or long ranges, out to around 500 metres. The Vickers, Bren and Lee-Enfield all fired the
  heavy .303 round. Sten submachine-guns were also carried by officers, NCOs and signallers, but, being mass-produced  they cost under four pounds apiece  were unreliable and fired 9mm
  pistol rounds that lacked range, velocity and stopping power. Finally, officers were issued .38 revolvers, a weapon of minimal utility on the battlefield. The most effective weapon at close range
  was the hand grenade, in its fragmentation and white phosphorus variants.


  29th Brigades bayonets were provided by 1st Battalion the Gloucestershire Regiment, 1st Battalion the Royal Northumberland Fusiliers25 and 1st
  Battalion the Royal Ulster Rifles.26 All these regiments were similarly trained, organised and equipped, yet each had a proud
  history that was inculcated into every member of the regiment; each was recruited from a different part of the country; each was a warrior tribe with its own distinct character.


  1ST BATTALION, THE GLOSTER REGIMENT


  Recruited chiefly from south-west England, the Glosters could claim more battle honours than any other regiment. Raised in 1694 as the 28th Regiment of Foot, they fought with
  Wolfe at Quebec, where they acquired the bloodthirsty nickname The Slashers after members of the regiment allegedly cut the ear off an unpopular local magistrate in a Montreal brawl
  in 1764. Other notable actions took place during the Peninsular and Crimean wars, at Gallipoli and Dunkirk and in India and Burma, but their most famous exploit had been in Egypt in 1801, at
  Alexandria, when the 28th were deployed in the key position in the British line, a ruined castle. French infantry assaulted their front and both flanks, and cavalry charged their rear. The order
  was given, Rear rank! About face! and, back-to-back, the 28th held. From that time on, the regiment has been permitted to wear a badge on the back, as well as the front, of its
  headdress.9


  In 1950 the 1st Battalions commanding officer was Lieutenant-Colonel James Fred Carne. During World War II he had served in the Kings African Rifles, where he had
  perhaps discovered something in the empty silence of the bush. He was tall, ascetic, Christian  and strikingly taciturn. I would occasionally ask him a question and Id wait for
  an answer and realise it was a pretty silly question, recalled Guy Temple. He was not a loner, but he was a reticent type. When he talked, you listened, remembered Private Sam
  Mercer. There was an old-fashioned quality to the man. Not much imagination; probably lacking slightly in brainpower, was the verdict of a brigade officer who believed that, had Carne
  not led the Glosters in Korea, he would have retired into obscurity.10 But that he was a dedicated foot soldier who led by example, there was no doubt.
  He was very fit, Temple found. If there was any question of going uphill, he led from the front.11 He had another quality
  essential in a combat commander. This tall, silent man with his ever-present pipe was pretty unflappable;12 his nickname was Cool
  Carne. These qualities made him a leader his men had confidence in. If Carne said, Fix bayonets wed have followed him  to a man, Mercer
  reckoned.


  Another key personality was the Glosters adjutant, Captain Anthony Farrar-Hockley. He was a keen pipe-smoker like his commander, but there the similarities ended. Stocky, pugnacious,
  aggressive, he had lied about his age to join the Glosters during the war, but was discovered and discharged. He subsequently joined the nascent Parachute Regiment and fitted
  perfectly into that unit, with its aggressive ethos. Promotion was fast, and as a company commander he won a Military Cross in 1944. He engendered strong reactions. Temple considered him a
  brilliant chap; another brigade officer thought him a genuine man, intensely loyal, with the highest moral standards . . . a very good soldier indeed.13 Royal Artillery officer George Truell, who supported the Glosters, found him strong-minded and determined, very full of his own opinions. The soldiers
  respected but feared him. Some found him overbearing and arrogant, calling him Horror-Fuckley behind his back.14


  A very different kind of officer again was Lieutenant Maurice Mike Harvey. Unusually for a British officer, he was humourless; rather serious . . . not an easy chap to get
  to know, or get on with.15 In a day when it was a very exotic pastime Harvey held a judo black belt, and his fascination with things Eastern
  influenced his approach to tactics. Harveys unorthodox leanings reminded Mercer of Orde Wingate, the unconventional officer who founded and led the Chindit Brigades.


  The only Gloster not trained to fight was Padre Sam Davies. Davies was an active, mobile padre who visited as many soldiers as he could, as often as he could. He used to go around
  improving morale and drinking about fifteen cups of tea a day, said Temple. He was very good at talking to the soldiers.16


  The soldiers who made up the Glosters non-commissioned ranks were that mix of keen, green young volunteers and dour but experienced reservists common to the brigade. Mercer was in the
  former category. A Londoner living in Gloucester, he joined up at seventeen. He had served for two years in the West Indies, then a year in Colchester. Among the battalions National
  Servicemen was David Green. Like many Glosters, he was a poor countryman  his father was a jobbing gardener, the grandson of a poacher. Young Green was a scrapper and had had a
  troubled youth, including time in a remand home and a spell in jail.17 Called up, he was determined to make the best of the army, and in basic training
  was unconsciously infused with regimental spirit. Absent from the Passing Out Parade due to illness, he watched from the sick bay. As his comrades marched past, bayonets fixed, while the band
  crashed out To Be a Farmers Boy, Green found, to his astonishment, that tears were rolling down his face.18


  One reservist distinctly displeased with his lot was medic George Newhouse. He had served as a stretcher-bearer in Burma  widely considered the worst combat posting for British soldiers
  in the war  and had fought in the Battle of the Admin Box, where a surrounded British garrison, supplied by air, held off a superior Japanese force in a jungle siege.
  When he got his recall papers he felt an ominous foreboding. I had got through World War II with no wounds, just a few tropical diseases, he said. In Korea, I knew something
  bad would happen.27


  The Glosters were not, by nature, aggressive. Temple found them country chaps, pleasant to meet. Our strong point was defence: If this hill is mine, its mine.
  Thats it. They were easy to command, Temple thought  unlike a Cockney or Northern regiment.19 His men agreed. I dont
  think we were gung-ho, Mercer mused. We were stoical. If we accepted that there was a job to do, wed do it.20


  1ST BATTALION, THE ROYAL NORTHUMBERLAND FUSILIERS


  The Royal Northumberland Fusiliers  The Fighting Fifth, from the days when line regiments were numbered  had as long and bloody a history as the Glosters. The men
  were chiefly recruited among the Geordies of north-eastern England, and the regiments cap badge was appropriate for the war they would soon be fighting: St George slaying the
  dragon. Nicknamed the Old and Bold, Wellingtons Bodyguards and The Shiners, they traced their origins back to 1674, when they served against France
  in the Low Countries. The regiment was heavily engaged in both the American War, where it fought at Bunker Hill, and in the Peninsula against Napoleon. In Spain in 1836 it was armed with fusils
  (smooth-bore muskets), and so took the name the Northumberland Fusiliers. It raised more battalions than any other regiment in World War I, and in World War II served in the Western Desert, Sicily
  and Italy. Returning to the UK in 1950 after a Gibraltar posting, its 1st Battalion was chosen as demonstration battalion at the School of Infantry at Warminster  indicative of high tactical
  skill  before joining 29th Brigade.21


  The Fusiliers CO was Lieutenant-Colonel Kingsley Foster. With his jowly face and military moustache, he looked the stereotypical Colonel Blimp but was a highly professional
  officer. His father had also commanded a Fusilier battalion, and the son turned down a full colonelcy in Singapore to lead the battalion into action.22
  Foster had spent much of World War II in staff postings, which perhaps explains why in Korea he would seek to get close  too close, some officers thought  to the thick of the
  fighting. Although wealthy, Foster was not distant, taking a strong interest in his soldiers welfare, often writing to their families.23 He
  was a dedicated Fusilier and very good on his feet, talking to the troops, said Lieutenant Tony Perrins, the Fusiliers intelligence officer. If Carnes leadership gift was his
  coolness, Fosters was his likeability, that paternal side that built trust. One corporal, Joe Tommo Thompson, first met Foster in 1948. My father
  died when I was six, Thompson said. Colonel Foster was like a father to me.24


  The Fusiliers were an aristocratic regiment: second echelon, after the Household Cavalry and the Guards, thought Perrins. We were all young men, chasing girls, jumping into
  cars, driving helter-skelter to London, then hightailing it back in time for duty. Beagling was a popular pastime; some officers were planning falconry. It was a cushy life 
  albeit you werent paid much  and there were long periods of playing, Perrins said. Z Company28 commander, Major John Winn, was a
  very traditional British officer. A colleague found him extremely cultured, an extremely laid-back person who was absolutely natural. He appeared sleepy but wasnt; he had a remarkable
  sense of humour.25 Like many courageous soldiers, the affable Winn was a quiet man. Y Company was commanded by Robbie Leith-MacGregor, a strong
  character who had won a Distinguished Flying Cross with the RAF during the war. He was outstandingly good as a company commander, though pretty firm, said Lieutenant Sam Phillips, one
  of Leith-MacGregors platoon commanders. He was respected, but not necessarily liked; he could frighten you. Many junior officers in the reserve were keen to get back into
  harness. Malcolm Cubiss, a diminutive but enthusiastic lieutenant who had left the army in 1949, was delighted to be recalled. Id always wanted to stay in, so when I was called back,
  I was quite pleased, he said. Id been working in a bank, but you only live once!


  Many of the men came from heavy industrial or mining backgrounds. We were self-supportive, clannish, a close mix, excellent morale, thought Fusilier Vick Wear. The Geordie
  likes his sport  keen on football  but can become aggressive when roused. They had a great sense of humour and they were tough, Phillips thought of his platoon.
  When you got to know them, they were extremely nice. The battalion was beefed up with reservists from the North-east and the Midlands, many of whom were highly experienced soldiers
  with chests full of medals, but the Fusiliers training in tactical skills at Warminster paid off: As the demonstration battalion, we were very well trained, said
  Wear. We revered the reservists when they first came but it turned out that they were not as professional as we were.


  One Fusilier with significant experience was mortar man John Bayliss. A regular, he had fought through World War II, having been an anti-tank gunner on D-Day, at Nijmegen during operation Market
  Garden, and one of the first to enter Belsen concentration camp. He was unconcerned by the prospects ahead. With a Geordie behind you, you felt safe, he said.
  David Strachan had joined up at 17, inspired by war stories from German and Italian POWs who worked on his farm. I was proud to join the Fighting Fifth  they were very
  renowned, he said. I wanted to be a fighting soldier and I got that wish! Bill Beattie, a mortar sergeant, had just started courting and was in a cinema in Trowbridge when the
  order for all Fusiliers to report to base flashed on screen. He and his fiance married on 12 September, but he had no qualms about going. Soldiers are always keen to go  that
  is what you train for. Not all shared that spirit. One man in Phillipss platoon was the son of the Leeds Communist Party chairman. Phillips took him aside. I said, You
  may think you are fighting on the wrong side, but if you step out of line, you will be dealt with.


  1ST BATTALION, THE ROYAL ULSTER RIFLES


  The most distinctive of the brigades battalions was the Royal Ulster Rifles. For one thing, the Rifles were light infantry, meaning they marched at double the pace of
  other troops; to those unfamiliar with it, the spectacle looks comical, like film of a quick march speeded up. Instead of berets they wore baggy green caubeens, and their band played Irish pipes
  and drums. And there were the accents: in contrast to the slow drawl of the Glosters and the northern staccato of the Fusiliers, among the Rifles dialects ranged from the musical lilt of the
  Emerald Isle to the guttural bark of back-street Belfast.


  The regiment had been founded in 1793, when the British Army was expanded due to war with France. It fought against Napoleon in Egypt and Runion, at Talavera and Badajoz and later in the
  Indian Mutiny. Being a rifle regiment was an honour: rifles were more accurate than muskets, but required greater skill.26 In World War I, the Irish
  regiments forged a legend at the Somme, and in World War II, the Rifles crack status was confirmed when its first battalion was converted to the airborne glider assault role, where it fought
  in Normandy, at the Battle of the Bulge and the Rhine crossing.


  The Rifles commander in 1951 was another tall, slim and quietly spoken officer, Lieutenant-Colonel Hank Carson, but he was to be plagued by ill-health in the Far East. The second in
  command, Major Tony Blake, a member of an old Anglo-Norman family from Galway, was fluent in Russian and Polish, had been attached to the Polish Parachute Brigade and was one of only three
  Parachute Regiment officers to escape from Arnhem.27


  One of the battalions toughest officers was Major John Shaw, Support Company commander. Shaw had fought with special forces in Yugoslavia in World War II, and,
  thought one of his subordinates, Lieutenant John Mole, was rather taciturn, rather frightening, very strict. He would always ask Why? when you wanted to do something.
  But Mole also found him, like many of the tremendous characters in the Rifles mess who had done well during the war, a splendid chap. The lure of action in Korea
  was strong, even (or perhaps particularly) for officers in cushy billets. The laid-back Captain Robin Charley was a generals aide-de-camp when he heard that the Rifles were heading for
  Korea. He immediately volunteered. With no vacancy for a captain, he took a pay cut to lieutenant.


  As in the other regiments, many officers had family ties. Mole had lost his father with the regiment at Nijmegen, so felt himself destined to be a soldier almost from birth. Second
  Lieutenant Mervyn McCords father had also served in the Rifles. The younger McCord, a keen athlete who trained with four-minute-miler Roger Bannister, had done a year at Queens
  University Medical School in Belfast, but felt trammelled. I couldnt stand five years of that and took the regular commissions board in 1947,29 he said. I just felt that it was what I wanted to do. Lieutenant Peter Whitamore, a native of Kent, was serving in the Loyal North Lancashire Regiment in Trieste
  and volunteered for Korea; he requested a posting to the Rifles, with whom he had done his basic training. When he rejoined them he was impressed. They were first-class. Their spirit was
  high: good fighting spirit, keen. The Irish are always fighting: if not someone else, then each other! They were more aggressive than the Loyals.28


  In the ranks were a lot of good men  a lot of hard men! said Sergeant William Doc Holliday, a machine-gunner. One of the regiments legendary characters
  kept a lion in his yard, and it was rumoured he could not be dragged home on a Saturday night by less than six policemen. One man who was perhaps born to be a soldier was Lance-Corporal Joe
  Farrell. Even before signing up, he had already seen active service on the streets of his native Belfast  as a light welterweight boxer. Signals Corporal Norman Sweetlove, a regular whose
  uncle had served with the regiment, was equally proud of it: in action, we carried less; we got to the objective quicker.


  The Rifles included a strong contingent from the Irish Republic. For centuries, Irish soldiers have served widely in British regiments, and the mess included some eccentric Irish officers who,
  on occasions like St Patricks Day, encouraged the flying of the Irish Tricolour. Due to the battalions effectiveness, such activities were ignored by higher authorities.29 There were Southern Irish  quite a few of them. They were good men  the best! reckoned Farrell. We punched
  the hell out of each other in the canteen, but there was no animosity the next day. We drank the peace together. The regiments Catholic and Protestant contingents were demarcated on
  Church Parades. One Sunday, the men formed up and the RSM bawled: Catholics on the right! Protestants on the left! Fall out! As the soldiers fell into the appropriate ranks, one man
  was left standing alone. What are you doing standing there? the RSM thundered. Im . . . Im Jewish, sir! quavered the unfortunate. The sergeant major proved
  equal to this conundrum. Protestant Jew or Catholic Jew? he demanded.30


  As in other regiments, disparate groups of men were bonded by loyalty to the unit. One young Rifleman, Henry OKane, returned to the depot one evening after a route march in 1948. It was
  sunset. Martial sounds were born on the breeze; something was under way on the parade ground. In the twilight, flags cracked on their poles as the pipes and drums beat retreat. Watching silently
  were ranks of immobile onlookers: bemedalled officers and senior NCOs, veterans of countless actions across the globe. OKane was deeply moved.31


  8TH KINGS ROYAL IRISH HUSSARS


  29th Brigades armoured component was provided by one of the armys most dashing regiments: the 8th Kings Royal Irish Hussars. During the Napoleonic wars the
  term Hussar became almost a byword for reckless courage: General Antoine Charles Louise Lasalle, arguably Bonapartes finest leader of light horse, defined it by declaring:
  Any hussar who is not dead by the time he is thirty is a useless layabout!30 Ireland has always produced fine horsemen, and the 8th Hussars
  were formed there in 1693. They would fight in the Low Countries, India and Afghanistan, but their most famous action came at Balaclava, where 144 of them charged with the Light Brigade into the
  mouth of hell; 66 were lost, and one survivor was a terrier named Jemmy, the regimental mascot. In World War I the combination of war and industry introduced a grim new reaper to the
  battlefield: the machine-gun, against which horsed swordsmen were no longer viable. In 1935 the Hussars held their last mounted parade, then exchanged horseflesh for internal combustion engines. If
  World War I had been the war of the trench, World War II would be the war of the tank, and on their tracked steeds, the Hussars won battle honours at Bir Hachim, Alamein and Normandy, and in the
  closing days of the war liberated Belsen.32


  Many 1950s cavalry officers owned horses and maintained an aristocratic air. There was a classic saying31 in the British
  Army  He was a cavalry officer who was so stupid, that even his peers noticed it, said John Preston-Bell, the regiments greenest officer. But the squadron
  leaders, adjutant and colonel were all highly professional soldiers. The man who would command the Hussars for most of their service in Korea was Lieutenant-Colonel Sir Guy Lowther.
  He was cheerful, bluff  absolutely characteristic of the huntin, shootin and fishin man, said Preston-Bell. The Hussars motto  Pristinae
  Virtutis Memores (Mindful of former valour)  is perhaps the perfect expression of the regimental system, and Lowther was a keen promoter of military heritage. When 29th
  Brigade was folded into the Commonwealth Division later in the war, he strode into the Royal Australian Regiments mess, hurled a lance into the ground and declared, As of now, we are
  affiliated!33 But this robust bonhomie masked a thoughtful professionalism. In Korea, he urged his men to push their tanks to the limits and sent
  detailed reports back to the War Office, relating operational and technical lessons.34


  Few men in 29th Brigade were as liked and respected as C Squadrons leader, Major Henry Huth. Described as brave as a lion,35 he
  was a big, lean professional; just one of his exploits, after capture in the Western Desert, was escaping via a latrine. Quiet, humorous and relaxed in person, he was one of those rare warriors who
  seemed to actually enjoy combat, and possessed a keenly honed battle sense and the critical cavalry quality of fast decision. He was a charming bachelor, very good company  a typical
  cavalry officer, thought McCord. His leadership was low-key. I remember once he called us together for a briefing and I shambled up. He said, Im a little browned off at
  the lack of proper military discipline among some officers, recalled Preston-Bell. He didnt shout or scream, but one felt terrible.


  Huths second in command, Captain Peter Ormrod, was already battle-scarred: approaching the beaches in his tank on D-Day, he was hit, and lost an eye, but this did not prevent his
  returning to the front for the closing stages of World War II, nor his volunteering for Korea. Due to manpower pressures facing 29th Brigade, the doctor conducting medicals was ordered to OK as
  many volunteers as possible. Ormrod had previously been classed as unfit, but on his second medical, when asked to read a list of letters, he placed his palm over his glass eye, read with his good
  eye, and was passed fit for action.36 Some junior officers found Ormrod stand-offish, but his bravery was unquestioned, as was his skill at
  the cavalry officers customary pursuit: cross-country riding to hounds.


  Among the Hussars English accents was a note of broad Strine. Lieutenant David Boyall, an adventurous Australian, had completed National Service but on a trip round
  the world was rolled in Panama and landed in London penniless, so joined the Coldstream Guards to get something to eat. He was commissioned and transferred to the
  cavalry, taking command of a troop under Huth. True to the fire-eating Hussar tradition, many cavalry officers were keen for war. In the mess of the 14th/20th Hussars three officers put their names
  into the hat for one billet with the undermanned 8th in Korea, and the recently commissioned Ted Paul, who joined the cavalry because he didnt like walking, was the lucky one.
  Yet not everyone was a beau sabreur. Cornet32 John Preston-Bell was a sensitive and impressionable young National Serviceman: his brother had
  served in the Queens Bays, which had led him to select cavalry; he volunteered for the 8th Hussars after being taken by the dashing tent cap of the adjutant  an 8th
  Hussar  at Mons Officer Cadet Training School.


  One man with a better idea of the realities of warfare was reservist Trooper Denis Whybro. After serving in armour in north-west Europe, he had found a career and was making it in civvy street
  when he was recalled as a radio operator in the Hussars. It was a bit traumatic, he said. I was just beginning to get back on my feet.37


  In Korea the regiment would consist of a headquarters element, a reconnaissance (recce) element of fast Cromwell tanks and Oxford Bren-gun carriers and its own echelon of trucks
  and recovery vehicles. Fighting power was concentrated in its three Sabre Squadrons  A, B and C  each commanded by a major. All consisted of a headquarters element and
  four troops, each led by a lieutenant, with the troop consisting of four tanks, each with a crew of four. The Hussars mount was the British Armys most advanced fighting vehicle and
  still on the top secret list: the Mk III Centurion.


  Although Britain invented the tank, it had fielded none of the top models of World War II. The German and Soviet armies, in their titanic clashes on the Eastern front, had the strongest
  incentives to develop ever bigger, deadlier tanks. The Centurion, ironically, was the peak of these developments. The Soviet T-34, with its sloped armour (giving exceptional protection), and its
  double-wheeled, broad tracks (providing rough-country performance) had shocked the Wehrmacht in 1941. Outmatched, German troops demanded a panzer to face it, and many suggested copying the
  T-34. Hitlers designers came up with the Panther; this deadly cat copied the T-34s key features, but added a high-velocity 75mm gun and an electrically operated
  turret. Impressed with the Panther  clearly superior to their own tanks  British designers copied its key features for a new vehicle, the Centurion. Germany surrendered before the
  Centurion saw action, so Korea was the first battleground on which this soon-to-be-legendary tank was deployed.


  Each one cost 38,000, weighed 50 tons, was nearly 25 feet long and 11 feet wide. Its Meteor petrol engine  based on the famous Rolls-Royce Merlin, of Spitfire fame 
  delivered 650 horsepower, for a road speed of 20 m.p.h. and a cross-country speed of 15 m.p.h. Its armour was 76mm thick on the glacis and 150mm on the turret; it also had steel skirt
  plates hanging down to protect its vulnerable suspension and thin hull armour.38


  The driver sat forward of the turret, between two steering levers. When driving opened up, with his head sticking out of a hatch in the frontal armour, he was protected to some extent by the
  long, metal equipment bins on either side and by the turret behind him. This made him vulnerable to enemy fire only from the front  though few enemy soldiers would dare face the business end
  of a charging Centurion  or from above  more problematic in Koreas hilly terrain.39 Closed down, the driver looked through two
  periscopes with greatly reduced vision.40 The remaining crew  commander, radio operator/loader and gunner  sat crammed in the turret, the
  fighting compartment. Here, the men could talk above the whining engine and gun-stabiliser equipment; the commander communicated to the driver via an intercom worn around the neck.
  The commander usually stood in his turret for maximum visibility; when the turret hatch was closed, he looked outside via a 10-magnification periscope, or through the vision cupola 
  rectangular blocks of reinforced glass built into the turret hatch. However, the tank lacked infrared optics, meaning it could not operate after dark. On the left sat the radio operator with two
  radios, a 19 set and a 38 set, usually tuned into the inter-squadron and the wider regimental radio nets. The radio operator loaded the main armament and machine-gun. One feature the crews
  especially appreciated was an on-board water boiler.


  The turret contained the Centurions 20-pounder (83.4mm) main gun and its co-axial BESA .303 (7.92mm) machine-gun. The 20-pounder was both deadly and accurate. On the range in England each
  tank was required to fire three consecutive shells into a two-foot square at 1,000 yards, meaning it could post a high-explosive package through a bunkers slit.41 The tank carried 65 20-lb rounds  in Korea, usually high-explosive shells  most in lockers under the deck. There was also a clutch of six launchers, attached to
  either side of the turret, which projected white phosphorus grenades 60 yards to the front to create a smoke-screen.42 Not only was
  the Centurion accurate, it could fire on the move (a massive advantage over World War II tanks, which had to halt to shoot accurately). This was thanks to a gyroscopic gun stabiliser, the reason
  for the tanks top secret designation. The Hussars awed the infantry with a demonstration in which a Centurion in a valley, with its hull spinning on its axis, fired its main
  armament onto a fixed target.43 With its low profile, bevelled armour and long, stabilised gun, the Centurion was the prototypical modern tank, arguably
  the worlds finest in 1950. Whybro was amazed. There was no comparison to the tanks wed had in the Second World War. If wed had a regiment of them in 1944 . . .44


  THE GUNNERS: 45 FIELD REGIMENT AND 170 INDEPENDENT MORTAR BATTERY


  Infantry seize or hold ground; cavalry undertake reconnaissance, shock and exploitation; and the artillery supports them with fire. It is the deadliest arm. Most casualties on
  modern battlefields are caused by blast (which ruptures internal organs) or shrapnel (which shreds bodies).


  29th Brigades senior gunner was Lieutenant-Colonel Maris Young, who had led three regiments during World War II. A tall, broad man and a keen jazz pianist, he immediately impressed one of
  his officers, Lieutenant George Truell. Truell, a trim and typically enthusiastic young officer, had been commissioned in 1946 and had served in the Middle East before joining 66th Parachute
  Gunners. When the 66th was disbanded he was at a loose end and having a pre-lunch beer in the Royal Artillery mess at Larkhill when he was summoned to the COs office. Apprehensively
  (I thought I was being called up for boozing at 11:00!) he went in. To his surprise, he was not chastised for loose living but asked if he would like to join 45 Field Regiment, then
  preparing to mobilise with 29th Brigade. There could be only one answer. Truell jumped into his clapped out MG and sped to Colchester where, mounting the steps to the Mess, a
  funny little one-eyed officer thrust the second pint of the day into Truells hand and boomed, Welcome to 45! The officer was Captain Dennis OFlaherty, a
  highly decorated ex-commando. Morale at 45 was high. Young had been given carte blanche to select his officers, so went about forming his own band of brothers, booting out anyone who
  didnt fit. He chucked out some officers, and new chaps like myself appeared; some would be there for breakfast, but wouldnt be there for lunch. Truell gelled. He found
  Young progressive . . . and a very nice chap.


  45 Field, approximately 500 men strong, was composed of a regimental HQ and three batteries, one to support each infantry battalion. Each battery was divided into two troops of four guns each,
  commanded by a lieutenant. The battery commander, usually a captain, was embedded with the battalion he was supporting as a Forward Observation Officer (FOO), co-ordinating
  fire by radio.33 The artillery are sometimes known by infantry as drop shorts,45 a grim
  nickname indicating that tired artillery officers, or those with incorrect information about position, time or distance can  and do  kill their own troops. With the amount of
  information squawking over the different wireless nets, adding to the confusion of battle, radio discipline was crucial. Young made sure that no signallers were rabbiting on  he
  wanted short, sharp orders.46


  45 Fields gun was a classic: the 25-pounder entered service just before World War II and combined the functions of a direct-fire gun and a howitzer (a gun that fires shells up in a
  parabola). It had an eight-mile range, and fired primarily high-explosive (HE) shells: on impact, the shell casing breaks up into 2-inch squares, filling the air with scything shrapnel for a radius
  of 7080 yards. The 25-pounders also fired smoke shells, used when the guns were ranging, or to create smoke-screens. Each gun was served by a crew of six. One outstanding design feature of
  the 25-pounder was the fact that it sat on a circular rail, meaning it could be easily traversed through a full 360 arc. The 1.4-ton guns were towed by trucks.


  Once a fire order was given  Time on Target!34 15:25! Three rounds, all guns! Fire!  the battery would fire and reload
  with maximum speed. The 25-pounder was one of the fastest-firing guns in the world: 45 Fields crews could fire five shells a minute, so the full regiment could drop 120 shells onto a target
  in 60 seconds. In action, a 25-pounder is an impressive sight. The barrel hammers back with recoil, and flame spouts from the muzzle followed by a cloud of acrid smoke. Its boom is considerable:
  many old artillerymen suffer hearing problems. Yet, for all their speed, accuracy and reliability, the 25-pounders were dated; in 1950 the US Army standard field artillery piece was a 105mm gun
   the 25-pounders calibre, by contrast, was a mere 87.6mm. By these standards, 29th Brigade was undergunned.


  Also joining 29th Brigade was 170 Independent Mortar Battery, Royal Artillery. The battery comprised three troops of 4.2-inch mortars, one attached to each infantry battalion. A mortar is
  simple: a four-foot-long, smooth-bore barrel (a stovepipe) with a fixed pin in the bottom, standing on a heavy baseplate. The bomb is dropped down the tube,
  where its propellant is detonated; it then flies in a steep parabola before exploding on impact with the ground. Mortars are ideal among hills, as they fire in a high trajectory, and are faster
  than guns. We were a fast-deploying unit: we could dismount from vehicles and do a crash action in minutes, said Bob Nicholls, a gunner with 170, who had served with
  airborne artillery before volunteering for Korea. Once one tube had the range, the rest fired on its mark. The bombs landed with a crump, a puff of smoke and a spray of invisible shrapnel. Although
  a mortar impact did not dig the crater of an artillery shell, a 4.2-inch mortar bomb had a killing radius of twenty-five yards. Moreover, it made no sound and left no smoke trail.47 A 25-pounder was more effective against a bunker, but when we caught the Chinese in the open, a mortar was the deadliest thing they could walk into,
  Nicholls said. Each infantry battalion also had six 3-inch mortars. By their nature, mortars are extremely fast-firing  all a loader has to do is drop the bomb down the mouth of the tube. A
  decent mortarman could have 12 bombs in the air before the first one landed.


  
    * * *

  


  As the units bulked up, the brigade began working together, and Brigadier Brodie made himself known. He was a soldiers soldier; he had the knack of getting to
  know people, according to McCord. You thought you could trust him. He was great, one-to-one, but wasnt a great cocktail-party communicator. Cubiss found Brodie terse:
  He couldnt really hold a conversation; before you gave him the answer, he had lost interest. His no-nonsense nature became apparent. At Colchester he briefed the Glosters about
  Korea, then unexpectedly ordered the entire battalion to muster on the ranges in twenty minutes. The men scrambled. It was discovered that range staff were absent, and all targets were locked up.
  Brodie, impatient, ordered the men to sling their helmets on the target frames  contravening every safety rule about hard targets  and let fly. The Glosters rapidly knocked the
  targets down, apparently satisfying their brigadier.48


  Training was stepped up to brigade-level exercises.49 As the units got to know each other, key figures began to stand out. Rifles Captain Robin
  Charley learned that, If I wanted a decision from the Glosters, I was to call Anthony Farrar-Hockley; he was the adjutant, but he ran the show. If I wanted a decision from the Rifles, call
  the second in command, Tony Blake. And from the Fusiliers, you called the CO, Kingsley Foster.


  Colchester  a garrison town since Roman times  might have greeted the brigades departure with relief. Before the Fusiliers arrived, the Glosters and
  Rifles had frequently been at each others throats while in their cups, so that one or the other battalion was usually banned from local pubs and cafs.50 Although the brigades destination was an unknown to most  Truell knew Sweet Fanny Adams about Korea  some officers were delighted to be heading
  for the exotic Orient. For Perrins, It was wonderful: Here was His Majesty paying for me to go to the Far East! All the officers and regulars had the same reaction. The only negatives were
  those who were married  but I wasnt! After the excitement of the deployment announcement died down, the Fusilier officers dug out an atlas to find where Korea was. When
  Nicholls showed it to his father on a map, he said, That is the end of the world  that is as far as you can go without coming back. Even so, Nicholls, who had followed World
  War II closely, was keen to go. I lie to say I went to Korea for anything more than excitement. I didnt like communists, but I didnt go there to fight communists, I went to
  fight with the army. More thoughtful men looked at politics. I knew there was a war on and was delighted to go off and practise my profession, though I had no idea what it was
  like, said Whitamore. We were fighting for the UN. We were very conscious of the UN, because we were a founder member.


  The brigade had been ordered to be ready by November, but it was good to go by early October. The solid judgement of the Fusiliers CO revealed itself when the battalion was about to
  embark. Foster granted weekend leave, and only two men went AWOL.51 In October 1950, aboard seven troopships and twenty-four vehicle and store ships,
  29th Brigade set sail.52


  
    * * *

  


  The Rifles, with elements of 45 Field, were the first battalion to depart, leaving Liverpool aboard the Empire Pride on 1 October. There was huge excitement on the quay:
  the second in command of 45 Field was Major Harry Withers, and his sister came to see him off. When she arrived, the entire ship leaned over!  a natural reaction to a sighting
  of film star Googie Withers.53 At the last moment, a deserter, unable to resist seeing the battalion off, was spotted in the crowd. A snatch squad
  charged down the gangplank and hauled him aboard, where the Provost Sergeant awaited.54 A raucous crowd on the quay sang Ma, Look at the
  Rifles/Off to the war again  but as the ship pulled away, families were silent.55 On 7 October the Glosters left from Southampton on the
  Empire Windrush, an ex-German strength through joy liner. The Fusiliers left from Southampton aboard the Empire Halladale on 11 October.


  At sea, officers and senior NCOs had cabins; lower ranks slept below the waterline, in hammocks. Training continued. PT and marksmanship  shooting over the stern at
  balloons in the water  was enlivened by games, tugs-of-war, lifeboat drills and fire alarms. After hours the men had beer, the officers, duty-free liquor.56 Rings were set up, and boxing became a key entertainment. On the Empire Windrush, one grudge match was so vigorously prosecuted that the referee abandoned the ring as the
  fight degenerated into an all-out brawl, to the audiences delight.57 On the Empire Halladale John Bayliss, a handy welterweight who had
  fought all comers in fairgrounds in the UK, found his athletic standing won him popularity; in the cookhouse he was offered the choicest meat. Unarmed combat training was also available. After judo
  expert Mike Harvey and Sergeant Muscles Strong, the Physical Training Instructor, performed a demonstration, the Glosters local Samson made his move.
  Right, Ill challenge you, sir! he told Harvey  and ended up in the scuppers.58 Harvey also taught some of the more
  unconventional tricks of the soldiers trade, such as how to construct booby traps.59 The Glosters RSM, Jack Hobbes, who had been captured near
  Dunkirk, briefed his men on what to do if made POW. He got us together and said, This is what to do if taken prisoner, recalled Mercer. We said, Get
  away! We didnt take it in.


  For men who had never been abroad, the trip was exciting. The ships were ventilated by air scoops and motorised fans, but as the temperature climbed many men took to sleeping on deck to escape
  the crowding and the stink of farts and tobacco down below. In the tropics giant rays, jellyfish, even a whale were spotted.60 The voyage took in Port
  Said, Aden, Colombo, Singapore and Hong Kong. Gloster David Green bought a pineapple from a bum boat off Port Said, but spat it out in disgust: having never tried one before, he had gnawed on the
  skin.61 In Singapore, many Glosters spent the evening with Chinese taxi dancers. (One officer subsequently observed that their next meeting
  with Chinese was to be less cordial.62) Harveys arrival had been anticipated: at the Raffles Judo Club, thirty black belts had assembled from
  Japanese ships, all keen to try their technique on the tall Englishman.63


  Brodie, with his advance party, arrived at MacArthurs Tokyo Headquarters on 26 October for instructions. The summer crisis was past; the Brigadier received the impression that the war
  could be over before his men could disembark. He also visited General Walton Walker, commanding 8th Army, who told him his likeliest mission would be counter-guerrilla duties. Brigade officers
  began preparing for a police action.64 Nobody seemed to think [the war] would last, recalled Doug Patchett, the medical officer of the 8th
  Hussars. When we got to Singapore there were orders to turn back, as US forces had reached the Yalu.65 The first thing that dampened
  us was the rumour that the war would be over by Christmas, said Nicholls.66 Lieutenant-Colonel Carson, interviewed by the
  BBC on departure, had opined that the war was nearing its conclusion.67


  The ships pressed on. Some nautical ill fortune hit the Empire Windrush. A young sapper from 55 Field Squadron  the brigades Royal Engineers contingent  had been
  injured in the lower back during a brawl in Port Said. His condition would require an operation. At around the same time, an order came down from the captain of the vessel that there would be no
  more shooting. A soldier, practising musketry over the stern, had shot a dolphin. Major Tony Younger, CO of 55 Field Engineer Squadron, was informed that killing a dolphin presaged a death aboard.
  The injured sapper died after his operation.68 In Korea, Younger would learn to respect premonitions.


  Forging further east, the pleasure-cruise elements of the voyage faded. In the South China Sea, the Fusiliers were buffeted by a three-day typhoon that left the ship awash with vomit.69 As the ships closed in on the war zone, they blacked out at night, and watches were set for mines and submarines.70 The night before landfall, Korea made its presence felt. It was like we had crossed a line  a blast of chill air came down the decks, remembered Fusilier
  Wear. The icy shock of the November winds beginning to blow down from Siberia sent many who had been sleeping on deck scurrying below in search of blankets.71 It was not just the temperature that changed. Offshore winds carried the bouquet of paddy fields through the ventilation and down into the troop decks. For millennia, the fields
  had been fertilised with human ordure. This was Korea.


  
    * * *

  


  Land hove into sight at last. The Ulsters landed in Pusan on 5 November, the Glosters on the 9th, the Fusiliers eleven days later. Pusan was crowded with merchant ships, their
  decks piled with equipment and munitions to feed the UN war machine. Catcalls and wisecracks passed back and forth between the British troops and Americans on the ships around them.72 Curious soldiers crowding the decks could see the docks piled with debris, vehicles and mountains of US stores. Among the bustle wandered Koreans in baggy white
  peasant garb and military cast-offs, and as the eye rose, Pusan itself could be made out. The city was undamaged by battle, but was swarming with refugees who had fled as far south as possible to
  escape the communists, and seemed to be constructed largely of rusty corrugated iron; many neighbourhoods were shanties. Beyond Pusan, the brigades more experienced soldiers noted with
  apprehension the great grey mountains looming over the city.


  A carnival welcome awaited. An African-American US military band, led by a giant drum major, was pirouetting on the docks, alternating martial marches with ragtime hits.
  The British troops  most of whom had seen nothing like it  looked on, delighted. Have you ever seen the antics they were cutting! said Whybro. Theyd take
  three steps forward and backwards, playing all this jazz.73 The Rifles, inspired, turned out their pipes and drums on deck and returned
  fire, tune for tune.74 Crowds of mobilised Koreans, waving Union Jacks, stood to welcome these strange UN troops.


  Disembarkation had its own procedures: booster shots in both arms and will-writing. Live ammunition was issued. There was an air of excitement, thought Nicholls. Things were
  getting under way. As the men lumbered down the gangplanks, burdened by rifle, webbing and pack, they were each handed a huge apple  a piece of produce for which Korea is famed
   by shy schoolgirls. Under banners reading Welcome UN Army Apostles of Justice and Liberty and Hurrah, Hurrah for Democracy, the units marched out of the docks
  towards transport.75 Further into town one effect that the infusion of tens of thousands of troops had had on an impoverished economy became apparent.
  Fusilier CO Kingsley Foster noted a sign proclaiming, This house no longer dirty brothel, now clean laundry.76 However, the rash of rough
  signboards reading Bright Moon Sex Hotel, House of Oasis UN and MacArthur Old Style Tea Garden showed there was more money in sex than soap.77


  On the ships there had been concerns among 29th Brigades more warlike souls that they had missed the fun. The Inchon landings had turned the tide. Communist resistance was collapsing; UN
  units were racing each other to the Yalu River, North Koreas border with China. The divided country was, de facto, unified. Would it all be over before the brigade fired a shot? The day the
  Rifles disembarked, they were informed that China had entered the war.78 Those thirsting for action would get it.
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