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Marine column, and a squad leader
in the 3d Battalion, Corporal
Donald D. Sowl, was later award-
ed the Army’s Distinguished
Service Cross by order of General
MacArthur.

There was a final flourish at the
end of the day. A number of the
enemy was spotted sneaking up
the reverse slope of one of the
hills. A veteran noncommissioned
officer took a squad, deployed
them along the ridgeline, and told
them to wait silently. When the
NKPA soldiers got within 75 feet,
the sergeant gave his men the sig-
nal, and they poured out a sheet of
fire. All 39 of the attackers were
killed instantly, except for the offi-
cer leading them who was wound-
ed and captured. Turned over to
South Korean police to take back
to the battalion CP for interroga-
tion, the enemy officer did not sur-
vive the trip. As Geer wryly
observed: “In the future they [the

Marines] would conduct their own
prisoners to the rear.”

With all units dug in for the
night, a rice paddy area of 1,000
yards between the two companies
of the 1st Battalion was covered by
the preregistered fire of mortars
and artillery in case the enemy had
any thoughts of a night attack. The
brigade had now covered 29 miles
of road (and much more counting
the interminable distances up and
down hills) in four short days. It
had defeated the NKPA in every
encounter, and here it was poised
for the short step into Sachon. Next
stop after that was the final objec-
tive, Chinju, now within easy reach
of the hard-hitting brigade. Again,
things looked good—too good.

This time the surprise came not
from the NKPA in front but from
the U.S. Army in the rear. Craig
had received orders from Kean late
in the morning of the day just
ended, 12 August, to send without
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delay a reinforced battalion all the
way back to the original starting
point of the task force’s drive,
Chindong-ni. The Army’s 5th RCT
was in trouble again; its “push”
towards Chinju had totally bogged
down in what one account called
“an epic disaster.” With only two
battalions left, Craig noted in his
understated way that “the conse-
quence was that our right flank . . .
was exposed. There were many
North Korean troops in that area,
and we were, more or less, out on
a limb at Sachon.” Now the NKPA
was cutting the main supply route
behind the 5th RCT, and three bat-
teries of the 555th and 90th Field
Artillery Battalions had been com-
pletely overrun by the enemy. The
Marine battalion was urgently
needed to rescue the survivors
from the shambles and restore the
tactical situation.

The call from Kean began a hec-
tic afternoon for Craig. Lynn



Montross in his book, Cavalry of
the Sky, stressed the crucial mobil-
ity Craig enjoyed by repeated use
of the helicopter. In a single after-
noon, he took off from his CP at
Kosong, then made two landings
to give orders to his regimental
commander, Murray, and to Taplett
for the roadlift of the 3d Battalion
to the crisis spot. Montross contin-
ued the story:

Next, he spotted two
columns of Marine trucks
from the air and landed twice
more to direct them to dump
their loads and provide trans-
portation for the troops. His
G-3 [operations officer] and
the battalion commander had
meanwhile been sent ahead
by helicopter to reconnoiter
the objective area and plan
for the Marines to deploy and
attack upon arrival. Owing to
these preparations, the assault
troops seized part of the
enemy position before dark-
ness.

This fluid movement of Craig’s
enabled him, as a finale, to
observe the start of the sunset
attack enroute to a conference
with Kean at Masan. While there
he got the disheartening news that
Walker wanted him to withdraw
the brigade at daybreak. It was a
gloomy ride for Craig back to his
CP where he landed in early dark-
ness.

The meeting with Kean not only
confirmed the overwhelming prob-
lems of the 5th RCT, but also
brought still more ominous news.
The operations of Task Force Kean
had been in the far southwestern
sector of the Pusan Perimeter. Now
the NKPA had crossed the Naktong
River in the west center of the
perimeter, broken the Army’s lines,
and were threatening to unhinge
the entire defense of the peninsu-

la. It was a time of real crisis, and
Walker was calling on his battle-
proven ‘“fire brigade” to save the
situation. This presented Craig
with an even bleaker picture: he
had to pull the rest of his brigade
out of its successful drive toward
Sachon and rush it north to stem
the enemy breakthrough.

Withdrawal in the face of an
aggressive enemy is one of the
more difficult military operations.
Newton, commander of the 1st
Battalion, had gotten the word
from Murray at midnight on 12
August to withdraw his men from
their hilltop positions and form up
on the road below at 0630 the fol-
lowing morning. There trucks
would move them to their next
combat assignment—unknown, as
usual, to the men who would do
the fighting.

Before it could get to the road,
as the 1st Battalion was preparing
to evacuate its positions on Hill
202, it was hit by a heavy assault.
The veteran soldiers of the 6th
Infantry Division were experts at
night attacks, and at 0450 they
struck. It was close-in work. For a
while, the outcome was in doubt.
Separated from Company A,
Company B was on its own. Its
entire left flank was overrun, the
communications wire was cut, and
two Marine machine guns were
captured and turned on the com-
pany. Fighting back face-to-face,
the Marines called in fire from their
81lmm and 4.2-inch mortars,
together with artillery and 3.5-inch
rocket rounds that pinpointed the
enemy with fire barely in front of
the defenders. Finally, at dawn, the
situation was stabilized.

There now occurred “one of the
most demoralizing incidents in
Company B’s experience for the
entire campaign,” as Fenton later
commented. Tobin was ready at
first light to move back and recov-
er the wounded and missing men,
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just as Marine tradition (and Craig)
had promised. It was not to be.
Iron-clad orders from Walker to
Craig to Murray to Newton forced
an immediate withdrawal, in spite
of Tobin’s pleadings.

Fenton summarized the unani-
mous feeling:

Twenty-nine bloody, sweat-
ing miles down the drain . . ..
The men couldn’t believe it. 1
couldn’t believe it. It didn’t
seem possible, with all the
lives we'd lost taking this
ground, that we’d now just
walk off and leave it. Baker
Company’s casualties for the
morning’s counterattack alone
were 12 dead, 16 wounded,
and 9 missing in action. And
I'm certain those last nine
were dead, too.

I found it difficult to see
men, veterans of the last war,
older guys, sitting by the side
of the road crying. They just
didn’t give a hoot. They were
tired, disgusted. People just
couldn’t understand this part
of the war.

A Reliel Force

Leaving the 1st and 2d Battal-
ions temporarily in the positions
they had won in the Changchon
area, Craig moved quickly on 12
August to organize the deployment
of his 3d Battalion as a relief force
for the overrun Army field artillery
battalions. The orders from Kean
had come at 1130 and by 1300 the
riflemen and an artillery battery
were in the trucks, on their way. A
half hour later Taplett and the
brigade operations officer, Lieu-
tenant Colonel Stewart, were air-
borne to scout the disaster area by
helicopter. They saw plenty of
trouble: artillery pieces in disarray;
jeeps on fire; American bodies
lying in a stream bed; and, incon-



gruously, one white table set in the
midst of it all. The Army had “esti-
mated” that 2,000 to 2,500 NKPA
troops had infiltrated the area,
smashed the Army artillery units,
and were threatening the main
supply route, so Taplett had origi-
nally presumed that there would
be heavy combat for his battalion
when it arrived. At the scene he
saw no evidence of any such
quantity of NKPA, and he strongly
doubted the estimate.

The chaotic situation the
Marines now saw had its roots in
the events of the preceding day,
11 August. Without opposition,
the Sth RCT had advanced just
five miles from where it had start-
ed at the infamous road junction
to a small village called Pongam-
ni. The 555th “Triple Nickel” and
90th Field Artillery Battalions
were in support, but were not
protected or prepared for an
enemy attack.

Marine procedures were much
different. Craig later commented
on this:

The artillery had been
trained in Pendleton in the
methods of security. They
were armed with bazookas,
.50 calibers, and everything
that the infantrymen would
need to defend a position,
and they were well trained in
defense of their artillery posi-
tions. And they from that
[first] day on took up defen-
sive positions wherever they
moved.

As a result we never had a
gun overrun. There were
attempts at sniping and so
forth, but we never had a
gun taken or overrun; where-
as I notice that the Army on
a number of occasions in the
perimeter lost whole batter-
ies. It was simply, I think,
because the artillerymen

were not trained along the
same lines as the Marines.

At this time, Kean was under
heavy pressure from Walker to get
the 5th RCT to leap ahead. So the
division commander ordered his
regimental commander (Colonel
Godwin L. Ordway) to move part
of his units quickly forward
through the pass near Pongam-ni.
Then there was indecision, delay,
conflicting orders, and repeated
failures in radio communications.
As a result, part of the regiment
went through the pass that night,
and part stopped at Pongam-ni.
With his command thus split up,
and with enemy fire falling on the
supply route to his rear, Ordway
was in a difficult situation. It got
worse after midnight on 11 August
when telephone and radio com-
munications with the artillery bat-
talions was lost and the sounds of
battle came from their direction.
With the NKPA now on the high
ground above him, Ordway decid-
ed at 0400 on 12 August to try to
move the rest of his troops through
the pass. A massive traffic jam
ensued. As the official Army histo-
ry noted: “During the hour or more

before daylight, no vehicle in

Ordway’s range of vision moved
more than 10 or 20 feet at a time.”

As the infantry slowly moved
out, the enemy quickly moved into
the valley. Now the Army artillery;
stalled behind the traffic jam, was a
sitting duck. NKPA tanks and self-
propelled guns were able to
“approach undetected and unop-
posed, almost to point-blank
range, and with completely disas-
trous effects.” Enemy infantry from
the 13th Regiment of the 6ith
Division closed in and added its
firepower. It was a slaughter, and
the artillery was completely over-
run. A traumatic phone call from
Brigadier General George B. Barth,
USA, the 25th Division artillery
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commander, to Kean revealed the
scope of the disaster and led Kean
to order the rescue mission by the
3d Battalion, 5th Marines.

Kean also ordered a battalion of
the 24th Infantry to bring relief by
an attack towards Pongam-ni. This
effort went nowhere on 12 August,
and by the next day it was still two
and a half miles from the artillery
positions. The 555th had lost six of
its 105mm howitzers, and the 90th
had lost all six of the 155mm how-
itzers in one of its batteries. Along
with some 300 men, probably 100
vehicles had been captured or
destroyed (although the NKPA
claimed an inflated 157 vehicles
and 13 tanks). The Army had given
the site the name “Bloody Gulch.”

This was the grim situation that
Taplett faced when his helicopter
arrived on 12 August. He immedi-
ately had the aircraft land and he
looked for the liaison officer who
was supposed to meet him, now
that he was coming under the
operational control of the Army’s
25th Infantry Division. No sign of
any such person.

To try to get some information,
Taplett was finally able to tap into
a telephone line to the division
headquarters in the rear and ask
for orders. The reply was to “do
what he thought was proper.” That
vague verbal order was all the lee-
way Taplett needed for immediate
action. A helicopter reconnais-
sance was followed by a juncture
with his troops. Then he led them
by air to the valley from where he
planned to attack the commanding
ridges.

Less than three hours after
boarding their trucks, the men of
the 3d Battalion were at their
assembly area, ready to jump off in
an attack on a cold, rainy, miser-
able day. Taplett aggressively
delayed only 15 minutes for an
artillery preparation and some
napalm runs by Marine Corsairs,



and then moved out the riflemen.
Without a single casualty, they
soon reached the top of the first
ridge. There they found signs that
a substantial body of enemy troops
had made a hasty departure, but
this was a far cry from the resis-
tance they had expected from the
“2,000” or so enemy troops that
Ordway had estimated had
wreaked such havoc.

At 1900 Barth arrived to take
command. Not knowing Taplett’s
style, he asked when the Marines
would be ready to attack. Taplett
presumably enjoyed a response
one can easily imagine, “Sir, we've
already done that, and my men are
now digging in on top of the
ridge.” Barth graciously congratu-
lated him.

The next morning, 13 August,
the 3d Battalion attacked to secure
the final ridges overlooking the
pitiful remnants of the lost artillery.
Again, there was no opposition,
and by 1000 they were on top of
their objectives. Craig later com-
mented: “We found quite a number
of Army artillerymen scattered
through the area, hiding in various
places.” Besides those rescued by
the Marines, some had fled and
struggled back to safety with the
25th Division.

Taplett’s men were now ready
to go down, clean out any enemy,
and retrieve the artillery pieces in
the valley, but the Marines once
more got orders that they could
not take the objective they were
poised to seize, but must, instead,
move to the rear to meet the new
enemy threat along the Naktong.

That marked the final episode in
the Marine mission to aid the
Army’s 5th RCT. With all troops,
Marine and Army, now pulled
back to their starting point at
Chindong-ni, it was the end of the
offensive to occupy Chinju and, on
16 August, Task Force Kean was
dissolved.

First Week's Results

Things had gone badly for the
5th RCT and its artillery, and the
commanding officers of the regi-
ment and the “Triple Nickel” bat-
talion were both relieved of duty.
Higher Army echelons were not
pleased with their leadership or
the morale and combat effective-
ness of their men.

Craig, on the other hand, was
pleased. He had seen his brigade
drive forward with vigor and pro-
fessional skill. His officers were
constantly aggressive, and the rifle-
men had done very well under
fire. He noted that his men were
“well trained and well led” by out-
standing noncommissioned offi-
cers and “professional” officers
who “knew their stuff.” The reason
for the brigade’s achievements
were clear to Craig:

We were a generation of
officers who grew up with the
Marine Corps’ standing oper-
ating procedures (SOPs) for
amphibious operations. These
were my “Bible” when I orga-
nized and trained an earlier
Marine brigade on Guam dur-
ing the period 1947-1949.
During World War II we had
repeatedly tested and refined
our organization and tech-
niques in landings all over the
Pacific. These same SOPs
enabled us to deploy to
Korea quickly and fight effec-
tively when we got there.

Equally important, the support-
ing arms had coordinated well
with the infantrymen, with the
close air support of MAG-33
demonstrating a wholly new ele-
ment in the Korean War, flying
more than 400 sorties in support of
the brigade and other units of the
Eighth Army. The Marines had
twice been on the verge of seizing

35

their objectives—first at Sachon-
Chinju and then the recovery of
the Army artillery—only to be
pulled back by the strategic needs
of the Eighth Army. Geer in his
account concluded:

The brigade came out of
Changallon [Changchon]
physically tough and psycho-
logically hard . . They
knew the enemy to be a
vicious, skillfully led and
well-equipped foe that could
inflict heavy casualties in any
action. They were prepared
to meet with heavy losses and
to carry on the attack, and
were openly scornful of units
unable to face these hard
facts of war.

There had been a price, howev-
er. The brigade had had a total of
315 casualties, with 66 killed or
died of wounds, 240 wounded,
and 9 missing in action (when the
1st Battalion had not been allowed
to recover them).

The action of that week had
brought results on a wider, strate-
gic scale. While there had been a
failure to occupy Chinju, Task
Force Kean had nevertheless been
the first real American offensive of
the Korean War. In a report to the
United Nations, General MacArthur
stated that “this attack not only
secured the southern approaches
to the beachhead, but also showed
that the North Korean forces will
not hold under attack.”

The official Army history
acknowledged in summary that
“the task force had not accom-
plished what Eighth Army had
believed to be easily possible—the
winning and holding of the Chinju
pass line,” and, omitting any refer-
ence to the dramatic advance of
the Marine brigade, admitted that
the rest of the task force, “after a
week of fighting, . . . was back
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approximately in the positions Division and the 83d It was estimated that the
from which it had started its Motorcycle Regiment—had Marine air-ground team killed
attack.” That history, however, never suffered a reverse and wounded 1,900 of the

went on to note “certain beneficial
results . . . . It chanced to meet
head-on the North Korean 6th
Division attack against the Masan
position, and first stopped it and
then hurled it back . . . . Task
Force Kean also gained the time
needed to organize and wire in the
defenses that were to hold the
enemy out of Masan during the
critical period ahead.”

The official Marine history could
afford to be positive about the
brigade’s achievements:

The Communist drive in
this sensitive area came clos-
est of all NKPA thrusts to the
vital UN supply port of Pusan.
Up to that time the NKPA
units  spearheading  the
advance—the G6th Infantry

worth mentioning since the
outset of the invasion. Then
the counterattack by the 1st
Provisional Marine Brigade
hurled the enemy back 26
miles in 4 days from the
Chindong-ni area to Sachon.

enemy while destroying near-
ly all the vehicles of an NKPA
motorized battalion in addi-
tion to infantry armament and
equipment. The enemy threat
in this critical area was nulli-
fied for the time being, and

A Marine skirmish line attacking over exposed ground to a nearby treeless bill-

crest.

Photo by David Douglas Duncan




never again became so seri-
ous. Marine efforts assisted
Army units of Task Force
Kean in taking new defensive
positions and defending them
with fewer troops, thus free-
ing some elements for
employment on other fronts.
Finally, the Marines earned
more time and space for the
building up of Eighth Army
forces in preparation for a
decisive UN counteroffen-
sive.

Interlude

With the conclusion of the drive
towards Sachon, the Marines
hoped for a respite before the next
call to combat, which they knew
was sure to come. Craig, however,
had received orders at 0130, 14
August, to move his brigade as
soon as possible to a place called
Miryang. Using rail, trucks, and
even an LST, his battalions made
the trip of 75 miles in 26 hours.
When the “Fire Brigade” arrived
there, it was desperately needed in
a new crisis.

Before the men moved out for
combat, there was one blessed—
though brief—interlude of relax-
ation: Marines from the rear, from
staff positions, even tankers and
artillerymen, were fed into the
depleted rifle companies. (Another
of the many times when there was
a vital payoff for the Marine
maxim, roughly: “No matter what
your ultimate assignment may be,
you will be trained first as a rifle-
man!”) There was a pleasant grove
of trees at Miryang, and the men
could rest in the shade, get their
first-ever bath in the river there,
eat their first hot food, and
exchange filthy, rotted uniforms
for a fresh issue. Fegan comment-
ed: “Not only did I smell to high
heaven, I also had dried blood all
over my jacket.”

That rest period was soon over.
Upon arrival at Miryang, the
brigade was placed under the
operational control of the Army’s
24th Infantry Division to meet a
new threat. The situation was
indeed critical. Ten days before,
author Russell Spurr asserts,
General Kim Chaek, front com-
mander of the NKPA, had
addressed his staff. Moving from
the past (Sachon) battle to the
forthcoming (Naktong) attack, he
reputedly acknowledged that loss-
es had been heavy, with the 6th
Division “reduced by half in the
past week.” He then went on to
issue a clarion call for victory:

The situation is not irre-
trievable. We have committed

only a portion of our
strength. I am therefore
ordering the 4th Guards

Division to cross the Naktong
River north of the present
battlefield, capture Yongsan,
and drive on to Miryang. This
as you can see from the map,
will sever the main supply
route between Pusan and
U.S. headquarters in Taegu; if
we succeed, and I trust we
shall, the northern part of the
perimeter will collapse. It is
defended largely by puppet
troops and we know how
they react when outflanked.

Enemy Breakthrough

The commander of the 4th
Division was Major General Lee
Kwon Mu, a hardened profession-
al who had fought with the
Communists in China and served
as a lieutenant in the Russian
Army. Awarded North Korea’s
highest military decorations, the
Order of Hero of the Korean
Democratic People’s Republic, and
the National Flag, First Class, for
his earlier triumphs in South
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Korea, Mu had moved his 7,000
men into position on 4 August for
a crucial attack across the Naktong
River. The 4th Division was a
crack unit, given the honorary title
of the “Seoul” Division for its tri-
umphant earlier capture of the
capital of South Korea. Leading
the way were the 4th, 16th, and
18th Infantry Regiments. They had
moved stealthily into action the
night of 5 August, wading across
the Naktong under cover of dark-
ness, while machine guns were
pulled along on crude rafts. By the
morning of 6 August, 1,000 of
them had established a position
on the east side, soon beefed up
by artillery brought across the
Naktong on a hidden, underwater
bridge the NKPA had secretly con-
structed. This assault had meant
the breaching of the last natural
barrier which was counted on to
protect the vital lifeline from
Taegu to Pusan. It was at Taegu
that General Walker had his head-
quarters for direction of the
defense of the Pusan Perimeter.

This attack had come as a sur-
prise to Brigadier General John H.
Church, commander of the 24th
Infantry Division. The subsequent
threat was obvious. From the hills
the NKPA had seized it dominated
the road to Yongsan, five miles
away. Twenty-five miles beyond
that lay Miryang, and then the vital
Pusan-Taegu main supply route
(MSR). As Toland recorded: “Panic
reached the government offices in
Taegu.” Walker, however, had
remained cool, and the Army had
entered a period of continuous
battle. Some units were overrun
and some soldiers had fled as
NKPA soldiers appeared on flanks
and rear. In a confusing period of
separate confrontations, Army
troops had been unable to push
the NKPA here, and at another
point in the north, back across the
Naktong.
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‘Fire Brigade': Crisis Number Two ~ Miryang on 16 August to go on the
attack. Geer records a British mili-

That was when Walker called in
the Marines. Thus, on 15 August,
Craig met with Church. Walker had
earlier told Church, “I am going to
give you the Marine Brigade. I
want this situation cleaned up—
and quick!” Craig made his plans
following his meeting with Church.
The brigade would move out of

tary observer who saw them get-
ting started and sent a dispatch to
Tokyo. He emphasized a “critical”
situation in which Miryang could
well be lost, then Taegu would
become untenable, and “we will
be faced with a withdrawal from
Korea.” In spite of these grim
prospects, he got a premonition
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about the brigade. In spite of the
“impossible odds” that he felt it
faced, he described his gut feeling
that it would check the NKPA

advance:

I realize my expression of
hope is unsound, but these
Marines have the swagger,
confidence and hardness that
must have been in Stonewall
Jackson’s Army of the
Shenandoah. They remind me
of the Coldstreams at Dunker-
que. Upon this thin line of
reasoning, I cling to the hope
of victory.

That night, the tone of the attack
was set when Murray told Newton:
“You must take that ground tomor-
row! You have to get on that ridge
and take it! Understood?” Newton
replied: “Understood! Understood!
This battalion goes only one
way—straight ahead!”

The brigade was to jump off at

0800 on 17 August as part of a
planned full-scale effort by the
Army’s 24th Division, reinforced
by the 9th Infantry Regiment.
There was a happy history of link-
age between the Marines and the
Oth Infantry. They had served
together in the battle for Tientsin
during the Boxer Rebellion in
China at the turn of the century,
and again in the 2d Infantry
Division in France during World
War I. Now the 9th would operate
on the brigade’s right, with the
Marines as the left wing of the
attack. Three objective lines were
assigned to the brigade, with the
first being Obong-ni Ridge. Craig
and Murray made an on-the-spot
reconnaissance of the terrain
which was a jumbled mass of hills
and gullies. Because of the type of
terrain to the left and the presence
of the Army’s 9th Regiment to the
right, the only, reluctant choice
was a frontal attack.
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Marches had the men well spaced out to avoid unnecessary casualties. As this
column beads toward its objective, the man second from the rear carries a flame
thrower, while the man in front of bim bas a 3.5-inch rocket launcher. This pic-
ture was taken during a Naktong battle, showing a burning enemy tank, with
the Marines carefully circling around it to avoid any explosion of its ammuwi-

tion.

The shift to the new crisis area
was a pressure-laden one for the
Marines. Stewart, Craig’s opera-
tions officer (G-3), remembered in
later years that he was advised that
the Naktong River line had been
broken through, threatening the
Pusan-Taegu MSR, and the brigade
had to move there immediately to
restore the front. He recalled:

Things were so hectic that
Roise, who was commanding
the 2d Battalion, which was
going on the line below
Masan in a defensive position,
received minimum orders to
move. In fact, our radio con-
tact was out and I wrote on a
little piece of brown paper,
“These are your trucks, move
to Naktong at once.”

Those were the only orders
Roise ever got to move to the
Naktong front. But they were all he
needed in the hectic situation in
which the Marines found them-

selves, for, when only a portion of
the promised trucks showed up,
many men in the battalion had to
march until 0130 the next morning
to reach the jump-off point for
their attack a few hours later.

Waiting for the Marines, well
dug-in and confident of victory,
were the 18th Regiment and a bat-
talion of the 16th Regiment of the
NKPA 4th Division. Geer quotes a
speech by Colonel Chang Ky Dok,
the regiment’s veteran command-
ing officer:

Intelligence says we are to
expect an attack by American
Marines. To us comes the
honor of being the first to
defeat these Marines soldiers.
We will win where others
have failed. I consider our
positions impregnable. We
occupy the high ground and
they must attack up a steep
slope. Go to your men and
tell them there will be no
retreat. I will take instant

39

action against anyone who
shows weakness.

Preparation by supporting units
for the Marine riflemen’s attack
was inadequate. Artillery fire was
ineffective. When the enemy posi-
tions were later examined, the fox-
holes were found to be very deep,
sited along the length of the ridge
slightly on the reverse slope. Thus
shellfire on the forward slopes
caused few casualties, nor could
artillery get a trajectory to reach
the enemy on the reverse slopes.
Adding to the problem, there was
only one air strike. Moreover, there
would be little or no natural cover
for the men who had to climb
toward the six hills of Obong-ni,
called by the news correspondents
“No Name Ridge.”

The 2d Battalion Attacks

Murray had an agreement with
the Army’s 9th Infantry on the right
flank that the Marines would attack
first, supported by fire from the
9th. He picked Roise’s 2d Battalion
to lead off. It was a very thin front
line for such a crucial moment:
four understrength platoons total-
ing only 130 men from Companies
D and E to lead the assault (with
two platoons as reserves). “Red
Slash Hill” was to be their dividing
line.

One platoon of Company E, led
by Second Lieutenant Nickolas D.
Arkadis, hit the village of Obong-ni
at the foot of two of the company
objectives: Hills 143 and 147.
Driving ahead through heavy fire,
the platoon fought its way to the
slopes beyond. Arkadis’ leadership
was later recognized by the award
of a Silver Star.

Now both companies were out
in the open, sometimes forced to
crawl upwards, met with a contin-
uous hail of enemy machine gun
and mortar fire with barrages of



grenades. Casualties mounted
rapidly. Joseph C. Goulden tells of
a correspondent who was watch-
ing and described the bloody
scene: “Hell burst around the
Leathernecks as they moved up
the barren face of the ridge.
Everywhere along the assault line,
men dropped. To continue looked
impossible. But, all glory forever to
the bravest men I ever saw, the
line did not break. The casualties
were unthinkable, but the assault
force never turned back. It moved,
fell down, got up and moved
again.”

One platoon of Company D,
with only 15 men remaining, did
claw its way to the top of Hill 109
on Obong-ni Ridge, but it was too
weak and too isolated when rein-
forcements simply could not reach
it, so it had to pull back off the
crest. Second Lieutenant Michael J.
Shinka, the platoon leader, later
gave the details of that perilous
struggle:

Running short of ammo
and taking casualties, with
the shallow enemy slit trench-
es for cover, I decided to fall
back until some of the fire on
my left flank could be
silenced. I gave the word to
withdraw and take all wound-
ed and weapons. About
three-quarters of the way
down, I had the men set up
where cover was available. I
had six men who were able
to fight.

I decided to go forward to
find out if we had left any of
our wounded. As I crawled
along our former position (on
the crest of Hill 109), I came
across a wounded Marine
between two dead. As I
grabbed him under the arms
and pulled him from the fox-
hole, a bullet shattered my
chin. Blood ran into my

throat and I couldn’t breathe.

Shinka, after being hit again, did
manage to survive, and was later
awarded a Bronze Star Medal.
Another Company D Marine, Staff
Sergeant T. Albert Crowson, single-
handedly silenced two deadly
machine gun emplacements and
was awarded the  Army’s
Distinguished Service Cross by
order of General MacArthur.

By now, it had become clear
that many of the casualties were
caused by heavy enemy fire com-
ing from the zone in front of the
Army’s 9th Regiment to hit the
flank and rear of the Marines, and
there had been no supporting fire
from the 9th. Other problems arose
when some men of Company E
were nearing the crest which was
their objective and they were hit
by white phosphorus shells from
“friendly” artillery fire. Then, later,
some Marines were hit in a strafing
attack by their own Corsairs.

By mid-day the men of the 2d
Battalion, halfway up the hills,
could do no more, having suffered
142 casualties, 60 percent of their
original 240 riflemen. Murray
ordered it to pull back, undoubt-
edly lamenting the fact that he did
not have a third rifle company in

the battalion, for it might well have
seized the top of the ridge and
held it. Craig stressed this point in
a later interview, noting that “with-
out a third company, or maneuver
element, the battalion commanders
were at a tactical disadvantage in
every engagement. They lacked
flexibility in the attack. On defense
they had to scrape up whatever
they could in order to have a
reserve.”

Pinpointing an example, Craig
recalled:

This condition became crit-
ical in the First Battle of the
Naktong. 2d Battalion, 5Sth
Marines’ assault companies
took heavy losses in the initial
attack against Obong-ni
Ridge, the strongpoint of the
enemy’s bridgehead over the
Naktong. Since Roise had
nothing left to use, the attack
stalled.

Murray then had to commit
1/5 [the 1st Battalion] prema-
turely to continue the attack.
This took time,- giving the
enemy a breather right at the
height of the battle. That
night, when the enemy hit
our positions on the ridge
with a heavy counterattack,

A Marine tank bulldozer clears a destroyed NKPA T-34 tank from the road.
National Archives Photo (USMC) 127-N-A1338




Newton certainly could have
used another company on
line or in reserve. We were
spread pretty thin, and it was
nip and tuck on that ridge for
several more hours.

of three ridge lines (objectives 1, 2,
and 3) that shielded the NKPA river
crossing It was now painfully obvi-
ous that a sharp change must be
made. Accordingly, Newton’s 1st
Battalion relieved the battered 2d
on the hillsides at 1600 (17
August), with Company A replac-
ing E, and B replacing D.

While the 18th Regiment had hit
the 2d Battalion hard, the bravery,

Ist NAKTONG COUNTEROFFENSIVE
SITUATION 18 AUG. - OBJ. 1 (OBONG-ND)

MARINE FRONT LINES:
BEFORE N.K. COUNTERATTACK —==————

The original battle plan had
called for an attack in a column of
battalions, with each battalion tak-
ing successively one of the series
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skill, and determination of those
Marines had caused serious losses
in the enemy’s ranks: 600 casual-
ties and severe reductions in ser-
viceable weapons. With his ammu-
nition running low and no medical
supplies so that most of his
wounded men were dying, the
NKPA commander’s situation was
critical, as described by Fehren-
bach:

He knew he could not
withstand another day of
American air and artillery
pounding and a fresh Marine
assault up the ridge. Because
he had a captured American
SCR-300 radio, tuned in on
Marine frequencies, he knew
that the 1st Battalion had
relieved 2/5 along the front of
Obong-ni, and he knew
approximately where the
companies of 1/5 were locat-
ed, for the Marines talked a
great deal over the air.

The 1st Battalion Attacks

The relief movement of the two
battalions was covered by what the
official Marine history described as
“devastating fires” from the planes
of MAG-33, the artillery of the 1st
Battalion, 11th Marines, and the
brigade’s tank battalion. Then
Companies A and B attacked up
the daunting slopes. Simul-
taneously, after Murray had gone
to see Church to request a change
in the previously agreed-upon
plan, the 9th Infantry jumped off in
an attack. This eliminated the pre-
vious flanking fire on the Marines.

Helped by the advance bom-
bardment, the two Marine compa-
nies were able to make slow (and
costly) progress towards the crests.
Company A attacked repeatedly,
trying to reach the battalion’s
objective on the left: the tops of
Hills 117 and 143. It proved impos-



sible, in spite of very aggressive
leadership by the officers (and
gunnery sergeants who replaced
them as they fell). The company
could get only part way up the
slopes when it was “pinned down
by a solid sheet of Communist fire

. casualties bled [the] skirmish
line white and finally brought it to
a stop.”

Herbert R. Luster, a private first
class in Company A, remembered
his own searing experience in this
brutal battle:

It was evident no one saw
the enemy but me . [
pulled back the bolt to cock
the action of the BAR, pushed
off the safety, settled back on
my right foot, and opened fire.
The flying dirt and tracers told
me where my rounds were
going. I emptied the rifle . . . .
So I pushed the release with
my right thumb and pulled the

empty magazine out, stuck it
in my jacket pocket, loaded
and raised my BAR to my
shoulder. Before I got it all the
way up, red dirt kicked up in
my face. A big jerk at my right
arm told me I was hit. I looked
down and saw blood squirting
onto my broken BAR stock.

As always, there were gory
episodes.  Second  Lieutenant
Francis W. Muetzel in Company A
was in an abandoned machine gun
emplacement with his company
executive officer and a rifleman
from the 3d Platoon. He later
recalled:

The use of the abandoned
machine gun emplacement
proved to be a mistake. Enemy
mortars and artillery had
already registered on it . . . .
Without registration of any
kind, four rounds of enemy

82mm mortar fire landed
around it. The blast lifted me
off the ground, my helmet
flew off. A human body to my
left disintegrated. Being rather
shook up and unable to hear,
I crawled back to the CP . . . .
About the time my hearing
and stability returned . . . I
thought of the 3d Platoon rifle-
man . . . . I returned to look
for him. One of the mortar
rounds must have landed in
the small of his back. Only a
pelvis and legs were left. The
stretcher-bearers gathered up
the remains with a shovel.

On the other side of “Red Slash
Hill” that was the dividing line,
Company B made some progress
until it was pinned down by heavy
fire from a nearby village on its
flank. Captain John L. Tobin was
wounded, so Fenton took over as
company commander. Calling in an
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81mm mortar barrage from the bat-
talion’'s weapons company, the
riflemen were then able to lunge
forward and seize the crests of Hills
102 and 109 by late afternoon (17
August).

The two battered companies set-
tled down where they were and

o ' " X ‘é\!",f-‘ % T

tied into each other to dig in night
defensive positions. With the flood
of casualties, the resulting man-
power shortage caused the far left
flank to dangle dangerously in the
air. Newton threw together an
improvised unit of men from his
headquarters and service company
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Fire from supporting weapons was a crucial element as the rifle companies
attacked. Above: 81mm mortars lay down a barrage. Below: a 75mm recoilless

rifle blasts a specific target.

personnel to cover that flank. The
mortars and artillery were regis-
tered on probable enemy
approach routes, including the
crossing point on the Naktong
River. Then their harassing fire
missions went on all night to try to
disrupt the enemy.

Smashing Enemy Tanks

At 2000 that night (17 August)
the Marines had their first con-
frontation with the T-34 tanks of
the NKPA. These were the tanks
that had had such a fearsome rep-
utation earlier in the war. The men
of Company B from their hilltop
perch saw four of them coming
with a column of infantry, aimed to
bypass the Marine riflemen, and, in
a typical enemy tactic, probe to
sow confusion amongst rear ele-
ments.

The Corsairs of MAG-33 were
called in. They came roaring
down, knocked out one tank, and
scattered the accompanying enemy
infantry. With a determination typ-

National Archives Photo (USMC) 127-N-A1461



ical of the hardy NKPA, the other
three tanks came on.

When the news was flashed to
Newton in his CP, he told Fenton
to “let them go and they’d be dealt
with in the rear.” Back at Craig’s
brigade CP, there were two oppo-
site reactions when the news
arrived. A correspondent wit-
nessed the scene: “Naval Captain
Eugene Hering, brigade surgeon,
jumped to his feet. “God
Almighty!” he said. “The aid sta-
tion’s just a quarter of a mile from
there!  [Lieutenant (junior grade)
Bentley] Nelson [one of the battal-
ion’s medical officers] won’t leave
his wounded! If those tanks break
through . . . .” “They won’t,” the
general said. “Newton will know
what to do.”

And he did. Summoning the
Marine M-26 tanks and antitank
weapons, Newton left the NKPA
armor up to them. Fenton and the
men of Company B had a ringside
seat for the clash that followed. He
later wrote:

As the first tank rounded
the corner down toward the
1st Battalion CP, it was met by
3.5” rocket fire from the anti-
tank assault section, and fire
from our 75mm recoilless
weapons in position on the
high ground on either side of
the road. The tank was
knocked out, and the second
tank immediately came up
and tried to go around it. The
second, too, was hit in the
track and skidded off the
road. Our M-26 tanks finished
him off [after a 2.36” white
phosphorus rocket had rico-
cheted inside it, creating a
fiery cauldron]. The third tank
made the same mistake that
the second tank made. He,
too, tried to go around the
other two tanks. One of our
M-26 tanks hit this third tank

with a direct hit. All three of
these tanks were finished off
by our M-26 tank platoon.

Back on the hills, the men of the
1st Battalion spent the midnight
hours on the alert. The attacks that
day had cost the brigade 205 casu-
alties, and, to avoid the punishing
Marine air strikes in daylight, the
enemy was sure to counterattack
during the darkness.

The Enemy Reaction

And it did. At 0230 a green sig-
nal flare soared into the sky, and
the enemy hit—and hit hard. With
their captured U.S. Army radio
tuned to the Marines’ frequency,
the attackers knew the exact place
where the two Marine companies
were tenuously tied together, and
they sought to drive a wedge in
there and then envelop each com-
pany separately. With Company A
only part way up Hill 117, machine
gun fire from the crest and
grenades rolling downhill covered

the assault troops of the NKPA, as
they ran down throwing more
grenades and spraying submachine
gun fire. A rifle platoon was in
deep trouble, the mortar platoon
was decimated, the Marine defense
line was penetrated, the company
was split in half, the battalion was
assaulted, and the enemy forced
Company A to make a partial with-
drawal back to a spot near Hill
109.

Things were not much better in
the Company B zone. With the two
Marine companies split by the
NKPA, the enemy assault smashed
hard into Fenton’s men. A platoon
was overrun under the eerie light
of mortar illuminating shells. The
attackers charged into the CP,
where hastily assembled stray
Marines met them in bitter hand-
to-hand combat. Possession of the
two hard-won hills and, in fact, the
outcome of the whole brigade
attack hung in a delicate, trembling
balance.

Just at that precarious moment,
the phone rang in the CP of

On top of Objective Number 3, Marines look down on the Naktong River.

National Archives Photo (USMC) 127-N-A1401
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Company B. It was Newton, calling
to say that the position must be
held “at all costs,” and that he was
pouring in all the supporting mor-
tar and artillery fire he could
muster. (This apparently prevented
the NKPA from feeding in rein-
forcements to exploit the break-
throughs.) Newton’s main message
was a brutally frank reminder that,
if the Marines retreated, they
would simply have to grind their
way back to the lost positions in
the forthcoming days. Then
Newton asked if they could hold
on until daylight could bring relief.
Fenton’s reply has been variously
reported: “We have gooks all
around us”; “They’ve turned my
left flank”; “Don’t worry, Colonel.
The only Marines that will be leav-
ing this ridge tonight will be dead
ones.”

The supporting fire from the 4.2-
inch mortar company proved to be
an invaluable asset. With its high

angle of fire, it was able to search
out and wreak havoc on NKPA
units shielded in gullies which
Marine artillery fire could not
reach. The company’s command-
ing officer, First Lieutenant Robert
M. Lucy, later recalled:

The 1st Battalion was
receiving a terrifically heavy
counterattack. Our company
was zeroed in on the hill and
the valley in front of the bat-
talion. When notified of this
attack, we began firing our
prearranged barrages. Later,
where only one of these bar-
rages had fallen, they count-
ed 120 dead North Koreans
with 12 cart-mounted ma-
chine guns, who had been
massed in this little gulley
behind the hill, a ridge in
front of the battalion that
would have caused them
considerable trouble.

With many officers down and
aided by the supporting fire, the
noncommissioned officers took the
lead in regrouping their units, and
so the men of the depleted
Companies A and B stood, and
fought, and died, and finally held
their ground. Typical of the
unyielding defense were the exam-
ples of two platoon leaders,
Second Lieutenant Hugh C.
Schryver, Jr., in Company B, and
Second Lieutenant Francis W.
Muetzel in Company A. Both offi-
cers, although severely wounded,
continued to lead their men with
the “fierce determination”
described in their citations for
awards of the Silver Star. Slowly,
toward dawn on 18 August, the
enemy attacks weakened. But the
Marines had paid a fearful price.
Company B had begun the night
with 190 enlisted men and five
officers; the next morning there
were only 110 left, with one officer
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With an enemy who was adept at infiltration and night attacks, Marines strung
barbed wire whenever they had an opportunity.

still standing. Company A was in
worse shape with just 90 men
remaining from the 185 at the start
of the night.

But the enemy had also paid a
heavy price. The sequential attacks
of the 2d and then the 1st
Battalions and the dogged night-
time defense had caused hundreds
of NKPA casualties so that, in
Fehrenbach’s words, “the 18th
Regiment was shattered beyond
repair.”

Craig ordered a resumption of
the attack at 0700 the next morn-
ing, 18 August. None of the men
on Obong-ni had had any sleep
during the night past, but the
Corsairs were back on station over-
head, the enemy was weakening,
and both Companies A and B
moved once more into the assault.
Company B worked men to its left
to coordinate with Company A’s
effort to seize Hill 117. Four deter-
mined NKPA machine gunners
there held up the advance, so the
company commander, Captain
John R. Stevens, got in touch with
Newton to call in an air strike.
There was legitimate concern
about the fact that his Marines

were too close, only 100 vyards
from the target, but a smoke rock-
et was fired into the emplacements
from the control Corsair, and the
next Corsair put a 500-pound
bomb right onto the center of the
target. The Marines lost one man
killed, but the enemy was totally
wiped out, and Company A’s fol-
low-up rush quickly took control
of the crest. Time: 0734, request air
strike; 0743, bomb delivered; 0748,
on the crest.

There was a brief pause—well
remembered by Muetzel:

In an effort to calm the
men after all they'd been
through, I told them to break
out rations and eat while they
had a chance. T sat on ‘the
side of a hole and dangled
my feet. On the other side of
the hole lay a dead North
Korean. He had caught one
through the top of the head
and looked pretty ugly. I was
23 years old and to reassure
the men I tried to pull off a
John Wayne stunt. When I
was halfway through my can
of meat and beans, decom-

46

posing gases caused the
cadaver to belch. Black blood
foamed out of its mouth and
nose. I promptly lost my
entire lunch. By the time the
platoon got through laughing,
the tension was broken and
they were ready to go back to
work.

And back to work the company
went, moving aggressively to take
the remaining hilltops. Resistance
was minimal now, and soon all the
heights of bloody Obong-ni Ridge
were in Marine hands. As the men
looked down the reverse slope of
one of the hills, an unusual sight
greeted their eyes. A clump of
scrub pines lay below them, and,
as they watched, astonished, the
“clump” turned out to be a group
of camouflaged enemy soldiers
who arose and rushed downward
in headlong flight.

The 1st Battalion now counted
up the enemy weapons destroyed
or abandoned: 18 heavy machine
guns, 25 light machine guns, 63
submachine guns, 8 antitank rifles,
1 rocket launcher, and large stocks
of ammunition and grenades.

The seizure of Obong-ni Ridge
was crucial to the elimination of
the threatening salient which had
been driven into the Army’s lines.
As Geer summed it up, “it was evi-
dent the enemy had staked the
defense of the Naktong Bulge on
their ability to hold that key ridge.”

Next: Objective 2

With Objective 1 now secured
and the enemy in bad shape,
Murray kept the pressure on.
Taplett’s 3d Battalion moved out
that same morning of 18 August,
bound for Objective 2, Hill 207
(the next rise west of Obong-ni). It
was preceded by an intensive bar-
rage from air, artillery, tanks, and
mortars, including now supporting
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A “turkey shoot” ended the First Battle of the Naktong. Here a BAR man draws a bead on the fleeing enemy.

fire from the 9th Infantry on the
right flank.

A correspondent in the rear was
awed:

The 155s began to roar and
the snub-nosed 105s, and to
one side the mortars were
barking, and in front the
squat tanks were slamming
away with the 90mm guns

whose muzzle blast can
knock a man down at thirty
feet, and above the hill,

swooping low, the planes
were diving in.

You would see the smoke
and fire flash of the rockets
leaving the wings, and then
would come the great tearing
sound the rocket made in
flight, and then the roar of its
bursting against the hill. And
after the rockets had gone,
you would see the little round
dots of smoke in the sky as

the wing guns fired, and all
the crest of the hill in front of
How Company was a roaring,
jumping hell of smoke and
flame and dust and noise.

With this kind of preparation,
“Objective 2 was not much of a
fight,” as an officer in Company G
said. There was a grenade flurry
near the crest of Hill 207, but a pla-
toon of Company H was then able
to rush the enemy positions, and it
was all over by 1237.

There had been a tide of NKPA
troops running for safety. Now it
became a flood, increased by men
driven from Hill 207. Everywhere
the soldiers of the NKPA’s “crack”
4th Division on Obong-ni had
themselves cracked and were flee-
ing westward in a disorganized,
panic-stricken rout. It became a
field day for the Marine artillery
and planes—a thunderous ham-
mering that caused massive waves
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of enemy deaths. There were “all
kinds of bodies floating in the
Naktong.”

Final Victory: Objective 3

Taplett kept driving. Next target:
“Objective 3,” Hill 311, the last bar-
rier before the Naktong River.
There was another round of
preparatory fire, this one featuring
a dose of napalm, and one more
time the riflemen moved out.

Things went fairly smoothly for
Company G which, “brushing
aside light resistance,” was on the
crest by 1730. Not so for Company
H. It was badly hindered by diffi-
cult terrain and an obdurate
enemy, and by 1825 was pinned
down and unable to advance.
Supporting fire from Company G
and an attempted flanking maneu-
ver by its Cahill platoon (which, 10
days earlier, had had that relief
mission on Hill 342) were not



enough help for H to be able to
advance.

It was the last gasp of the NKPA,
however. A heavy round of battal-
ion mortar fire early the next
morning, 19 August, was followed
by a trinmphant sweep of the hill-
top by Company H, and the
Marine battle to seize the three key
ridges in the Naktong Bulge was
over. One battalion stood on each
of the three objectives, and the
men of the brigade met the Army
troops at the river's edge. Marine
aviators reported, “the enemy was
killed in such numbers that the
river was definitely discolored with
blood.”

During the attack on Objective
3, the 3d Battalion surgeon came
across a horrendous sight, demon-
strating the savage brutality of the
NKPA. A U.S. Army aid station had
been overrun a week earlier, the
wounded and bed-ridden men
shot and bayoneted, their bodies
then mutilated. Medics who brave-

Department of Defense Photo (USMC) A2238
BGen Edward A. Craig receives the thanks of South Korean President Syngman
Rbee at the Purple Heart ceremony.

ly had stayed there to tend their
men had had the hands wired
behind their backs and then were
murdered.

An incident occurred on one of
these final nights that is very
revealing of how personnel prob-
lems could be expeditiously dealt
with in the “Old Corps”—particu-
larly in a combat environment.
Bohn had told his machine gun
platoon lieutenant to check care-
fully on the positioning and coor-
dination of the weapons’ sites.
When the company commander
decided to inspect personally, he
found wholly unsatisfactory results
and crews who had not even seen
their lieutenant. Steaming, he
returned to his CP and hauled the
lieutenant in for a very brief con-
versation:

I said, “Have you put in the
machine gun sections? Did
you get around to check each
section?” He said, “Yes, sir.”
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So I relieved him. I called
Taplett and said, “I don’t even
want this guy here tonight.” I
made him go back on his
own, back to the battalion,
and wrote an unsat report,
un-officer-like conduct.

It went up to Craig, and the
guy was out of country in two
or three days. It was so easy
to do things like that then.
And he was out of the Marine
Corps. You can’t do that
today. You have to have a
General Court-martial and
everything else. There wasn’t
even a Court of Inquiry.
Everyone agreed that he was
a coward, and he was gone.

The brigade was now relieved
by Army units—not always
smoothly, but at least the tired
Marines would get some rest.

The victory price for the
Naktong Marines was clear: 66
dead, 278 wounded, but only 1
man missing in action. That last
figure was the clearest indication
of the value of Marine training and
morale; there had been other units
with distressingly high percentages
of missing-in-action, but, as Edwin
P. Hoyt summarizes in his history,
The Pusan Perimeter—Korea 1950
“The Marines stood and fought,
and they took care of their own.”

The final results for the NKPA
4th Division were shattering.
Fewer than 3,000 men were able to
get back across the Naktong, leav-
ing more than 1,200 dead behind.
The Marine brigade recovered a
large amount of enemy equipment,
including 34 artillery pieces (with
five of them being captured Army
105mm howitzers), hundreds of
automatic weapons, and thousands
of rifles. The Army’s official history
sums it up: “The destruction . . . of
the NKPA 4th Division . . . was the
greatest setback suffered thus far
by the North Korean Army. The



4th Division never recovered from
this battle.”

After the brigade was pulled
back off the hills it had won,
Fenton described what he felt was
the key reason for the Marine vic-
tory: “the finest batch of noncom-
missioned officers ever assembled
in any Marine regiment. Not only
were 75 percent of them combat
veterans, he believed, but they had
often stepped in as platoon leaders
and were “outstanding.” Fenton
expanded on that:

Squad leaders knew their
job to the last detail. Many
times I ended up with
sergeants as platoon leaders
after a big fire fight, and they
did an excellent job. I just
can't be too high in my
praise.

In some cases, it wasn’t just
noncoms. It was the PFCs and
privates holding the job of a
fire team leader or squad
leader. It was their fine lead-
ership, outstanding initiative,
and control of the men that
turned a possible defeat into
a sweet victory.

On 20 August Craig learned
from Church that the brigade had
been detached from the 24th
Division and was now part of
Walker’s Eighth Army reserve.
There were letters of praise from
both Walker and Church. The for-
mer wrote that the brigade’s
“excellence in leadership and grit
and determination . . . upheld the
fine tradition of the Marines in a
glorious manner.” Church gra-
ciously commented to the Marines
that their “decisive and valiant
offensive actions . . . predominant-
ly contributed to the total destruc-
tion of the Naktong pocket.”
Perhaps the recognition the men of
the brigade appreciated most came
from their own Commandant.

General Cates’ message said: “I am
very proud of the performance of
your air-ground team. Keep hitting
them front, flanks, rear, and top-
side. Well done.”

Another Brief Interlude

Thus the men of the brigade
moved back into bivouac in an
area near Masan known forever
after as “The Bean Patch.” Craig set
up his CP there on 21 August and
reported back again to Kean of the
Army’s 25th Division. The news
was discouraging: all the land won
in the brigade’s drive to Sachon
was now lost or under heavy
enemy pressure, and the 11th
Marines was needed to go back
immediately to the original starting
point two weeks earlier, Chindong-
ni, to fire missions in support of
the 25th Division.

But for the other Marines it was
a wonderful, restorative change.
Some 800 replacements arrived to
fill in the painful gaps in the ranks;
VMO-6 helicopters flew in hot
food; letters from home and beer
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National Archives Photo (USMC) 127-N-A1469
A bigh point of the brief interlude in the rest area: mail call!

miraculously appeared; and new
equipment was issued. But not
enough of it. Fenton frankly noted
that the equipment they had
arrived with in the Bean Patch was
in “terrible condition.” It had dete-
riorated badly from exposure to
heat, rain, and frequent immersion
in rice paddies.

In addition, he commented:

We were having a hard
time getting Browning auto-
matic rifles. Many of our BAR
men had been casualties, and
we were down to about three
or four per platoon. You just
couldn’t get a BAR belt in
Korea.

Shoes were another big
problem . . .. We reached the
point where we had men run-
ning around in tennis shoes.
Dungarees were in bad shape
... . Our packs, which had
been dropped at Pusan and
were supposed to have been
brought to us by the rear ech-
elon, never arrived. The only
way we could get a clean suit



Commanders and staff of the 5th Marines assembled for a
photograph during a lull in the battle, Pictured in the front
row, from left, are: L[tCol George R. Newton, [tCol Harold S.
Roise, and LtCol Robert D. Taplett. Second row, LtCol

Department of Defense Photo (USMC) A1441
Jobn V. Huff, Maj Kenneth B. Boyd, Maj Harold Wallace,
Maj William C. Esterline. Fourth row, Capt Raiph M.
Sudnick, Lt Robert M. Lucy, Lt Almarion S. Bailey, Lt Leo R.
Jillisky, Lt Alton C. Weed, Capt Gearl M. English, WO Harold

Raymond L. Murray and LtCol Lawrence C. Hays, Jr. Third

row, Maj R. M. Colland, LtCol George F. Walters, Jr., Capt

of dungarees was to wash
them or survey the supply at
the laundry unit when we
took a shower.

There were no shelter halves
either, so the men slept out in the
open. A memorable event was a
ceremony for the award of 87
Purple Heart medals, with South
Korean President Syngman Rhee
in attendance. The attrition rate
among the officers had been fear-
ful: five of the six company com-
manders were wounded and nine

of the 18 rifle platoon leaders
were wounded and four of the
killed in action.

One platoon leader, Second
Lieutenant Muetzel, received two
Purple Hearts (with a Silver Star
Medal to come later for his heroic
actions on Obong-ni), while the
gunnery sergeant of the Recon-
naissance Company, a veteran of
World War II wounds, received his
fifth Purple Heart. It was a strain
to try to look presentable for the
ceremony, as Muetzel later
remarked:
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J. Michael, and CWO Bill E. Parrish

My leggings had been
thrown away, my trousers
were out at both knees, my
right boot had two bullet
holes in it, and my dungaree
jacket had corporal’s stripes
stenciled on the sleeves. I
grabbed a fast shave with
cold water, hard soap, and a
dull blade. Gene Davis
loaned me a clean set of dun-
garees, Tom Gibson loaned
me his second lieutenant’s
bars, and off I went with my
troops.



Future Plans

While the troops were enjoying
this temporary lull, some of Craig’s
senior staff officers were sent to
Tokyo to confer on plans for the
future wuse of the Marines.
MacArthur had made bold—very
bold—plans for a daring end-run
around the NKPA besieging the
Pusan Perimeter by making a sur-
prise amphibious landing far to the
rear, at Inchon. For this purpose he
had urgently requested the full 1st
Marine Division. Elements of it
began arriving in Japan on 28
August, but there were massive
problems to be overcome. The 1st
Marines was on hand, but the 7th
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Department of Defense Photo (USMC) A1507
After the First Battle of the Naktong, there was a welcome moment to clean up—
with a South Korean boy holding the mirror.

Marines would not arrive at Inchon
until a week after D-day, with one
battalion coming halfway around
the world from the Mediterranean.
The crucial unit for the forthcom-
ing assault was supposed to be the
battled-tested 5th Marines. It had
already begun shipping its heavy
equipment back down to Pusan, as
plans were drawn to have it join
the 1st Marine Division, even
though it was now fully committed
in combat. Morale soared in the
brigade as the men looked forward
to fighting side-by-side with fellow
Marines.

Meanwhile, in Tokyo there were
very tense moments. Time was
critically short to mount an opera-
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tion as complex as an amphibious
assault. There were vigorous dif-
ferences of opinion in Army-Navy-
Marine meetings as to when or
even whether the brigade should
join the 1st Marine Division. On
one hand, the Eighth Army staff
felt, as the official Marine history
bluntly put it, “Army morale would
be hurt by taking the brigade away
at a critical moment.” And Walker
placed an “extremely excited” tele-
phone call to MacArthur's head-
quarters in Tokyo, saying in effect,
“If I lose the 5th Marine Regiment,
I will not be responsible for the
safety of the front!” Thus there was
strong Army pressure to substitute
an Army regiment for the 5th
Marines at the Inchon landing.

On the other hand, Major
General Oliver P. Smith, Com-
manding General of the 1st Marine
Division, supported by the three
Navy admirals most closely in-
volved, was equally adamant that,
for a tricky amphibious landing, he
had to have the 5th Marines which
was trained for just such an opera-
tion. There was a deadlock.

The NKPA Attacks Again

Then, amidst these planning
meetings, harsh reality came crash-
ing down to complicate further
decisions on the use of the
brigade. The NKPA, realizing that
time was running out for it
launched a final, convulsive attack
to eradicate the Pusan Perimeter.
Some 98,000 men in 13 divisions
hit five separate points on the
perimeter. Walker faced a brutal
series of simultaneous problems.
Where should he commit his limit-
ed reserves—in particular his
proven Marine brigade? The two
thrusts closest to Pusan were one
against the Army’s 25th Division in
the same area of the far southwest,
and another against the Army’s 2d
Division in the west central



(Naktong) area. A breakthrough to
capture Pusan would mean total
disaster. (Military analysts in later
years would speculate that that
might well have happened if
General Kim Chaek had ordered
only diversionary attacks at four of
the points, massed overwhelming
strength at one point, and crashed
through there.)

The NKPA assigned the 2d, 4th,
9th, and 10th Divisions to destroy
the U.S. 2d Infantry Division
before Miryang and drive through
to the vital Pusan-Taegu MSR by
way of Yongsan. Smashing into
that division on 1 September, the
North Korean assault quickly made
a 4,000-yard penetration. The com-
manding general of the 2d
Division, Major General Lawrence
B. Keiser, USA, saw his division
sliced in half, with his companies
cut off or totally overrun, his
defensive lines hustled  back
almost to Yongsan, and enemy
infiltration in his rear. Neither
Keiser nor his three regimental
commanders had ever led troops
in battle, and now the NKPA had

Photo by David Douglas Duncan
The price of victory: a jeep takes two wounded men back to an aid station.

punched a hole six miles wide and
eight miles deep into their division.
Obong-ni Ridge, so dearly bought,
was back in enemy hands.

Now Walker made up his mind:
the new Naktong Bulge had
returned as his priority threat.
Blair’s book pointed out the logi-
cal, but painful, next step: “Walker
came to a difficult and drastic deci-
sion: Once again he would have to
call on Eddie Craig’s Marines for
help. The decision was drastic
both because of the humiliation it
would again cause the Army, and
because Craig’'s Marines were a
vital element in the Inchon inva-
sion plan.”

‘Fire Brigade: Crisis Number Three

That was it. In the morning of 1
September, the orders came for the
brigade, including the 11th
Marines, to move by train and
truck back once more to the
Miryang assembly area. The reac-
tion of the men was predictable:
going back to regain what they
had already won once.
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When Craig had set up his CP in
Miryang, his brigade came under
the operational control of the
Army’s 2d Division. To old timers
in the Marine Corps it surely
brought back vivid and ironic
memories of another time and
place, when a Marine brigade had
been teamed once before with the
9th and 23d Infantry as a proud
part of the Army’s superb 2d
Division, 32 years earlier in France.

On 2 September, Craig had a
conference with Keiser and the
Eighth Army’s Chief of Staff.
General Shepherd later made a
comment on this meeting which
revealed the inherently gracious
nature of Craig: “The Army divi-
sion commander went to
Eddie, who was a brigadier, and
said, ‘General Craig, I'm horribly
embarrassed that you have to do
this. My men lost the ground that
you took in a severe fight’ And
Eddie, in his very gallant manner,
said, ‘General, it might have hap-
pened to me.” ”

The Army officers at the meeting
felt the situation was so desperate
that the brigade should immediate-
ly be dribbled piecemeal into
action, even though one of its bat-
talions and its air control section
had not yet arrived. Craig, who
also knew when to make a stand,
later remembered, “This was the
only heated discussion I had in
Korea with the Army.” His stub-
born view that the whole brigade
should go into action as a unified
air-ground team was finally accept-
ed. Its attack would be down the
Yongsan-Naktong road toward an
all-too-familiar objective, Obong-ni
Ridge. The 9th Infantry Regiment
would be on its right, and other
Army units on its left. Now the
brigade, for the first time,
appeared to have flanks that were
secure enough to allow it to attack
with two battalions abreast, Roise’s
2d on the right and Newton’s 1st
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on the left. Taplett’s 3d Battalion
would block any enemy push
along the southwest approaches to
Yongsan.

Meanwhile, between 0300 and
0430, 3 September, the 2d Battalion
moved into its forward assembly
area north of Yongsan, with the 1st
Battalion south of the town.

Opposite them, driving hard for
Yongsan, were the NKPA divisions

which had successfully advanced
this far in the new Naktong Buige.
Immediately in front of the brigade
was the 9th Division. This was not
a seasoned, professional outfit,
such as the one the brigade had
previously broken; rather, it had
up to now been doing guard duty
at Seoul. Behind it, in reserve,
came a reconstituted 4th Division,
filed with new recruits after the
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massive casualties the brigade had
inflicted on it in the first battle of
the Naktong.

The Marines Attack

The Marine attack was to be
launched early on the morning of
3 September. There were problems
getting things started. Moving
through Yongsan, the Marines
were hit by small arms fire from
snipers, but by 0630 they had
worked their way to the western
end of the town, and thought they
were then headed forward to the
agreed-upon line of departure for
their main attack. Not so! During
the night the Army troops on the
ridgeline had “collapsed” and had
been pushed back 1,000 yards. At
0645 Roise called Second
Lieutenant Robert M. Winter to
bring his tanks forward and lay
down fire to cover the withdrawal
of the Army troops. The original
planned line of departure thus
became the first objective when
the Marines attacked.

The 2d Battalion jumped off at
0715, securing the right flank of
the brigade’s attack. To soften up
his main objective, Roise called
down a massive sheet of fire from
tanks, air, mortars, artillery, and
machine guns. The Marines
pushed doggedly toward it wading
through a rice paddy. Now the
enemy’s 9th Division quickly
found its previous pattern of
steady advances had ground to a
screeching hait.

Craig, as was his wont, came up
to check on the action. His obser-
vation post (OP) was between the
tanks and Roise’s OP. Enemy fire
pounded the area, and Winter was
wounded and had to be evacuat-
ed—but not before he offered
Craig a bottle of whiskey from his
tank. Winter was later awarded a
Silver Star Medal for his leadership
of his tank platoon that day.



Meanwhile, the 1st Battalion
also moved out. Its attack route
forced the men knee-deep into
their own huge rice paddy. There
they came under fire, but their
supporting arms searched out the
enemy positions. In particular, the
Corsairs were able to engulf the
NKPA with balls of napalm fire. A
typical time of response was seven
minutes from a strike request to
execution.

This kind of seamless coordina-
tion in the Marine air-ground team
was a source of great envy by the
Army commanders who saw its
decisive results. As Colonel Paul L.
Freeman, USA, commander of the
23d Infantry (well off to the right
of the brigade), wrote to General
Matthew Ridgway in Washington:

The Marines on our left
were a sight to behold. Not
only was their equipment
superior or equal to ours, but
they had squadrons of air in
direct support. They used it
like artillery. It was, “Hey,
Joe, this is Smitty, knock off
the left of that ridge in front
of Item Company.” They had
it day and night . . . General,
we just have to have air sup-
port like that, or we might as
well disband the Infantry and
join the Marines.

By 1100 the 1st Battalion was at
the base of its ridgeline objective.
Working its way upwards under
the protection of supporting 81mm
mortar fire, Company A poised for
a final charge. As soon as the fire
lifted, the men sprang forward,
screaming, shouting, firing every
available weapon. To their amaze-
ment, 2 whole company of NKPA
soldiers in front of them, shaken
by the noise and the sight of charg-
ing Marines, leaped in a panic out
of their concealed foxholes on the
forward slope and fled back

0

Photo by David Douglas Duncan
A distraught Cpl Leonard Hayworth pleads for more grenades, finds none, and

must return empty-handed to bis bard-pressed men.

towards the crest of the hill. Then
the long hours of practice on the
rifle range really paid off: Marine
marksmen coolly picked off most
of the enemy as they ran.
Company A immediately rushed to
the crest. It was noon. In Company
B, Fenton later observed:

The 1st Battalion was able
to move and seize the ridge
line without encountering
heavy opposition. 1 don’t
believe the enemy realized
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that we had a battalion to the
left of the road, because he
was prepared to take that
high ground himself. We beat
him there by a good 10 or 20
minutes and caught him com-
ing across another rice paddy
field. We really had a “turkey
shoot.”

Firing now from the heights, the
Marine riflemen put on another
display of precise marksmanship
that must have stunned the simple



peasant soldiers of the NKPA: the
“yellow leggings” could kill with
aimed fire at 400-500 yards. (Just as
the Marines in that earlier brigade
in France had stunned the
Germans at Belleau Wood with
trained rifle fire that killed at long
range.)

What the 1st Battalion did not
finish off, the 105s of the 11th
Marines did. Those of the enemy
who were left withdrew to Hill 117
in front of the 2d Battalion, but an
artillery barrage was called down
on them in transit, and wreaked
more havoc.

In the 2d Battalion zone of
attack there were some hard
moments. When Company D was
getting started in its assault, a trag-
ic episode occurred. (Today, it is
called “friendly fire” and results in

Capt “lke” Fenton, caught by surprise, described the grim
moment: “We bhad been in one bell of a big battle. It was

great publicity. Fifty years ago, in
the early days of the Korean War, it
was regarded as just one of those
unfortunate things that happened
because close combat is always
unpredictable.) The official Marine
history did not even mention it,
but it was seared into the memory
of Private First Class Douglas Koch
in Company D:

Down the road from the
north rolled four or five
American tanks . . . . All of a
sudden a machine gun
stitched a stream of fire across
the company’s rear. 1 rolled
over on one elbow and
looked behind me. Someone
yelled, “God, they’re shooting
at us.” Instead of firing on the
top of the hill, the tanks

ammunition.”

chose to fire at the bottom of
the hill. T saw a puff of
smoke. Just that quick a shell
landed near me. It rolled me
over into a little gully. I lay
dazed. God, I thought, we’re
gonna get done in by our
own goddamn outfit. While I
lay with my head down, three
or four more shells hit nearby
.. .. A lot of men had been
hit.

Naturally, this kind of ghastly
mistake was temporarily shattering
to the company, until the officers
finally got their men moving again.
But Koch and the others went back
to their attack “still in shock.”

This occurrence was, fortunate-
ly, a rarity. Elsewhere that morning
of 3 September, Marine tanks were

raining. The radio had gone out and we were low on

Photo by David Douglas Duncan
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doing yeoman’s work. They took
on NKPA antitank weapons, sur-
prised three T-34 tanks and wiped
them out, then eliminated two
more in the afternoon. This clean-
up enabled the M-26s to concen-
trate their fire to good effect on
enemy weapons and troop posi-
tions confronting the riflemen.

Marine air was also very active.
With the squadrons shuttling so
that one was always on hand to
help, seven close air support mis-
sions were flown for the two
assault battalions. Other Marine
planes, guided by OYs, strafed and
bombed, knocking out, among
other things, 16 enemy gun and
mortar positions.

Back on the ground, Company
D’s first objective was Hill 116, to
try to cut off the enemy reinforce-
ments coming over from the 1st
Battalion’s zone. Facing two NKPA
battalions, the company found
itself in a bloody battle. It was

finally able to gain the crest of the
northern spur of Hill 117, and
there it dug in, isolated, some 500
yards from the rest of the 2d
Battalion.

As the enemy troops filtered into
the zone of the 2d Battalion, the
men of the 1st Battalion were able
to make good progress in the after-
noon, with Company B reaching
its part of Objective 2, a peak
across the MSR from Hill 117.
Company A, using a fancy triple
envelopment seized its part, Hill
91, by 1630, and so all hands pre-
pared for the usual night counter-
attack. Well they might. The 1st
Battalion’s right flank was dangling
in air; it was trying to cover a front
of nearly a mile; and its two rifle
companies were 200 yards apart.
The 2d Battalion was in an equally
dangerous position, stretched over
a 2,000-yard front, bent in a right
angle, with Company D complete-
ly isolated.
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Three things saved the Marines’
precarious position. First, a bevy of
their engineers moved in to sow a
belt of antipersonnel mines, wired
hand grenades, and blocks of TNT

along the flanks. Secondly,
VMF(IN)-513 came on station with
its F4U-5N  Corsair and F7F
Tigercat night fighters. Equipped
with sophisticated radar, it was the
only squadron to fly single-engine
planes over Korea at night. Flying
more than 2,000 hours of night
missions in one month, it delivered
this particular night six close air
support strikes controlled from the
two infantry battalions. Thirdly, a
deluge of rain, accompanied by icy
winds, further hindered any plans
the battered NKPA troops might
have contemplated for a counterat-
tack.

As the Marines waited though
the miserable, rainy night, even
though they had driven two victo-
rious miles west of Yongsan, their



thoughts must have turned to the
casualties of the past day: 34 killed
and 157 wounded. Muetzel in the
1st Battalion later voiced what
must have been a common senti-
ment after almost a month of
grinding combat:

[Men] came, were Kkilled,
and were carried away . . . .
I knew this couldn’t keep up .
.. .. We, me, all of us were
eventually going to get it; it
was just a matter of when
and how bad . . . . It was just
a god-awful mess—inade-
quate replacements, insuffi-
cient ammo, worn-out clothes
and boots. No one much gave
a rap about anything. Outside
discipline was no longer a
threat. What could the brass
do to us that was worse than
what we were doing? Each of
us withdrew into our family—

the squad, the platoon, the
company, the regiment, the
brigade, the Corps. Everyone
else, bug off!

This same day, 3 September,
witnessed a final showdown in the
Tokyo planning meetings. A com-
promise solution to the deadlock
emerged. Walker would get Army
reinforcements and could tem-
porarily use the Marine Brigade to
meet his Naktong crisis. But it
would have to be withdrawn by
midnight 5 September to join the
1st Marine Division for the Inchon
landing.

Continuing the Assault

Back with troops, in order to
keep the pressure on the next
morning (4 September), Murray
had ordered Taplett’s 3d Battalion
to pass through the depleted 2d

Battalion and resume the attack at
0800 with the 1st Battalion on its
left. In 20 minutes, Taplett’s men
reached their first objective, then
quickly took Hill 116 with almost
no enemy resistance. Next, the bat-
talion’s main objective, Hill 117,
was overrun by a pincer move-
ment of Companies G and H.
Incredibly, it was all over by 0840.
No real enemy resistance had
turned into a withdrawal, and now
there were signs that was turning
into a disorderly rout—a weird
contrast to the bruising encounters
the Marines had had the day
before.

The 1st Battalion was simultane-
ously moving with equal rapidity.
Shortly after starting, it occupied
what appeared to have been a CP
of the NKPA 9th Division. Tents
were still up, equipment was
strewn around, and two aban-
doned T-34 tanks in perfect oper-

Marines meet almost no opposition as they top this bill in the Naktong River area on 4 September 1950
Department of Defense Photo (USMC) A8175




ating condition were captured (the
first such to be taken and turned
over to U.S. Army Ordnance for
examination). The men in the bat-
talion’s steady advance saw the
bodies of many dead NKPA sol-
diers and piles of abandoned or
destroyed equipment, souvenirs of
low-flying Corsair strikes and accu-
rate fire from the 11th Marines
poured on the retreating enemy.
Among the litter were captured
American guns, tanks, mortars, and
vehicles which were returned to
the 2d Division. The official Marine
history described “a picture of dev-
astation unequaled even by the
earlier defeat of the NKPA 4th
Division.” This time it was the 9th
Division’s turn to be hammered by
the brigade.

By 1515 Newton’s companies
stood atop their first objectives,
now less than 2,000 yards from the
old killing ground on Obong-ni
Ridge. Moving in coordinated tan-
dem with them were Taplett’s
companies, which had pivoted to
the west after seizing Hill 117.

Learning of the Marines’
progress, Keiser gave Craig the go-
ahead to have his brigade push on
further toward Objective Two.
Moving aggressively, using air
strikes when held up, the 1st
Battalion worked its way to the
designated area (between Hill 125
and Observation Hill), securing
Cloverleaf Hill by 1800.

- Thus the brigade had advanced

3,000 yards and gained its objec-
tives. Hoyt summarized the strate-
gic importance of this: “The
Marines had stopped the enemy’s
advance, saved Yongsan and the
[MSR] road beyond lit], and put the
North Korean 9th Division into
retreat.”

As the Marine battalions dug in
for the night they were in exposed
positions similar to the preceding
evening. Newton’s men were 1,000
yards in front on the left, stretched

paper-thin along a line almost a
mile long. Taplett’s men were no
better off. Out of contact with the
1st Battalion on their left and the
Army’s 9th Infantry on their right,
they curled up in a perimeter
defense.

Expecting the usual NKPA night
counterattack, the Marines again
had their engineers put out a pro-
tective shell of mines, booby traps,
and trip flares. There was heavy
incoming shelling during the night,
but that slacked off after a wisit
from the night fighter planes of
VMF(N)-513. The rain poured
down, but the enemy infantry
apparently had been hit too hard
during the day, and there was no
assault.

When men are under heavy
pressure in close combat little
things can loom large in their
minds. Fenton gave an example:
“It had been raining all night, and
the battalion had managed to get
some hot coffee up to us, but just
when the coffee arrived, we got
the word to move out. We weren't
able to distribute any of the coffee.
This turn of events didn’t do the
morale any good. The men were
soaking wet.”

A more fundamental event took
place that same night. Reluctantly
following instructions from Mac-
Arthur, Walker issued an order that
the Eighth Army would have to
release all of its Marines at the end
of the following day.

The Final Day

To finish off what the brigade
had so successfully begun, Craig
ordered both battalions to move
out in a final attack the morning of
5 September. Before the 1st
Battalion could get started, there
was an unpleasant moment. Two
U.S. Air Force F-51 fighters came
screaming in over the Marines,
strafing them. Miraculously, only
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one man was wounded.

The 3d Battalion started the day
by showering a rain of fire from its
high ground down on an NKPA
attack on the 9th Infantry off to its
right flank and rear. The 105s from
the 11th Marines joined in, and the
attack was shattered.

Now both battalions were ready
to charge. And they did. The 1st
Battalion jumped off at 0820 with
the objective of capturing Hill 125
and Observation Hill, the brigade’s
segment of Phase Line Two.
Obong-ni Ridge was then to be a
special objective. Moving fast
against light resistance, Newton
had his men on his two target hills
by 1100, and there Murray halted
them until the 9th Infantry could
come up to tie in on their right.

Meanwhile, the 3d Battalion was
also moving ahead. Bohn had sug-
gested that Company H, now com-
manded by Captain Patrick E.
Wildman, serve as a base of fire to
pin down the enemy, while he
took Company G around the
extreme left flank in an enveloping
maneuver. “It worked beautifully,”
as he later reported, but then:

As we were coming up,
getting assembled . . . the
North Koreans picked up on
what we were doing. They
had one of those old Russian
[Maxim] wheeled machine
guns, and I could see their
officer. He was wheeling it up
with his people. Jones saw
him at the same time and he
blew it up with the first round
of 75 recoilless . . . . It was
sheer luck.

As soon as that happened,
of course, we went smoking
up, got over the top, and
once we got to the top . . . we
just rolled them up. It was
outstanding.

So it was, that Company G was



in good shape on Hill 91, expect-
ing to race ahead. Not so. Orders
from Taplett at 1230 directed it to
withdraw to Observation Hill and
hold up there. The convergence of
the 1st Battalion and the 9th
Infantry had pinched out the 3d
Battalion’s area, so Company H
joined in a sideslip behind the 1st
Battalion to put the 3d Battalion on
the left flank of the 1st, preparato-
ry to a combined attack on Obong-
ni Ridge. It, too, was told to stay in
place; there would be a delay
before any assault on Obong-ni.
With the heavy rain and ensuing
fog Marine close air support was
grounded, and this gave the NKPA
an opportunity to launch a vicious
daylight counterattack on the 1st
Battalion. Company B, after an

advance of 3,000 yards, was now
located on a ridge line of Hill 125,
parallel to and only 400 yards from
Obong-ni. At 1420 an avalanche of
enemy fire hit it. It was enfilade
fire, mortars and machine guns,
smothering both the reverse slope
and the forward slope of the com-
pany’s position. Fenton’s comment
was curt: “We were pinned down,
and we couldn’t move.”

At 1430 the enemy infantry
came on, some 300 strong. Fenton
needed "help, supporting fire and
lots of it, but at this precise
moment of peril all five of his

radios, as well as the battalion’s

tactical radio, went dead in the
downpour of rain. An enlisted run-
ner, 22-year-old Private First Class
William A. Wilson, was rushed off

to the 9th Infantry, which had now
come abreast on Company B’s
right flank. His message was
urgent: “We need maximum sup-
porting fire from your artillery, and
we need it right now!” Meeting up
with the adjacent Army company
commander, Wilson was pointing
out the target areas when the Army
officer was struck down by
machine gun fire and had to be
evacuated. So the Marine coolly
picked up his radio and directed
the Army artillery fire to plaster
Obong-ni and the adjoining enemy
targets.

A runner had also been sent
down to the MSR to warn the
Marine tanks there that three NKPA
T-34 tanks supporting the attack
were coming towards them around

Marines assist wounded North Korean prisoners into jeep which took them to medical aid on 4 September 1950
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the same bend that had been the
scene of the previous tank battle
two weeks earlier. The message
was not in time. The lead enemy
tank surprised the first Marine tank
with its gun aimed left at Obong-
ni. Several 8Smm rounds knocked
out the Marine tank. Its mate, try-
ing to edge around the first tank,
was also knocked out.

Then, out of the blue, a 3.5-inch
rocket team, dispatched by Fenton,
arrived at the carnage, soon joined
by the battalion rocket team. In
short order, they destroyed the first
two enemy tanks, and then the
third attacker, which turned out to
be an armored personnel carrier.
This made a total of eight steel

hulks littering “The Bend.”

While this dramatic tank con-
frontation was taking place,
Fenton’s infantry confrontation
was also reaching a climax. He
later described the tense situation:

I found it necessary to
place every man I had in the
company on line. Rocket
men, corpsmen, mortarmen,
every available man went on
line to stop this counterattack.
To make matters worse, 1
began running low on ammu-
nition. I was practically out of
hand grenades, and things
didn’t look too rosy for us.

Just at this time LtCol

George Newton, my battalion
commander, who had proba-
bly guessed my situation, sent
a much-welcome platoon
from A Company with five
boxes of hand grenades. The
enemy had closed so rapidly
that we just took the hand
grenades out of the case and
tossed them to the men on
the line. They would pull the
pins and throw them. The
enemy closed to less than 100
yards.

Adding to the intense pressure,
the radios had not been function-
ing. Finally, at this crucial juncture,
one radio was coaxed into service.

Marines examine two Soviet-made T-34 tanks destroyed by — North Korean daylight counterattack to blunt the battalion’s

3.5-inch rocket teams of the 1st Battalion 5th Marines, at

“The Bend.” The enemy tanks had supported the vicious

assault on Obong-ni Ridge.
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Fenton quickly gave it to his for-
ward observer for the 8lmm mor-
tars who called for immediate “fire
for effect.” When the mortars had
finished deluging the NKPA attack-
ers, there were only 18 rounds of
ammunition left.

Duncan was with Company B
during its wild battle and saw
Master Sergeant Leonard R. Young
positioning the men along the
crest. (The later citation for a Silver
Star described Young as “exposed
to withering fire, [he] walked
upright back and forth . . . placing
men.”) Then, Duncan wrote:

He was shot. A machine
gun bullet went right through
his chest, knocking him into
the mud. But not before he
had given Ike Fenton the best
that an old sergeant could
give his company comman-
der. He was still alive when
they dragged him in across
the slope.

When they placed him
upon a rough poncho-litter
he looked up at Fenton, who
stood with his hand touching
the dripping canvas, and
whispered, “God, I'm sorry
Captain! I'm really sorry! But
don't let them fall back!
Please don't let them fall
back.” Fenton still had not
said a word when the litter-
bearers disappeared into the
rain, and out of sight down
the hill.

A crucial factor in the final, suc-
cessful outcome of this struggle
were reinforcements which came
over from Company A: two pla-
toons of riflemen, plus machine
gunners, and mortarmen. Together
with the combination of Army
artillery fire and Marine 8lmm
mortar fire (which finally came
within 50 yards of Company B),
this broke the back of the NKPA

attack, and secured the Marine
positions.

Now, from their vantage point,
the Marines could see the NKPA
withdrawing from Obong-ni. It
was an obvious signal that the
enemy was thoroughly defeated,
and the door was open for a quick
and easy push all the way through
to the Naktong River.

But the withdrawal deadline dic-
tated by MacArthur had nearly
arrived. All units were held up in
position. The brigade counted up
its casualties for that final day of
battle, 5 September: 35 killed, 91
wounded, and, proudly, none
missing in action.

At 1600 the battalion comman-
ders all met with Murray to get the
official word. Craig's directive was
concise: “Commencing at 2400 5
September Brig moves by rail and
motor to staging area Pusan for
further operations against the
enemy.”

Relief and withdrawal at night
from enemy contact is not as easy
in practice as it is on paper. Hours
after they were due, two Army
lieutenants finally showed up to
relieve the two companies of the
1st Battalion. Each had only a
handful of men and very few
weapons. As Muetzel recalled:

An Army first lieutenant
appeared with about 30 men
who'd been scraped together
from a headquarters unit . . . .
I took the lieutenant to the
very crest of the hill and had
him dig in in a circle. He
asked me to leave him our
ammo for a 57mm recoilless
rifle he had. Marines didn’t
have 57s, so he had a weapon
and no ammo. He asked his
sergeant to bring up their one
machine gun. The sergeant
told him it had been left back
at the CP. I left behind about
four cases of hand grenades.
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So the battle-worn Marines
slogged wearily through the mud
and driving rain for three and a
half miles to the rear. West of
Yongsan, they finally boarded
trucks, and by dawn 6 September
they were on their way to Pusan,
bone-tired but glad finally to leave
those cruel hills of the Perimeter
behind them.

Operational Results

As the truck riders’ thoughts
turned to their fellow Marines, they
mourned the loss of good men and
close friends. Those hills had cost
the brigade 148 killed in action, 15
died of wounds, 9 missing in
action (7 of these were later found
to have been killed in action), and
730 wounded in action, for a casu-
alty total of 902. Included in this
total was a special category of men
who had moved side by side with
the Marines in combat, earning
their undying admiration: the Navy
corpsmen who had 22 casualties.

Looking back at what they had
achieved in one short month, how-
ever, the men of the brigade could
legitimately feel a sense of pride.
They had traveled some 380 miles
and mounted three difficult opera-
tions, each time facing and over-
whelming heretofore successful
enemy forces who had numerical
superiority.

The initial brigade drive to
Sachon had represented the first
crisis in which a unit of the Eighth
Army had been able to stop cold
and then push back an enemy
offensive: 26 miles in four days.
Enemy casualties: 1,900.

The second crisis was a call for
the “Fire Brigade” to stem the
NKPA’s dangerous breakthrough in
the Naktong Bulge. There it literal-
ly destroyed the enemy’s 4th
Division, with the Marine air and
artillery arms contributing greatly
to the slaughter. In addition, large



quantities of captured U.S. Army
weapons were seized and
returned. MacArthur spoke of the
enemy division as “decisively
defeated . . . suffering very heavy
losses in both personnel and
equipment.”

In the third crisis, the Second
Battle of the Naktong, the brigade
had again been rushed in to meet
the swift advance of the NKPA 9th
and (a reconstituted) 4th Divisions.
When its counterattack smashed
the enemy units in a mere three
days, in conjunction with impor-
tant U.S. Army attacks, the official
Army history quoted prisoners as
saying that this was “one of the
bloodiest and most terrifying deba-
cles of the war for a North Korean
division.” As a result, “the 9th and
4th enemy divisions were not able
to resume the offensive.”

Over the period of that single
month, the enemy had paid a dev-
astating price, an estimated 9,900
total casualties, and massive losses
of equipment at the hands of the
Marines.

The achievements of the brigade
went far beyond dramatic tactical
victories in the Pusan Perimeter. It
had demonstrated in its mobiliza-
tion a remarkable ability to pull
together and ship out a large
Marine combat unit in a pressure-
Jaden, short time frame (six days).

It had also demonstrated a vari-
ety of other lessons in Korea: the
crucial efforts of previous combat
training on noncommissioned offi-
cers and officers; the value of the
intangible, psychological factor of
Marine esprit de corps, and the daz-
zling effectiveness of a tightly inte-
grated aviation component. Called
“the best close air support in the
history of the Marine Corps,” the
operational statistics of MAG-33
showed a total of 1,511 sorties
flown by the three squadrons, with
995 missions being close air sup-
port not only for the brigade, but

also for US. Army and South
Korean units. In addition, the OY
light planes and the Sikorsky HO3S
helicopters of VMO-6 had tallied
318 and 580 flights respectively in
just the month of August.
Moreover, the helicopters’ success-
ful first combat role had proven
the certainty of their large scale use
in the years to come.

An evaluation of all these factors
led the official Marine history to
summarize the overall, operational
results of the brigade: “A careful
examination of any of these opera-
tions in which Marines engaged
discloses that a single failure
would have a profound effect
upon the entire UN effort.”

The individual unit commanders
who had led the brigade in its bat-
tles had a more forceful convic-
tion. They felt that they had “saved
the beachhead.”

From Pusan to Inchon

The final chapter in the story of
the 1st Provisional Marine Brigade
is one that is less dramatic than its
battles, but one which illustrates its
organizational flexibility and skill.
Again, as at Camp Pendleton pre-
viously, it had too much to do in
too little time. Arriving in Pusan on
7 September with over-tired men,
worn-out equipment, and under-
strength from casualties, the
brigade had to cope with a thou-
sand details to get ready to move
out in a very few days for its next
demanding combat assignment.

Sleeping in the open on the
docks, the men ate on board the
transports upon which they soon
would sail. (Although Craig and his
officers later recalled the troops
sleeping in the adjoining ware-
houses.) Bohn remembered the
human side of this return to “civi-
lization.” The ship that had
brought him and his men to Pusan
was once again there at dockside.
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The Navy officers came ashore and
invited Bohn and all his officers
and men to come on board, and
then welcomed them with “steaks,
hot food” and “all the PX stuff” the
Marines had not seen in a long
time and badly needed now.

Bohn went on to describe
another way that their deficiencies
were remedied:

I'm probably not being suf-
ficiently critical of the Marine
Corps supply system because,
if it hadn’t been for the Army,
we’'d have been in trouble.
We stole everything, includ-
ing jeeps . . . . We saw some
rail cars on the siding. My
Marines just went in there and
looked. Whatever the hell
they wanted, they took. The
Army didn’t seem to mind
that. Stole beer, too. And it
worked.

It worked to such a degree that
all the jeep trailers in another bat-
talion were emptied, then stacked
full with beer on ice—perfect for
the hot, humid, summer weather.
First, a big party for its own men,
then for the sailors on the ship
upon which they would embark,
the Henrico. Then, however,
things sort of got out of hand.
Muetzel saw a jeep driven by two
Marines race by, closely pursued
by two MPs. The jeep went off the
end of the dock into the water.

Then two other Marines, who
had climbed over the fence around
the dock area, returned in impres-
sive style. They were driving a
huge Brockway bridge transporter
which they had “acquired.” They
quickly abandoned it at the MP
checkpoint—Ileaving it nicely plug-
ging the entrance to the dock until
a qualified driver was later found.
Muetzel went on to say:

While we were waiting to
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linkup with the Ist Marine Division for the upcoming
assault on Inchon.

After an all-wight ride from the front lines, over-tired Marine
mortar crews assemble at the Pusan docks and prepare to
board a U.S. Navy transport. In a matter of days they would

board the Henrico, we were
required to turn in all the cap-
tured vehicles we were dri-

ving . . . . This left us unac-
ceptably short of motor trans-
portation. Consequently,

vehicles were purloined from
the Army. The worst offense I
saw was the theft of the MP
company commander’s jeep.
After a fast coat of green paint
and phony numbers were
slapped on, it was presented
to Lieutenant Colonel George

Newton, our battalion CO.

These shenanigans were, of
course, only a counterpoint to the
serious business at hand. To fill the
gaps in the rifle unit, a large batch
of replacements was on hand.
These 1,135 officers and men
would provide the manpower to
give each battalion the third com-
pany which had been so sorely
missed in the past battles. Now, for
the first time in Korea, the 5th
Marines reached full strength: 3,611
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men. Although the fresh replace-
ments’ shiny new utility uniforms
contrasted sharply with the bedrag-
gled veterans, they soon fit in.
Craig later commented that the
new men “were integrated into the
battalions without difficulty.” Some
of them were regular Marines and
some were trained reservists, and
Craig went on to say:

Their [future] performance
of duty was comparable in
many ways, outside of, per-



haps, their weapons training
and their tactical training in
the field . . . . It speaks very
well for the type of training
and the adaptability of the
Marines, both as individuals
and as units, that such com-
panies could be formed in the
United States, join an active
battalion just before landing,
take part in that landing, and
operate efficiently throughout
the following campaigns.

In addition, a complete fourth
regiment was attached to the
brigade at this time. This was the
1st Korean Marine Regiment, 3,000
strong. The manpower was wel-
come, but there was just one prob-
lem. Craig explained: “These
Korean Marines had never been
issued arms, although they had
been trained in their nomenclature
and upkeep. They were, however,
well drilled and had good disci-
pline and spirit . . . arms were
immediately issued.”

For the brigade’s well-used sup-
porting arms, there was an inten-
sive drive to clean up and service
all the heavy equipment—tanks,
trucks, and artillery pieces. For the
infantry battalions, one critical
need was new weapons. Many
rifles, BARs, and particularly
machine guns had been fired so
much that the barrels were burned
out, so replacements had to be
issued.

Clothing was a disaster. Dung-

arees were rotted all the way
through from rain and sweat, with
the camouflage design faded out.
Boots were “falling apart.”

This kind of urgent need led
Muetzel to strong measures. He
badly wanted a new pair of boots,
for the ones he wore had two bul-
let holes in the uppers and soles
completely worn through. With
none available from Marine sup-
plies, he headed for the Eighth

Army quartermaster. There he
found a group of “scruffy” Marines
being sharply told off for begging
by an immaculate (rear echelon)
Army major. The Marine group
gave up and left, but Muetzel,
looking like a “refugee” he admit-
ted, persisted.

When the neatly-dressed major
turned to go back to his office,
Muetzel pushed into the building
wearing his steel helmet, a dunga-
ree jacket and pants with gaping
holes, and tattered boots, and car-
rying a submachine gun and a .45
pistol on his hip. Now standing
face to face, the major saw the lieu-
tenant’s bars on Muetzel’s collar,
glanced at his disreputable uni-
form, and started to say that he
could not issue any boots. That did
it! Muetzel burst out:

I told him, simply, that I
was just off the line, 1T was
going right back onto the line,
I was an infantry platoon
leader, 1 didn’t have a hell of
a lot to lose, and 1T wanted a
pair of boots right then and
there! When he looked at my
boots and noticed the bullet
holes, he went right back into
his stock and brought out a
new pair of Army parachute
jump boots . . . . I was ready
to fight for those boots and
that major knew it.

All during this time, the senior
officers were involved in a differ-
ent type of activity. They were
closeted, preparing the after action
reports, organizing the issue of
supplies for re-equipment, thrash-
ing out an embarkation plan, and
familiarizing themselves with every
planned detail that pertained to
their unit’s role in the forthcoming
landing. Craig pushed them hard
and soon—all too soon—the few
days allotted had rushed by, and it
was time to ship out. Starting the
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afternoon of 11 September, the
troops began filing on board ship.
The next day, the convoy sailed.
Then, at 0001, 13 September, the
brigade was deactivated and
became part of the 1st Marine
Division, bound for the historic
amphibious assault at Inchon.

The brigade was now gone, but
not forgotten. There was formal
recognition of its achievements by
two governments. The first was a
Korean Presidential Unit Citation
which recorded “outstanding and
heroic performance of duty on the
field of battle.” Referring to the
Naktong victories, the citation said:
“The brigade attacked with such
determination and skill as to earn
the admiration of all . . . . The gal-
lant Marine forces were instrumen-
tal in preventing the enemy from
capturing their objective and cut-
ting the north-south lines of com-
munication. . . .”

The second award was a U.S.
Presidential Unit Citation. This was
a lengthy paean of praise for both
the ground forces and the aviation
units. It commended “extraordinary
heroism in action . . . relentless
determination . . . sheer resolution
and esprit de corps . . . the brilliant
record achieved. . . .” The award
covered not only the brigade’s
ground units, but also MAG-33 and
its squadrons.

They were fitting tributes to a
special group of men who had
truly earned a remarkable series of
triumphs.

It would be a long war for the
Marines in Korea, and there would
be other much more famous battles
to come, but the die was cast in
those crucial first weeks of combat
in August and September 1950. The
Marine Corps had again decisively
demonstrated that it was truly a
“force in readiness,” and that its
rugged training and traditional
esprit de corps could lead it to vic-
tory in “every clime and place.”
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Canzona, USMC, The Pusan Perimeter,
vol. 1 of U.S. Marine Operations in
Korea (Washington: Historical Branch,
G-3 Division, HQMC, 1954). For the
Army, Roy E. Appleman, South to the
Naktong, North to the Yalu (June-
November 1950), United States Army in
The Korean War (Washington: Office of
the Chief of Military History, Department
of the Army, 1961).

Also published officially is: LiCol
Gary W. Parker, USMC, and Maj Frank M.
Batha, Jr., USMC, A History of Marine
Observation Squadron Six (Washington:
History and Museums Division, HQMC,
1982).

Three articles that are very helpful
and share a common publisher are:
Ernest H. Giusti, “Marine Air Over the
Pusan Perimeter,” Marine Corps Gazette,
May 1952; Lynn Montross, “The Pusan
Perimeter: Fight for a Foothold,” Marine
Corps Gazette, June 1951; Col Nicholas
A. Canzona, USMCR, “Marines Land at
Pusan, Korea-August 1950, Marine
Corps Gazette, August 1985; and Maij
Francis 1. Fenton, Jr., USMC, “Changallon
Valley,” Marine Corps Gazette,
November 1951.

There is a wide range of commercial-

ly published books. Among those that
contained useful material are: John
Toland, In Mortal Combat-Korea, 1950-
1953 (New York: William Morrow and
Company, 1991); Lynn Montross,
Cavalry of the Sky-The Story of U.S.
Marine Helicopters (New York: Harper
and Brothers, 1954); Edwin P. Hoyt, The
Pusan Perimeter-Korea 1950 (New
York: Stein and Day, 1984); David
Douglas Duncan, 7his Is War! A Photo-
Narrative in Three Parts (New York:
Harper and Brothers, 1950-51); Clay
Blair, The Forgotten War (New York:
Times Books, 1987); Max Hastings, The
Korean War (New York: Simon and
Schuster, 1987); T. R. Fehrenbach, This
Kind of War (New York: Macmillan,
1963); Joseph C. Goulden, Korea: The
Untold Story of the War (New York:
Times Books, 1982); Robert D. Heinl, Jr.,
Soldiers of the Sea: The United States
Marine Corps, 1775-1962 (Annapolis:
United States Naval Institute, 1962); and
Robert Leckie, Conflict (New York:
Putman, 1962).

A recent publication is by BGen Uzal
W. Ent, USA (Ret), Fighting On The
Brink: Defense of the Pusan Perimeler
(Paducah, Ky: Turner Publishing
Company, 1998’).

Particular acknowledgment is made
of the valuable quotations in Donald
Knox, The Korean War-Pusan to Chosin-
An Oral History (New York: Harcourt
Brace Jovanovich, 1985) and Andrew
Geer, The New Breed-The Story of the

U.S. Marines in Korea (Nashville: The
Battery Press, 1989).

In a different category is a book
which the author affirms is based on
actual Chinese sources: Russell Spurr,
Enter the Dragon-China’s Undeclared
War Against the U.S. in Korea, 1950-51
(New York: Henry Holt, 1988).

Personal interviews were helpful in
meetings with: MajGen Robert D. Bohn,
USMC (Ret); MajGen Charles D. Mize,
USMC (Ret); and Col Robert D. Taplett,
USMC (Ret).

Information also was contributed by
MajGen Raymond L. Murray, USMC (Ret),
and Col Francis 1. Fenton, Jr., USMC
(Ret), who kindly furnished postwar
copies of The Guidon, a newsletter of B
Company, with personal memoirs of
combat.

The oral history transcripts at the
Marine Corps Historical Center focus
mainly on later events in Korea, but do
have some observations by Craig,
Murray, Bohn, Stewart, Sivert, Lucy, and
LtCol Charles H. Brush, Jr., USMC, relat-
ing to the early days. In the Personal
Papers Collection [now located at the
Marine Corps University] there is a long
memoir by PFC Herbert R. Luster who
was a BAR-man in Company A (#1918-
1A44). The files of the Reference Section
contain much information pertinent to
individual biographies and unit histories,
Acknowledgement also is made to Col
David Douglas Duncan, USMCR (Ret),
for the use of his dramatic images.
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