W. D. Ehrhart

Soldier-Poets of the Korean War

n June 24, 1950, North Korean troops crossed the
38th parallel, the demarcation line between Kim II
Sung’s communist North Korea and the noncommunist
south (Republic of Korea, or ROK) established by the Al-
lied victors at the end of World War II. It was a full-scale
assault, the object of which was the reunification of the

Korean peninsula by force of arms." Whether the attack
was provoked or not is a matter of debate; certainly US-
backed autocrat Syngman Rhee had made no secret of his
desire to conquer the north by military force. In any case,
the attack caught both South Koreans and Americans
completely off-guard and disastrously unprepared. The
North Korean army reached and took Seoul, Rhee's
capital, in just a few days, and by September, subjected to
defeat after defeat, US/ROK forces held on by their fin-
gernails to a tiny perimeter around the southernmost
port city of Pusan.

But the North Koreans had exhausted themselves
and could not penetrate what came to be known as the
Pusan Perimeter, and soon the sheer weight and volume
of American industrial might, combined with the rapid
mobilization of draftees and reservists (many of the re-
servists veterans of World War II) allowed US/ROK
forces to drive the North Koreans out of South Korea.
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But they did not stop at that. By November, US/ROK
tforces held most of North Korea as well, and were ap-
proaching the Yalu River, the boundary between North
Korea and newly communist China, in spite of Chinese
warnings to keep away.

The warnings were not heeded, however, and as
the harsh Korean winter was just beginning to settle in,
tens and scores of thousands of Chinese “volunteers”
smashed into the approaching US/ROK forces, sending
them for a second time in six months into headlong re-
treat that did not stop until Seoul had been lost again.
But by then communist supply lines were once more
stretched thin and US/ROK forces, with shorter supply
lines and vast amounts of material, were able to push the
communist armies out of Seoul and back to the 38th par-
allel where the fighting had begun almost a year earlier.
Along this line, for another two years and more while
truce negotiations dragged on and on and on, a war of
attrition was waged, rivaling in ferocity and futility if not
in size the trench warfare along the Western Front during
the Great War.

By the time the truce was finally signed in the
summer of 1953, somewhere over a million Americans
had fought in Korea, with peak strength reaching 440,000
in the spring of 1953. Fifty-four thousand Americans
died there, and twice that many were wounded.” By way
of comparison, the Korean War lasted twice as long as
American engagement in World War I and only seven
months less than American engagement in World War IL
Almost as many soldiers died in Korea as would die later
in Viet Nam, though the Korean War lasted only one-
third as long. To call what happened in Korea a “police
action” or a “conflict” was and is to play semantic games
at the expense of reality. It was a war.
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II

ne fact of war is that wars produce literature. From

The Iliad to Walt Whitman'’s Civil War poems to The
Things They Carried, war and literature are each a subset
of the other. And as soldiers have increasingly become
more literate, the 20th century has seen a marked in-
crease in the body of literature written by soldiers and
veterans themselves. No longer does war await a Homer
or a Tennyson or a Kipling to be translated into litera-
ture, but rather the Siegfried Sassoons and James Joneses
and Robert Butlers speak for themselves, making use of
creative imagination to be sure, but fueling it with the
raw stuff of experience.

Since my own encounter with war as a young Ma-
rine in Viet Nam thirty years ago, I have invested a good
deal of time and energy writing my own war poems and
editing and publishing the poetry of other Viet Nam War
veterans. My knowledge of war poetry in general, how-
ever, has expanded only slowly over the years, much like
the ripples on a pond when a stone is thrown into it.
Early on in my life as poet and veteran, I discovered the
vast body of poetry to have come out of the British
trenches of the Western Front, but as recently as a decade
ago, I wrote in an essay called “Soldier-Poets of the Viet-
nam War” that little poetry had come from American
veterans of World War II and almost none at all from Ko-

rean War veterans.’

With respect to World War II, the assertion is, alas,
both ill-informed and embarrassing. Though there is no
American poet whose reputation is significantly bound
up in his experiences in that war—as are a Sassoon, a
Wilfred Owen, or an Isaac Rosenberg from World War |,
or to a lesser extent a John Balaban, a Yusef Komunya-
kaa, or a Dale Ritterbusch from the Viet Nam War—a
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significant number of accomplished poets of the World
War II generation served in the war and wrote good po-
etry based on their experiences. A short list of the most
prominent includes John Ciardi, James Dickey, Alan
Dugan, Richard Eberhart, Anthony Hecht, Richard Hugo,
Randall Jarrell, Thomas McGrath, William Meredith,
Howard Nemerov, Louis Simpson, and W. D. Snod-

grass.”
111

bout the Korean War, however, I had not hitherto

come upon any particular reason to revise my ob-
servation that it did not produce any significant body of
poetry. There are, it turns out, a number of novels and
memoirs to come out of the Korean War, some of them
quite good, though none has earned the readership or
durability of books like Norman Mailer’s The Naked and
the Dead or Philip Caputo’s A Rumor of War. Army Colo-
nel and US Military Academy English professor Rick
Kerin, in a 1994 unpublished doctoral dissertation called
“The Korean War and American Memory,” asserts that at
least 25 combatants later wrote novels about their experi-

ences.’” But he concludes that there “is apparently but
one collection of Korean War verse, Rolando Hinojosa's
1978 Korean Love Songs: From Klail City Death Trip.” For
the most part, he writes, “verse inspired by the Korean
War experience seems to be limited to the doggerel of
contemporaneous figures writing for service journals or

sincere but unpolished tributes written by veterans.”
Implicitly bolstering Kerin’s conclusion are Paul
Fussell’s 1991 The Norton. Book of Modern War, which in-
cludes no Korean War poets, and Carolyn Forche’s
Against Forgetting: Twentieth Century Poetry of Witness
(also from Norton, 1993), which includes only one Ko-
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rean War veteran, Etheridge Knight, and none of his four
poems deals with the war.

Over the years, I have often wondered why so
very little poetry came out of the Korean War. Surely
some small few of those 1 to 1.2 million soldiers must
have become poets of some minimal skill. Indeed, when
Jan Barry and 1 were editing Demilitarized Zones: Veterans
After Vietnam in the mid-Seventies, the poet and Korean
War veteran Reg Saner sent us a sharp, hard-edged poem
called “They Said,” which we included because it applied
as well to our war as to his. Was that really it?

I found that hard to believe, but never had much
opportunity to pursue the question until Dr. Jon Roper,
Department Chairman of the American Studies Depart-
ment, University of Wales, Swansea, U.K., offered me the
chance to investigate further. Roper’s colleague, Dr. Phil
Melling, immediately sent me a copy of Korean Love
Songs, about which I shall have more to say shortly, but
in the early going of my research, it looked as if Kerin's
assessment would remain the final word.

Letters and Internet queries to scholars of litera-
ture, American Studies, and history produced not a sin-
gle lead. Additional queries to veterans groups and re-
positories of military documents unearthed the kinds of
eminently forgettable soldiers’ doggerel and nursery
rhyme veterans’ drivel that Kerin graciously character-
izes as “tributes.” Title and subject searches of such vast
holdings as the Library of Congress and the New York
Public Library, as well as computer database searches,
turned up next to nothing.7

Even looking through Etheridge Knight's entire
body of poetry turned up only one poem that even men-
tioned Korea, “At a VA Hospital in the Middle of the
United States of America: An Act in a Play,” but the ref-
erence is generic and comes in the midst of stock refer-
ences to World War I, World War II, and Viet Nam.?
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Similarly, Korean War veteran William Meredith, who
won the 1944 Yale Younger Poets Series while on active
duty as a Navy carrier pilot during World War II for a
collection of poems heavily based on his wartime experi-
ences, wrote only two poems over the course of his long
career that make any reference at all to his later Korean
War service, “The Old Ones” and “A Korean Woman
Seated by a Wall,” and in each case by inference only.

1 did, however, eventually come upon a book
called The Hermit Kingdom: Poems of the Korean War that
offered the first suggestion that there might be somewhat
more than anyone had thus far been aware of. Edited by
Paul M. Edwards of the Center for the Study of the Ko-
rean War, and published in 1995 by Kendall/Hunt, it
was out of print and dropped by the publisher in less
than two years, and for the most part not surprisingly.
Edwards’ intentions are noble—to bring some attention
to a much neglected war and the much neglected people
who fought it—but with a few exceptions, the best poetry
in the book is written by people who have only tenuous
connections to the Korean War (a Viet Nam War veteran,
for instance; an Iowa Writers Workshop MFA graduate
with no military service; a former intelligence analyst
who won't say for whom he analyzed intelligence, but
will say that it was long after the Korean War era), and
the rest of the poetry, by veterans and non-veterans alike,
is amateur stuff that ranges from not very good to pain-
fully bad.

In his introduction, Edwards himself acknowl-
edges the anthology’s weaknesses, but as I said, there are
exceptions—James Magner, Jr., William Wantling and
Keith Wilson—and for these I am very grateful to Ed-
wards and his anthology. Finally, to the list of Hinojosa,
Saner, and these three, all serious poets who are Korean
War veterans, I added William Childress after I came
upon his poem “Korea Bound, 1952"” in America Forever
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New (Crowell, 1968, though it turns out to have first ap-
peared in Harper’s in 1965).

All in all, these six poets cannot be called a hidden
wellspring of poetic response to the Korean War, and at
this late date they are not likely to represent the tip of a
poetic iceberg that awaits discovery. Kerin's general ob-
servation about the amount and quality of Korean War
poetry remains more true than false. But the Korean War
poems of these poets are worth considering, and together
they constitute a small but important body of work that
has thus far been almost entirely neglected.

IV

How to consider them, how to organize and structure
such a discussion, is a bit problematic however. In
“Soldier-Poets of the Vietnam War,” I took a chronologi-
cal approach, discussing books and poets as they ap-
peared, year by year. But in this instance, only Hinojosa
and Wilson have book-length works dealing wholly or
largely with the Korean War. At the other extreme, Saner
and Magner have only a handful of Korean War poems
scattered over three decades of writing and publishing. I
have chosen, therefore, simply to deal with these poets in
alphabetical order.

William Childress grew up in a family of share-
croppers and migrant cotton pickers. He joined the army
in 1951 at age 18 and was sent to Korea the following
year, where he served as a demolitions expert and secret
courier. After the war, he became a paratrooper and re-
mained in the army until 1959. He subsequently earned
a BA from Fresno State and an MFA from the University
of Jowa. Over the years, Childress has worked as a col-
lege teacher, juvenile counselor, writer-editor for the Na-
tional Geographic Society, speechwriter for Phillips Pe-
troleum, and freelance writer and photojournalist. Re-
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cently retired, from 1983 until 1997 he wrote a column
called “Out of the Ozarks” for the St. Louis Post-Dispatch.

Childress’ two books of poetry appeared within a
year of each other—Burning the Years in 1971, Lobo in
1972—and his most active years as a poet came between
1960 and 1970. A 1986 reprint combining both books,
Burning the Years and Lobo: Poems 1962-1975, includes
fewer than half a dozen poems not in either of the earlier
two.

Childress takes his subject matter from a wide va-
riety of sources: the natural world and its inhabitants, the
agricultural west and southwest of his childhood, the
unnatural worlds of urban poverty and button-down
America, and the whimsy of his own imagination. But
war occupies a significant percentage of the total body of
his published work, and his Korean War poems are
wedged in between World War II (in the form of his long
eight-part poem “Hiroshima”) and the Viet Nam War (in
poems such as “The War Lesson” and “Washington
Peace March, 1969”).

Indeed, while those who fought the Korean War
were closer in age and temperament to the veterans of
World War II, the Viet Nam War seems to have been a
catalyst for most of these poets, releasing pent-up feel-
ings that had perhaps been held in check by the personal
and cultural stoicism bequeathed to them by their gen-
erational older brothers. While Childress, for example,
did write several of his best Korean War poems prior to
the vast American air and ground commitment in Viet
Nam (“The Soldiers” in 1961 and “Shellshock” in 1962),
his poems become more pointed, more cynical, and more
bitter as the Sixties—and the Viet Nam War—advance.
And while Childress can say, with what sounds very
much like pride, resentment, and envy all at once, “Ko-
rean veterans did not come home and start throwing
tantrums like many Viet vets did. We simply faded back
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into civilian life—no monuments, and not even a dough-

nut wagon to meet the [troop ship] I came home on,”® his
poems suggest that the price of simply fading back into
civilian life was very dear indeed.

It is difficult to consider Childress” poems in any
particular sequence because Childress himself seems am-
bivalent about how he wants to present them. In the
original Burning the Years, for instance, he places “For My
First Son” directly after “Death of a General,” but in the
original Lobo he reverses their order and puts four other
poems between them. Moreover, some poems, like these
two, appear in both books, while others appear in only
one or the other. He adopts yet another configuration in
the Essai Seay reissue 15 years later. I have taken the lib-
erty, therefore, of attempting to arrange and discuss them
in a sort of thematic progression.

I begin with “Soldier’s Leave,” a sweet and melan-
choly poem written in ballad stanzas in which a soldier
reflects upon the onset of autumn and the approach of
winter. Nothing in the poem overtly suggests war except
the title, but Childress interjects an ominous tone with
the image of “a surgeon’s knife on bone,” and the ambi-
guity of the final two lines is unresolvable: will the sol-
dier soon be gone only from the riverbank and this place
where he is now, or will he be dead? Neither the soldier
nor the reader knows.

In one of his finest poems, “Korea Bound, 1952,”
another 12-line poem but this time without stanza breaks
and with a different rhyme scheme, Childress empha-
sizes the unwillingness of those who are being sent to
fight. The soldiers on the troop ship are “braced” against
the railing as they listen to the “shrill complaining of the
waves.” Ostensibly free men in a democracy, they are
likened to Pharaoh’s slaves, and the ship itself to Phar-
aoh'’s burial tomb. And in the poem’s final irony, they
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sail past Alcatraz Island, then a federal prison, where the
prisoners’ “lack of freedom guarantees their lives.”

As often as not, Childress uses both rhyme and
meter, sometimes altering the pattern of the rhyme
scheme within a given poem, or rhyming in some places
but not in others, an admixture of free verse and fixed
form that is oddly pleasing and reminds me of
Gwendolyn Brooks. Occasionally he gets into trouble or
forces a rhyme, but for the most part he handles form
skillfully and is (excepting one poem by Wantling) the
only one of these poets to work in anything other than
free verse.

“Letter Home,” however, is free verse, and in it he
assumes the persona of a young American soldier, newly
arrived and still able to see beyond himself and his own
misery to the misery of “children with bellies swollen, /
and O, the flowers / of their faces, petals all torn.” Such
empathy will not survive what is to come, however. In
“The Soldiers,” Childress reminds us that “lives narrow
/ around living’s uncertain center” and “soldiers can’t be
soldiers and be / human.” A well-constructed poem of
six thymed sestets, each line with nine syllables, it offers
a cold, hard world where only the dead are resolute.

In “Shellshock,” Childress moves from generic
soldiers to a soldier with a name: MacFatridge. A poem
about the cost of war on those who survive, it immedi-
ately suggests those men in John Huston’s 1946 docu-
mentary Let There Be Light, which was filmed in the psy-
chiatric ward of a military hospital—though that film
was withheld from public release by the US government
until 1979, 17 years after Childress’ poem first appeared
in Poetry.

Childress” empathy for his fellow soldiers is
matched and more than matched by his contempt for the
generals who commanded them. Both “Combat Iambic”
and “Death of a General” are scathingly unrelenting,
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reminiscent of Siegfried Sassoon at his angry best. And
in “The Long March,” a soldier pulls from a puddle

the arm of someone’s child.

Not far away, the General
camps with his press corps.
Any victory will be his.

For us there is only

the long march to Viet Nam.

Here, suddenly, in the last line of a poem begin-
ning “North from Pusan,” Childress makes explicit what
must have been a steadily rising horror among many Ko-
rean War veterans as the Fifties became the Sixties and
the Sixties became the Viet Nam War. The “we” in the
third line of the poem,’ and the “us” above, are not just
the soldiers themselves, but the American people “dum-
bly follow[ing] / leaders whose careers / [hang] on vic-
tory.” :
“The War Lesson” deals entirely with Viet Nam,
but I include it here because Childress includes it in the
midst of his Korean War poems in both Burning the Years
and Lobo, because one doesn’t realize it’s not a Korean
War poem until the second of the poem’s two stanzas,
and because if you replace “Khe Sanh” with “Chosin”
and “Cong” with “Chink,” it would be a Korean War
poem, which I think is something more than mere coin-
cidence.

“For My First Son,” a bitter poem over which
hangs an air of resigned helplessness, appears in several
variants. In the poetry section, I have used the version
Childress includes in his 1972 and 1986 publications, but
I much prefer the earliest 1971 version which, in the pe-
nultimate stanza, after enumerating the “future of steel”
toward which his son’s “tiny fingers grope”—a flame-
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