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The Ghosts of War: Fifty years later, two prominent journalists return to Korea

By Sgt. Russell C. Bassett


“If you have been in combat, there is almost a fraternity handshake, a secret message between guys that have actually fought and known combat; there is nothing like it in the world,” said James Brady, Parade magazine columnist and bestselling author.


Brady, who saw combat 50 years ago in the Korean War, returned last week to remember the ghosts of his life as a Marine officer fighting on the DMZ in 1951 and 1952. 


In the last chapter of Brady’s bestselling memoir, “The Coldest War,” the columnist tells his audience that he will never go back to Korea. He tells his readers that he no longer wants to feel the cold, experience the Siberian wind, or disturb the ghosts of his past as a rifle platoon leader in the “Forgotten War.”


“I wanted to do a story of 50 years of the Armistice Agreement,” he said. “I wanted to write about that and the Korean War, but I had no intention of coming back over here.”


Parade Magazine, which has a circulation of 37 million copies every week and can be seen in 350 Sunday-edition newspapers throughout the United States, was able to change Brady’s mind.


“Parade magazine said, ‘why don’t you go over there?’ and I said, I would but only if I could go back to the two places were I fought: at Hill 229 and back to Hill 749 in the Eastern mountains where I learned to fight,” Brady explained. “If I could get back to those two places and write about them, I would take the assignment, and they said, ‘that is exactly what we want you to do.’”


The two places that Brady wanted to visit are in the DMZ and, according to Brady, as first he was unsure whether or not he would be able to revisit the battlefields of his youth. But USFK did not let Brady down.


“We had an hour with GEN LaPorte (commander, UNC, CFC, USFK) and his deputy … and he promised that, ‘yes, we will get to you to Hill 749 if I have to send you in my own chopper.’”


During his week in Korea, Brady stayed at Camp Bonifas and toured Panmunjom and the Joint Security Area and spent a night with the scout platoon at Observation Post Oullette. He also visited with the Reconnaissance Battalion of the ROK 12th Infantry Division on the east side of Korea. 


Brady said a large focus of his story for Parade, which will run in the May 25 issue, will focus on his time with 1st Lt. James Gleason, scout platoon leader of the UNC Security Battalion-JSA. Brady and Gleason compared stories of what it was (and is) like living and working on the DMZ.


Brady won a Bronze Star with valor for his efforts in a firefight near Hill 229 on Memorial Day of 1952. According to Brady, he and a reinforced rifle platoon were sent out to see if there was any enemy activity on the hill. “We found out very quickly that the Chinese were indeed there, and a very brisk firefight ensued,” he said.


Brady said he lead the right flank as the Marines attacked the hill two times and were each time repulsed back. 


“Strangely enough, only the point man was killed, but there were 32 wounded,” he said. “There were 48 of us that went up that hill and 33 were hit.”


Parade magazine sent Pulitzer Prize-winning photographer Eddie Adams along with Brady for the story.


Adams won the 1969 Pulitzer for his famous Vietnam War photo “Saigon Execution.” He was also runner up for the award in 1967 for his photography of the “boat people” escaping the destruction of the Vietnam War.


Adams, who was a Marine combat photographer during the Korean War, has photographed 13 wars, including the first Gulf War, the Iranian-Iraqi War and the Jordanian Civil War. He has worked for Time, Life, London Times, Associated Press, National Geographic and now Parade magazine. 


“I was first in Korea in the beginning of 1953,” said Adams, “What we would do as combat photographers is that we would go up on the line for a month or so and then go back to headquarters to develop our pictures.”


At the end of the Korean War, Adams photographed the exchange of prisoners of war, Operation Big Switch, and the original Armistice talks. 


Brady and Adams explained what it was like to return to Korea and DMZ.


“Two things stand out in my mind as being favorite parts of the trip,” said Brady. “Revisiting my youth up on Hill 749 was emotionally very moving and very satisfying, and I think the overnight stay at OP O with 1st Lt. Jim Gleason and his scout platoon was professionally and personally a delight.


“I thought to myself, when I was 23, I was doing things like this myself, and it was great to see young Americans doing it competently” he continued. 


Adams has been back to Korea several times since the War, but this was his first trip back to the DMZ.


“This trip has been very interesting,” he said. “It is all built up. It used to be just tents; everything was temporary so its brand new to me, but I photographed the first (Armistice) talks so it all came back. I was probably standing on the same spot I first took those photographs.”


For Gleason, who represented Brady’s younger self, the journalist’s visit with the scout platoon was a memorable experience.


“I talked to (Brady) as a soldier to a soldier,” he said. “When we went out on patrol, he asked if there were any times when the hairs stand up on your neck. He talked about LPOPs and lying in the snow and I could relate to him very easily. It reminded me that he was soldier and remembers what it was like.”


Even though Gleason has yet to see combat, his scout platoon is truly “In Front of Them of All,” and the young lieutenant seemed to appreciate that Brady has been there.


“Normally with reporters I don’t get involved, they come up and take their pictures and leave,” said Gleason. “But this man has served his country and I owe him a great deal. I would never turn away a veteran. I would never turn away someone who has seen combat.”


Brady, who is considering writing a book about his return to Korea, was glad that he changed his mind about revisiting the ghosts of his days in combat.


“I can’t become 23 again, but it was a pleasant feeling knowing I was here as a young man and that I served well,” he said. “After all these years, through the prisms of time, experience and age, I was seeing what I was 50 years ago. It was moving and exciting to be there. I saw Gleason saddling up and locking and loading to go out on patrol, and I remembered that, once you step out past the barbed wire, you really are out there.”


Veterans of the Korean War will never think of it as the “Forgotten War.” The return of that war’s two famous veterans gave evidence to that. Clearly, the ghosts still haunt the old and modern battle lines drawn into the mountains of the DMZ. 

