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Medal of Honor recipient visits grandson at Camp Humphreys

By Steve Davis
Area III Public Affairs Office


CAMP HUMPHREYS, South Korea – Medal of Honor recipient Ronald E. Rosser was in his element July 29 at Camp Humphreys: in the 3rd Squadron, 6th Cavalry hangar telling war stories and chatting with soldiers.


He was in the area visiting grandson Staff Sgt. Robert E. Pietras II, an AH-64D Apache Longbow armament/electrical/avionics systems technician. Pietras, married to Rosser’s granddaughter Amy, had been released from his unit to accompany Rosser, 73, one of 20 living Korean War-era Medal of Honor recipients. Along with about 1,200 Korean War veterans from 20 countries, they took part in ceremonies at the Demilitarized Zone and in Seoul commemorating the 50th anniversary of the armistice that halted the Korean War. One of the last places Rosser visited before flying home to Roseville, Ohio, was his grandson’s unit.


Rosser, who retired from the Army as a master sergeant in 1968 after more than 21 years of service, had lunch with 3rd Squadron, 6th Cavalry soldiers and got a VIP tour of the hangar, including an opportunity to sit in the pilot’s seat of an Apache Longbow helicopter.


In his pocket was a copy of the Congressional Medal of Honor citation given to him on June 27, 1952. Signed by President Harry S. Truman, it reads like a script from a John Wayne movie. For then-corporal Ronald E. Rosser, a forward observer assigned to Love Company, 38th Infantry Regiment, 2nd Infantry Division on a hill near Ponggilli, Korea, on Jan. 12 that year, it was real life as he charged heavily fortified enemy positions three times, killing at least 13 enemy soldiers in a courageous effort to save the lives of fellow Americans. (The Medal of Honor citation is below.)


During his visit, Rosser discussed many topics, including his Medal of Honor experiences and what it means to be a soldier.


On himself: “My father was a coal miner and I’m the oldest son of 17 children.” “I was an absolute terror for the teachers of the 10th-grade and they were tickled to death to see me go [in the Army].” “I had my 22nd birthday during a bayonet charge on Heartbreak Ridge. I didn’t think I was going to get any older.”


Being a Soldier: “All my life, I wanted to be a soldier. I didn’t care if I was a corporal or a general. All I wanted to be was a soldier.”

About earning the Medal of Honor: “I’m one of those people who will keep a promise no matter the cost, even if it costs me. I promised I would keep those men alive and that’s what I was doing. That was my job: to keep those men alive. The Chinese hit us all the time and I had to make sure they didn’t reach the front line and tear everybody up. While I was a forward observer on the front line, never once did they break the line; they tried to cut the barbed wire, but they never broke it.”


On killing: “We killed a lot of people. Killing is nothing. A lot of people get killed in wartime. When I was a young man, I was proud of what I’d done. I had faced the enemy and whipped his butt. After I got older, I was more interested in the men I’d saved.”


Hand-to-hand combat: “It wasn’t my idea to get into hand-to-hand combat. Those varmints got too close to me. If I could have got a football field away, I’d have been tickled to death.” “I liked it up close. A lot of people don’t understand close-in combat. The Chinese are up on the mountain and you are going up and they are eating you up all the way . . . mortar, artillery, machine gun fire, burp gun fire, hand grenades falling all over ya.  They are eating you alive until you jump in the trench with them. Then it’s man-to-man. You’ve got the best shot in the world when you get into hand-to-hand combat.”


About fear: “When a man is afraid, fear takes over. Fear is like a wild animal; it will eat you alive. It is contagious and it will engulf everybody else.  I used to talk real easy to these people [soldiers], guys who were shot up bad and crying, ‘Don’t leave me, don’t leave me.’ I’d talk real gentle to them and tell them ‘I won’t leave you.’[Rosser, choking up a little, hesitates] I’d just talk real soft to them.” 


Controlling fear in combat: “I laugh a lot. When you see me getting scared, I start laughing. When you see me laughing, I’m going to kill somebody. You better bet on that because I’m getting scared. Any everybody thought I was fearless, you know, but actually I wasn’t.”


On being a Medal of Honor recipient: “Everybody pays a lot of attention to you and they use a lot of words like “gallantry” and “heroism” and a lot of stuff; well, it’s not so. There’s no such thing as soldier thinking about momma and apple pie and their girlfriend back home. Sometimes I don’t know what they are talking about. I have known over 400 men who have the Medal of Honor and I’ve never heard even one say he’s brave. They were scared to death like I was. But I had to do what I did. I just had to.”


On other Medal of Honor recipients: I’ve known the history of Medal of Honor recipients since the guys who climbed the walls of Peiping (now Beijing, China) in the Boxer Rebellion and in the Spanish-American War, and I have known many of them. About 85-90 members of our Congressional Medal of Honor Society will meet in September. The oldest is 94. He earned his medal at Pearl Harbor. I know every one of them, I know about their personal habits, their children, whatever. It’s hard not to know them. We talk about family, not war stories. We’ve had our fill of that.”


Was earning the Medal of Honor worth it?: “Yep. Yep. Yep. The President of Korea Park Chung-hee once personally told about a dozen of us Medal of Honor recipients that millions of Koreans are free because of what we did.”


“I had my tombstone made this winter. It’s a dark black marble tombstone with ‘ROSSER’ at the top, then the medal. Under that in one-inch letters are the words ‘Medal of Honor.’ I needed something to explain all of that, so I put down ‘That others might live.’”

Sidebar: Medal of Honor Citation for Corporal Ronald Rosser (verbatim)
“Cpl. Rosser, distinguished himself by conspicuous gallantry above and beyond the call of duty. While assaulting heavily fortified enemy hill positions, Company L, 38th Infantry Regiment, was stopped by fierce automatic-weapons, small-arms, artillery, and mortar fire. Cpl. Rosser, a forward observer was with the lead platoon of Company L, when it came under fire from 2 directions. Cpl. Rosser turned his radio over to his assistant and, disregarding the enemy fire, charged the enemy positions armed with only carbine and a grenade. At the first bunker, he silenced its occupants with a burst from his weapon. Gaining the top of the hill, he killed 2 enemy soldiers, and then went down the trench, killing 5 more as he advanced. He then hurled his grenade into a bunker and shot 2 other soldiers as they emerged. Having exhausted his ammunition, he returned through the enemy fire to obtain more ammunition and grenades and charged the hill once more. Calling on others to follow him, he assaulted 2 more enemy bunkers. Although those who attempted to join him became casualties, Cpl. Rosser once again exhausted his ammunition obtained a new supply, and returning to the hilltop a third time hurled grenades into the enemy positions. During this heroic action Cpl. Rosser single-handedly killed at least 13 of the enemy. After exhausting his ammunition he accompanied the withdrawing platoon, and though himself wounded, made several trips across open terrain still under enemy fire to help remove other men injured more seriously than himself. This outstanding soldier's courageous and selfless devotion to duty is worthy of emulation by all men. He has contributed magnificently to the high traditions of the military service.
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