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To my brave and beautiful wife, Grazyna Maria, who died a few weeks after I finished this book.

 

 

Like truthless dreams, so are my joys expir’d

And past return are all my dandled days;

My love misled, and fancy quite retir’d

Of all which pass’d the sorrow only stays.

 

My lost delights, now clean from sight of land,

Have left me all alone in unknown ways;

My mind to woe, my life in fortune’s hand

Of all which pass’d the sorrow only stays

 

As in a country strange, without companion,

I only wail the wrong of death’s delays,

Whose sweet spring spent, whose summer well-nigh done

Of all which pass’d only the sorrow stays.

 

Whom care forewarns, ere age and winter cold,

To haste me hence to find my fortune’s fold.

 

Sir Walter Raleigh

 


I would remind you that extremism in the defence of liberty is no vice!

 

Barry Goldwater

 

Speech accepting the presidential nomination 17 July 1964


Chapter One

When the wooden structure had been made at the small workshop in San Antonio, Texas, it had been intended for use as a garden shed. But its fate was to end up as the interrogation room for US Army Intelligence at Inchon in North Korea. Inchon was the collecting point for US prisoners of war who had been released as part of the deal between Washington and the Democratic People’s Republic of North Korea. Most of the ex-prisoners were processed quickly and sent on to Pusan and home. But a few ended up in the wooden shed for more detailed interrogation.

There was a simple wooden table and several canvas chairs of the kind that film directors are supposed to favour. And there were three men. A US Army Intelligence lieutenant named Rosen, in clean and pressed tropical uniform despite the snow outside. A haggard-looking man sat opposite him, his mind obviously far away, the remnants of his uniform tattered and foul-smelling. The third man was in a chair in the far corner, listening and watching. Watching for any kind of response from the ex-prisoner with the far-away look.

Lieut. Rosen spoke slowly and carefully, with what in army terms would be considered a friendly tone of voice.

He had asked all the standard questions without a reply to any of them. But he was trained to be patient when interrogating. Especially when the subject was one of your own men.

He went through the litany of name, rank, unit. What happened to your dog tags? Is there anyone you’d like to contact? In the army or at home? And where was home?

He would have been disappointed to know that his subject didn’t even hear what he was saying and was not aware of where he was.

Released prisoner RP7094 was still back in the dark in the cage. Listening to the screams in the other cells. Trying to make out whether the angry curses were in Chinese or Korean. All his fingers had been broken during the dozens of interrogations, his jaw had been fractured and there were burns on his skeletal rib-cage. He prayed sometimes that it would be the Chinese not the Koreans who interrogated him next. Talking softly but not persuasively of the privileges he would have from simple cooperation. And the same litany of questions. Name, unit, rank but no question about his dog tags. They already had them and he still had the long, curving wound on his neck from where they’d ripped off the string that had held the tags.

Finally he had been led away gently by the third man to a small cubicle with a camp bed and an array of sandwiches and fruit drinks. When his escort came back to the interrogation room he sat himself down at the table, facing the lieutenant, waiting for the same old questions.

‘Anything new from the other ex-prisoners?’

‘No sir. They all say much the same. Our fellow was routinely beaten up and was finally in solitary. During the time he was in solitary he was handed over by the Koreans to the Chinese. Another thing was that they think our guy was not infantry but maybe signals.’

‘Has he talked to any of the others since they were released?’

‘No.’ He shrugged. ‘If a guy’s been handled by the Chinese they keep away from him. Classed him as a possible informer. But they said that the sessions he had with the Chinese lasted four or five hours at a time. He definitely got the full treatment.’ He paused. ‘I don’t think we’ll get any more from him. Four sessions and not a word from him. And he wasn’t with us at all. He’s a very sick guy.’

The three of them sat around the table in the US Army HQ in Seoul. Grimmett was in charge and was moving them briskly through the items that needed an immediate decision. He reached for the next folio from the small pile of papers to his right on the table.

‘RP7094.’ He looked around the others. ‘You both read it.’

When they both nodded Grimmett leaned back in his chair. ‘What do we do, Frank?’

‘As you see from the doctor’s report the guy will be physically OK in six months or so provided he gets food and rest. But right now he’s just a zombie. No responses to anything. Bearing in mind what we already know about what the Chinese got up to with prisoners, it’s my opinion that this guy has been hypnotised or brainwashed with drugs.’

‘So what’re you gonna do with him?’

‘I’ll hand him over to our medics who know about hypnosis and see how they go.’

‘And meantime, who is the poor bastard?’

‘He’s just RP7094.’

‘For Chrissake, Frank. He’s a soldier. What else can we do for him?’

For a few moments Frank was silent. ‘I’d better lay it on the line for you.’ He paused a long time as if he was working out how to say what he had to say. He looked across at Grimmett and said quietly. ‘This guy’s gone, Timmy. He’s left us.’ He paused again. ‘And in my humble opinion he ain’t ever coming back.’


Chapter Two

The Korean armistice was signed on July 27, 1953. After 37 months of bloodshed and 2,000,000 dead, 80 per cent of them civilians and 54,000 of them Americans, South Korea returned to more or less its original status. Syngman Rhee had gained 2,350 square miles of territory as against Kim Il Sing’s 850 square miles. The United Nations had not even succeeded in establishing a reliable inspection system to prevent the North Koreans from launching another attack.

A month after the signing of the armistice, PFC Joe Maguire was sitting in a three-ton truck with a canvas covering, with ten US soldiers who had been taken prisoner by the North Koreans and released as part of the armistice deal. He was in charge of the party, assisted by a driver, and he had found it strange that he had been ordered to be armed all the time. As the truck bounced and bumped on the journey to Seoul, he found his charges subdued and he knew that not one of them was capable of any kind of resistance. So why the hell should they be treated more like prisoners than US soldiers released from a prison-cage? But there was no rejoicing among his passengers. They barely spoke, and sat on the two long metal benches as inert as rag-dolls. When he spoke to them they didn’t respond, when he looked at them they closed their eyes, and when he offered them a drink or a Hershey bar they flinched from his outstretched hand as if he were about to strike them.

On arrival at the camp outside Seoul he had been angry to see the way the men were treated. When he complained he was told by an officer that a lot of returned prisoners had been indoctrinated by the N. Korean Communists and were not to be trusted. He was sufficiently incensed to ask for an interview with the Camp Commandant.

Captain Hagler looked at him as the orderly room sergeant stood him at ease and snatched his cap off and then the Captain pointed to the folding wooden chair.

‘I understand you’ve got a complaint. What is it?’

‘The returned prisoners in my charge are sick men and they’re treated like enemy prisoners. Why, sir?’

‘They’ll be sorted out in due course, soldier, when they’ve been interrogated. They problem is they won’t talk. We need to know why not. What are they hiding?’

‘I can tell you why they won’t talk, sir.’

‘OK. Tell me.’

‘Because they’ve been beaten up. They’ve got bruises all over them. They’re scared. When they talked they were beaten up.’

‘Good soldiers don’t get taken prisoner.’

‘Good leaders don’t send men to fight with their hands tied behind their backs.’

Capt. Hagler raised his eyebrows and nodded to the sergeant who said, ‘On your way, soldier. Move it.’

Capt. Hagler scribbled Maguire’s name, and number, on his field service pad. Later he sent a note to the unit’s security officer giving brief details of the interview and suggesting that PFC Maguire should be registered as a security risk for the future.

Maguire had been left to take his charges down to the port of Pusan from where they were being shipped back to the USA for interrogation. It was a long and tiring journey by army trucks and took several days. During the night-time stop-overs, Maguire treated his sad crew with the respect he genuinely felt for them as fellow soldiers who had been outgunned and outnumbered. He saw that they had full army rations and bought items they needed at the PK shacks on the route. A few of them actually responded but they were all too apprehensive to make any real contact. When they assembled on the quayside, waiting for Movement Control to assign them their berths on the troopship, Maguire had insisted that they had the same facilities and treatment as other troops. Another unfavourable report on PFC Maguire went back to his unit’s CO. It was filed without being read and six months later Joe Maguire was promoted to sergeant. He had been sent on a staff course and had done well and it was on that course that he was told to report to Room Number 390 in the Pentagon building. The plate on the door said Colonel Swenson. He’d knocked on the door and a voice told him to go in. The man at the desk in the large room nodded to the chair facing him.

‘Sit down, sergeant.’ He looked intently at Maguire and then said quietly, ‘I’ve been hoping to contact you for a long time.’ He shrugged. ‘But you already know how our paperwork on Korea was a complete mess.’ He paused. ‘Have you any idea why I wanted to contact you?’

‘No, sir. I’m afraid not.’

‘Before we talk about that, I’d like to ask you something.’ He paused. ‘What made you join the army, sergeant? You weren’t drafted according to the records.’

Maguire smiled. ‘I’ve often asked myself that.’ He shrugged. ‘To be honest I have to say I don’t know why. I guess it was a mixture of wanting to be away from my safe life at home. Wanting some adventure. And I saw it as giving me a kind of status.’

‘No political feelings?’

‘No. Politics doesn’t interest me.’

‘Why not?’

Maguire shrugged. ‘Politicians don’t do anything. My grandfather always used to say that put the whole of Congress together and between them they couldn’t make a henhouse. Farmers and manufacturers have to produce things people will buy. To me politicians just talk but take no risks and don’t produce a damn thing.’

For a few moments the colonel looked away towards the windows and then, turning to Maguire he said. ‘D’you remember the first group of released US PWs that you escorted down to Pusan?’

Maguire smiled. ‘I certainly do. I got a black mark on my file.’

‘Actually you got another black mark which you weren’t told about from Movement Control at Pusan.’ He paused. ‘I found out a lot about you before I was able to trace where you were.’ He paused and looked across at Maguire. ‘My son was one of those returned PWs and he told me a lot about you. He was eventually discharged from the army but not until the people who interrogated him had wiped out the last bit of his self-esteem and the last of his pride in being an American. But you and your attitude had been a shining example of the other face of the United States.’ He paused. ‘So let me say on his behalf and on behalf of my family how much we appreciate that you cared enough to try and give those young men a square deal.’

For a moment Maguire was silent and then he said, ‘Most soldiers would have had the same attitude as I had. But I’m very pleased if it helped your son adjust back to a more normal life. He shouldn’t have been in Korea. None of us should. It was politicians again. They just threw us on the scrap-heap.’

‘Are you going to stay in the army?’

‘I haven’t decided. I’m just not sure which way to go.’

‘I want to suggest that the army could use young men like you. They need people who have minds of their own.’ He paused. ‘I’ve discussed it with other senior officers and I want to suggest that you are promoted to second-lieutenant and go for a six-month course at a training school. After that we have several appointments that might suit you.’

‘I’m very flattered, sir, but are you sure that you aren’t seeing more in me than is really there?’

‘I’ll tell you something, sergeant. Whether you take my advice and suggestion or you go off back to civilian life, you’re going to be a success. Like it or not you’ve got qualities that this country is going to need more and more in the future.’

‘Can I think about it, sir?’

‘Of course. How long do you need?’

‘Can I contact you tomorrow?’

‘OK. Let’s say this time tomorrow.’ He paused. ‘And let me say again — thanks for sticking up for my son and the others.’
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