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To Friends of Norman Lane,  
 
Army Private Alex Claiborne of Brownsville, Tennessee, had been in Italy with 2nd platoon, 85th Reconnaissance 
Troop, 85th Infantry Division, since March 27, 1944. Together with men like Private Joe Skrabak from 
McKeesport, Pennsylvania, he and the other 200-plus men in the Recon Troop had supported the May, 1944, 
assault on the Gustav Line, south of Rome, and the September assault on the Gothic Line, anchored in the central 
Appenines north of Florence. On the evening of September 27, orders came down for the platoon to send out a 
patrol to establish contact with the 91st Infantry Division. Alex Claiborne and Joe Skrabak were two of the seven or 
eight men who left on the overnight patrol. According to Alex Claiborne's 1998 memoirs: 
 
 As a result of this patrol, we were all turned in to receive the Silver Star. That was later changed to Buck's 
 [Sgt. Tom Buck had been designated the new 2nd platoon commander following 1stLt. James Scott's death on 
 September 23] receiving the Silver, with the Bronze Star for the rest of the patrol group. But Buck declined  
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 that, saying that what one man got, all should get. So he turned down the Silver Star, and we all were awarded 
 the Bronze Star. 
 
Seven more months of combat followed. On April 21, 1945, Pfc. Eddie Barron of 3rd platoon was killed when he 
and another soldier entered a farmhouse and were met with a hail of bullets from a German soldier's burp gun.  
Eleven days later, on May 2, between 600,000 and 900,000 German troops in Italy and parts of Austria were 
ordered to lay down their arms, under the terms of the partial surrender document that had been signed on April 29. 
V-E Day came later, on May 8. Strangely, as Alex Claiborne wrote, "Having to stay in Italy from May until late 
October with nothing to do was about the worst part of the war for me." But, happily: 
  
 In late October I got my orders to return to the states for discharge. I was very happy to ride the 6x6 [2½ ton, 
 six-wheel drive US Army cargo truck, ca. 1940] to Naples to board the Liberty ship for an uneventful trip 
 home. After landing back at Newport News, we rode a troop train to Ft. Knox for discharge. I called home from 
 there and caught a passenger train to Brownsville on November 4, 1945. 
  Gene [Alex Claiborne's surviving brother] met me at the depot in his new green Ford convertible, and I 
 WAS HOME! [Dale Claiborne Black (Gene's daughter) remembers that the new Ford convertible was actually 
 bright yellow, not green. Dale adds that she "never imagined my Dad buying such a bright color convertible." 
 But she further recalls that Buddy Freeman, a neighbor, thought that her Dad was the coolest dad around.]   
 
Alex, Robert, and Gene Claiborne had been born in 1916, 1917, and 1919, respectively. Gene had volunteered for 
service with the Army Air Forces more than two months before the US entered the war; he had enlisted in Jackson, 
Mississippi, on September 23, 1941. Thirty-four months later, in July, 1944, 2ndLt. Gene Claiborne was flying 
combat missions as a P-40 Warhawk fighter pilot with the 16th Fighter Squadron, attached to the 118th Tactical 
Reconnaissance Squadron (118th TRS). Their forward base was near Kweilin, or Guilin, in the Guangxi region of 
south central China (see maps, pages three, four, and seven). Guilin is 480 kilometers northwest of Guangzhou (or 
Canton), the largest city in south central China. As Gene Claiborne recalled in his World War II memoirs, some 
fifty years later: 
 
 On August 31st [1944], it was to be my day off but [I] was called to report to the flight line as the other field 
 had only three planes and needed a fourth. We were to go to Changsa [Changsha, today the capital of Hunan 
 Province, about 520 kilometers northeast of Guilin] to drop some bombs and to fly cover for some B25 [B-25 
 medium bombers] . . . This was the first time I had seen a Jap fighter plane. . . . 
 
According to the Flight Intelligence Report, two P-51 Mustangs and Lt. Claiborne’s P-40 left Ehr Tong airfield near 
Kweilin that morning. They were to link up with ten fighter aircraft from the 23rd Fighter Group and escort a flight 
of four B-24 Liberators (heavy bombers) to a target area in or near a location referred to as Sintsiang (Sintsiang 
appears to be approximately 120 kilometers north of Changsha, in the direction of the city of Yueyang). From mid-
July, 1944, the 118th TRS and 23rd Fighter Group had been working to stop Japanese advances (see the description 
of the 4th Changsha battle, page five) on Kweilin and the network of bases in south central China. This involved 
their roles as fighter-bombers targeting Japanese ground forces and their lines of communication and support. [The 
reader may note some discrepancies between certain details as given in Gene Claiborne’s memoirs and the Flight 
Intelligence Report, though these are not major. For example, he recalls there being four aircraft in his flight from 
Kweilin. The record gives the number as three, with one aircraft failing to join the formation and returning to base. 
The memoir indicates that a flight of B-25 bombers was being escorted, while the record indicates B-24 bombers. 
Fog of war and a fifty-year time lapse can easily account for these small differences.] 
 
Changsha and the region had had a notable history, already, in the twentieth century. The 1903 Treaty of Shanghai 
had opened the city to foreign trade, and relatively large numbers of Europeans and Americans had settled there. In 
1919, twenty-five-year-old Mao Tse-tung (see photo, page eight), who had studied there as a youth, began teaching 
in a primary school in Changsha. Already, Mao had been migrating in the direction of Marxist ideologies, 
especially in light of the results of the October (1917) Revolution in Russia. Mao eventually organized a Changsha 
branch of the new Communist Party of China (CPC), which was formed in 1921. At the first National Congress of 
the Communist Party of China, held later that year in Shanghai, Mao became Party Secretary for Hunan Province.  
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This map gives a perspective on central and eastern China today, relative to Taiwan, North and South Korea, 
Vietnam, and Japan. On August 6, 1945, Hiroshima was devastated with the first use of the atomic bomb. On 
August 8, the Soviet Union declared war on Japan – the Red Army’s invasion of Manchuria (the "Manchurian 
Strategic Offensive Operation") began at one minute past midnight, local time, on August 9. The city of Harbin 
(Heilongjiang Province, which together with Jilin and Liaoning provinces constitutes the primary geographical 
unit referred to as Northeast China) was occupied by the Red Army on August 20, 1945. Northeast China, so 
defined, represents one currently accepted definition of "Manchuria." Amphibious landings in what was 
northern Korea, by the Soviet Army during this campaign, led to Soviet occupation of Korea, above the 38th 
parallel. Both Manchuria and northern Korea, post-1945, were transferred to the political control of Communist-
backed regimes. Manchuria was the geographic and political anchor for the Communist Party of China (CPC), 
which in late July, 1946, renewed civil war against Chiang Kai-shek and the ruling Kuomintang party. By the 
time that civil war ended in the fall of 1949, the Kuomintang had been forced to flee mainland China for the 
island of Taiwan. Mao Tse-tung, the former school teacher from Changsha, Hunan Province, China, had been 
named chairman of the Military Commission, CPC, in 1935, and he had become 1st Chairman of the Central 
Politburo, CPC, in March, 1943. Mao became 1st Chairman of the Central Committee, CPC, on June 19, 1945, 
and he established the modern People's Republic of China on October 1, 1949. 
 
Also, at the end of World War II in the Pacific, Ho Chi Minh (see photo, page eight) and the Viet Minh 
launched the August Revolution in Vietnam (technically, still a region within French Indochina) on August 14, 
1945. The next day, Emperor Hirohito announced the surrender of Japan. On September 2, 1945, aboard the 
USS Missouri anchored in Tokyo Bay, Gen. Douglas MacArthur formally accepted the surrender of the 
Japanese government. On the same day, Sunday, September 2, Ho Chi Minh and the Viet Minh declared 
independence for the Democratic Republic of Vietnam, with Ho becoming President and Prime Minister.  
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This map gives a perspective on the locations in China that were especially relevant to the 118th TRS, the 16th 
Fighter Squadron, and the 23rd Fighter Group over the summer and fall of 1944. Lt. Gene Claiborne, of the 16th 
Fighter Squadron, attached to the 118th TRS, had begun flying combat missions in his P-40 Warhawk in July, at 
a "forward base called Kweilin (Guilin)]." He also flew from "a nearby base called Ehr Tong or number two 
field." On August 31, 1944, Lt. Claiborne was shot down on a mission to Sintsiang, apparently 120 kilometers 
north of Changsha, in the direction of Yueyang. Changsha had been home to Mao Tse-tung during his schooling 
as a youth and had served as a base for his political activities over 1919-1923. The Japanese army had taken 
Changsha soon after launching the 4th Changsha battle on May 27, 1944, and Kweilin fell on November 10. The 
118th TRS abandoned its Kweilin bases and moved to airfield(s) near Liuzhou, and ultimately to Kunming. 
 
For comparison with the map on page three, Changsha is the capital of Hunan Province, Guilin and Liuzhou are 
in the Guangxi Zhuang "Autonomous Region," and Kunming is the capital of Yunnan Province. The city of 
Guilin is situated on the west bank of the scenic Li River and is one of China's most popular tourist destinations. 
Guangzhou (Canton), located only 120 kilometers north-northwest of Hong Kong, is the largest city in south 
central China and is the capital of Guangdong Province. 
 
Lt. Claiborne was shot down near Fulinpu, about 55 kilometers north of Changsha, and he was flown to 
Kunming soon after being returned to the custody of American forces in late September, 1944. After his 
hospitalization there, he was "sent back to our base." It is possible that this was still in Kweilin, and it is also 
possible that this was after the Kweilin bases had been abandoned. 
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He remained in Changsha, using it as his base for CPC recruitment, until 1923, when he relocated to Shanghai. 
Now a member of the CPC Party Committee, his increasing revolutionary activities led Mao to move to Canton 
(Guangzhou) in 1925, in order to escape the attention of the Hunan Governor.  That same year, Chiang Kai-shek 
(see photo, page eight) began the campaign that led him to the leadership of the Kuomintang Party in 1926. One 
year later – in 1927 – all Communists were expelled from the Kuomintang Party, leading to the beginning of the 
Chinese civil war. Chiang Kai-shek became Chairman of the Nationalist Government of China in October of 1928. 
 
In addition to serving as Mao Tse-tung’s base for his early education, his early leanings toward Marxist teachings, 
and his early official work with the CPC, Changsha’s strategic location also provided the focus for four military  
campaigns that were waged by the Japanese, over 1939-1944. In the fourth and final campaign, the Japanese army 
launched its offensive toward Changsha on May 27, 1944, and the city was quickly taken by the Axis forces. As an  
extension of this 4th Changsha battle, Kweilin fell on November 10, 1944. The 118th TRS fighter base was 
abandoned, and the American aircraft and crews were moved to a succession of other locations, such as Liuchow 
airfield (near Liuzhou, another 150 kilometers southwest of Guilin), until finally settling in the relative safety of 
Chengkung airfield, near Kunming, almost 1,000 kilometers due west of Guilin, in Yunnan Province (see maps, 
pages three, four, and seven).  
 
Continuing with the 118th TRS Flight Intelligence Report for August 31, 1944:  
 
 An estimated 8-12 Oscars [reporting name used by Allied forces for the single-engine land-based Nakajima Ki-
 43 Hayabusa] and Hamps [Mitsubishi A6M3, a later variant of the infamous Japanese Zero, a long-range 
 fighter] jumped [the] formation and Lt Claiborne was hit near Fulinpu [Fulinpu appears to be about 75 
 kilometers south of Sintsiang, in the direction back toward Changsha] by a pair of Oscars. He was forced to 
 bail out, and was last seen landing on the high mountain due west of Fulinpu by the pilots of the 75th [75th 
 Fighter Squadron, 23rd Fighter Group]. . . .       
 
From Gene Claiborne’s memoirs: 
 
 I flew only a few minutes, when my plane quit on me. I had to look everywhere for a field large enough to 
 make a belly landing, as I did not want to hit my silk (parachute). 
  As I crossed a hilltop or small mountain, I spotted a rice paddy below. I was already out on the wing of the 
 plane so I jumped and pulled my rip cord. The chute opened immediately with a sharp jerk and I could feel the 
 heat from my burning plane as I swung over it. I hit the ground close to the plane and landed as smooth as 
 anyone could, on my right foot, but my left foot was down in an ox track. As I took the next step, I heard my 
 left ankle crack. 
  I got out of my chute, headed for a large ditch and hid in a briar patch on the side of the ditch. I could see 
 people (Chinese Underground [not defined, Gene Claiborne’s phrase]) peeping out of the bushes on the side of 
 the small mountains about thirty yards from me. . . . 
  Three or four men, I took to be Japs, came by on my side of the ditch. . . . Evidently, they gave up, thinking 
 I was in the burning plane. When they left, the peasants or Chinese Underground came out and found me. . . . 
 One man seemed to have his eyes glued on me so I thought he was the one for me to speak to. When I said 
 "Hao Boo Hao" (meaning – how are you?), he started running but soon realized that I must be an American 
 flyer. So I showed him my American flag [Gene may also be referring to the flag of Nationalist China, his 
 "blood chit", which is explained on page six] that was sewn in my flight jacket, and then he motioned for me to 
 follow him. By the time we got across the rice field, there seemed to be five hundred people following us. 
 
Here are a few highlights from Lt. Gene Claiborne’s three-week experience with the Chinese Underground and the 
Chinese Army: 
 
 They had to start running again but I couldn’t run anymore for the pain (chipped bone) in my ankle. Quickly, 
 they fixed a straight chair on two poles and four men carried me to the Quadrille Headquarters. . . . 
  They would leave out early every morning and still had to have four men to carry me in the chair. . . . This 
 continued for two weeks, until, they turned me over to the Chinese Army. . . . 
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  The Chinese Army spent the first night debating whether to disguise me and put Chinese clothes on me or 
 not. They finally decided I was much too large to pass off as a Chinese. All this time, I was still being carried 
 on a sedan chair. . . . About the middle of the third week, they then put me on a Chinese truck with forty other 
 people. . . . The Mayor or Governor, of each town, would have all their people waiting for us, at the city  
 limits. . . . My last stop was at some old pot-bellied Governor’s place where we spent the night. . . .  
 
Gene Claiborne's son (also named Gene) adds, "The other thing was as he was taken from village to village he was 
treated like a celebrity and they would have a big feast with what little they had. The last village they went all out 
and killed a pig for the feast. Dad got food poisoning and was laid up in the hospital for weeks [see below]." 
 
 The next day two Americans picked me up and took me to their base. There a small plane flew me and a 
 Chinese couple to another base. The following day, I boarded a C47 and flew to Kunming [likely Chengkung 
 airfield, see page five] where I was taken to a hospital. 
 
Now, Lt. Claiborne was back with the US Army Air Forces: 
 
 They let me fly some during the remainder of September 1944 and part of October but no combat duty. . . . 
  The Japs were finally run back to the lower part of Burma and so we were sent back to our Squadron 
 [presumably, the 16th Fighter Squadron]. This took place about the last week in January of 1945. 
  I flew two, thirty minute, flights in the old P40, then changed to P51’s. I then went out on two weather 
 missions during February and March of 1945. My last combat mission was over Hanoi, where we dropped 
 bombs on Jap barracks [italics mine]. [Kunming, in Yunnan Province, China, is only 550 kilometers northwest 
 of Hanoi, Vietnam. For reference, Guilin, in the Guangxi region of China, is about 660 kilometers northeast of 
 Hanoi. The three cities approximate a triangle, in relation to one another, when viewed on the map (see page 
 seven)].      
 
1stLt. Gene Claiborne returned home, to Brownsville, Tennessee, in September or October of 1945. He received the 
Bronze Star Medal in addition to the Purple Heart in recognition of his combat service against Japanese forces in 
south central China. As his son Gene recently added, "When he got out [of the hospital] they sent him out to train 
and set up Chinese early warning stations. I guess since he was with the Chinese so long that he would be a natural. 
That's where the Bronze Star came from." In a conversation, probably in the mid-1990s, my Uncle Gene told me 
that after the war, he had been approached by one of the major US commercial airlines about the possibility of 
becoming a pilot. To my recollection, he said that he had told the airline that he had used all of his good luck 
charms for flying that day in 1944, and in fact I don’t think he ever flew again, commercial or otherwise, after the 
war. My other recollection from the conversation came from his three-week adventure with the Chinese 
Underground and the Chinese Army. While eternally grateful to the Chinese people for having rescued him, in all 
probability for having saved his life, and for safely returning him to his unit, he added, "But I never ate rice, again!" 
Uncle Gene died in the fall of 2005, but our sons and I had the great fortune to visit him over Christmas, 2004.  
 
Framed in Gene Claiborne’s den (see the photo on page one, left) was the "Blood Chit," or Rescue Flag, that he had 
flown with on missions in China – presumably, this is the instrument that guaranteed his safety with the Chinese 
Underground on August 31, 1944. The term Blood Chit is derived from the Chinese expression for "Life Payment." 
The Blood Chit worn or carried by an American in China was considered the promise of a reward for his life. It had 
the flag of Nationalist China at the top and a message, with the first four columns of Chinese characters reading, 
from right to left, "This foreign person (American) has come to China to help in the war effort. Soldiers and 
civilians, one and all, should rescue, protect, and provide him with medical care." The Blood Chit was made of silk, 
it carried a serial number (in the column on the far left of the picture), and it had been stamped in red with the seal 
of the Nationalist Government’s Commission for Aeronautical Affairs. 
 
The upper photo on page one, right, shows Lt. Gene Claiborne standing in front of his Curtiss P-40 Warhawk (date 
and location unknown). The lower photo is annotated, "Prayers at Evacuation of Kweilin" (see above, page five). In 
1998, a Ph.D. student from my university research group attended his second international scientific conference. It 
was held in Guilin (Kweilin), People’s Republic of China. I wondered, whether a day wandering in the countryside 
with a guide might have led him to the location of Ehr Tong airfield. Maybe he would have stumbled upon an old  
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This map gives a perspective on the approximate triangle formed by Guilin (Guangxi region) and Kunming 
(Yunnan Province), People's Republic of China, and Hanoi, the capital of Vietnam today. Kunming is almost 
1,000 kilometers due west of Guilin, and the 118th TRS operated from bases in both areas over July, 1944, 
(Guilin) through April, 1945, (Kunming). Lt. Gene Claiborne's last combat mission (neither the exact date nor 
the airfield used are certain) "was over Hanoi, where we dropped bombs on Jap barracks." 
 
Following the August (1945) Revolution led by Ho Chi Minh and the Viet Minh, Ho on September 2 declared 
independence for the new Democratic Republic of Vietnam – he was to be the first President and Prime 
Minister, and the new government was based in Hanoi. That same month, as provided through the Indochina 
agreement concluded at the Potsdam Conference on August 2, 1945, General Lu Han and 200,000 Republic of 
China Army troops arrived in northern Vietnam to begin accepting the surrender of those Japanese forces.   
 
Elsewhere, its Charter ratified as prescribed, the United Nations came into existence on October 24, 1945. And 
on December 20, 1945, Gen. George C. Marshall (see photo, page eight) arrived in China to begin his thirteen-
month mission, as President Truman's envoy, to attempt to broker a coalition government between Chiang Kai-
shek and the Kuomintang party and Chairman Mao Tse-tung and the Communist Party of China. 
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wheel or other remnant of the work that was done there, just over seventy years ago – as President Franklin 
Roosevelt had declared, on December 8, 1941, to "gain the inevitable triumph – so help us God."   

Five covers of Time magazine, December 31, 1945-November 22, 1954. From left to right, President Harry 
Truman, Time's "Man of the Year," December 31, 1945. Ho Chi Minh, President and Prime Minister, 
Democratic Republic of Vietnam, November 22, 1954 (caption: "Indo-China's Ho Chi-Minh"). Secretary of 
State George C. Marshall, Time's "Man of the Year," January 5, 1948 (caption: "Hope for those who 
needed it"). Chiang Kai-shek, President, Republic of China, December 6, 1948 (caption: "The howitzers 
could now be heard in Kansas City."). Mao Tse-tung, Chairman, CPC Central Military Commission, 
February 7, 1949 (caption: "The Communist Boss learned tyranny as a boy").    

 
And so it was that Gene Claiborne, driving his new bright yellow Ford convertible, had come to meet his older 
brother Alex at the L&N Railroad Depot in Brownsville, Tennessee, on November 4, 1945. Thanksgiving Day was 
observed on November 22 that year. Harry Truman (see photo, above) had then been President for just over seven 
months, having assumed the office on the sudden death of President Roosevelt on April 12. President Truman had 
issued the V-E Day proclamation on May 8, and he had represented the United States at the Potsdam Conference 
(see page ten). The bombing of Hiroshima – the atomic bomb – followed the conclusion of the Potsdam Conference 
by only four days, on August 6, and Gen. Douglas MacArthur represented the Allied Powers in his capacity as 
Supreme Commander in the formal ceremony on board the USS Missouri, in which the Emperor of Japan, the 
Government, and Imperial General Headquarters accepted the articles of surrender, on September 2.     
 
Author’s note: In his own small way, Lt. Gene Claiborne had been a part of the history of China – and even 
Vietnam – over 1944 and 1945. In the following section I have summarized some of the history of China, French 
Indochina, and Vietnam over the short period leading up to and including World War II, as well as the years 1945-
1950. The major source is Professor George Herring’s account, America’s Longest War: The United States and 
Vietnam, 1950-1975 (Fifth Edition, 2014), from which (pages 3-26, in particular) I have borrowed extensively. 
Professor Herring has very kindly reviewed this section, but any remaining errors or mistakes of fact in the 
following are my full responsibility.   
 
In colonizing Vietnam, the French hoped to find wealth in the form of vital minerals. They also sought an outpost 
from which to exploit China and compete with British and Dutch colonies in South and Southeast Asia. The three 
Vietnamese regions of French Indochina, as established in 1887, consisted of two protectorates with nominal 
Vietnamese rule (Tonkin, the North, which included the city of Hanoi, and Annam, the center) and Cochin China 
(the South, which included the city of Saigon), where the French maintained outright colonial rule. Protectorates in 
Laos and Cambodia filled out what became known as French Indochina (see map, page nine). But the Vietnamese 
resisted French imperialism as persistently as they had resisted the Chinese. In 1930, a nationalist party headed by 
urban intellectuals launched the abortive Yen Bay revolt in northern Vietnam.   
 
Ho Chi Minh had left Vietnam before the outbreak of World War I, eventually settling in France with a community 
of Vietnamese nationalists. Heavily influenced by the writings of Vladimir Lenin in the aftermath of the October 
(1917) Revolution, Ho was a founding member of the French Communist Party. Still in France, in the same year 
(1930) as the Yen Bay revolt, he organized the Indochinese Communist Party. But it was only with Hitler’s 
conquest of France, in June, 1940, that Ho decided to return to Vietnam. Exploiting French vulnerability, the 
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Japanese had established a protectorate over Vietnam in 1940 and 1941 – in a Vichy-style arrangement, French 
officials had nominal authority, but it was the Japanese themselves who exercised control. In the strategic sense, 
Japanese occupation of Vietnam improved their position in their ongoing (since 1937), and possibly stalemated, 
w
 
Headquartered in caves near the Chinese border, Ho founded the Viet Minh political and provisional militia 
organization (the Independence League of Vietnam), which also tapped into the strong and growing reservoir of 
anticolonialism and Vietnamese nationalism. As World War II in the Pacific entered its final five-to-six mon
Japanese in March, 1945 – distrustful of their Vichy French collaborators and fearing an Allied invasion of 
Indochina – eliminated the French puppet government and its army. Fueled by Japan’s failure to address a 
devastating famine that killed two million people over the winter and spring of 1945, and with some assistance 
from the US Office of Strategic Services (OSS), the Viet Minh initiated a campaign of harassment against both th
Japanese and the French. At this point, Ho and Vo Nguyen Giap had an army that numbered five thousand men, 
and the Viet Minh enjoyed widespread popular support in northern Vietnam. With the surrender of Japan to Allied 
forces on August 14 (the Emperor’s address came the following day), the Viet Minh were able to skillfully exploit 
the accompanying chaos. As the Vichy French authorities had been removed the preceding spring, and with Japan 
now surrendering (unconditionally), Ho quickly filled the power vacuum by occupying the existing – but empty
government headquarters in Hanoi. Eighteen days after the Emperor’s address, Ho Chi Minh proclaimed the 
formation of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV) and its independence from French rule. American 
officers stood by the reviewing stand, the "Star-Spangled Banner" was played by the Vietnamese band, and 
American fighter aircraft flew overhead. Ho and Giap reflected on the ideals espoused in the American Declaration 
of Independence and on the cooperation they had enjoyed with their American collaborators over the last months of

the war. The date was Sunday, September 2, 1945. Th
August Revolution
independence – and eventu
require thirty more years of fighting. 
 
The immediate obstacle was the French postwar 
government. For a time during World War II, the 
United S
I ochina to France. As Professor Herring has written: 
  
 Some U.S. officials feared that a French attem
 reimpose colonial rule might provoke w
 instability in an area of strategic importance. 
 President Franklin D. Roosevelt seems 
 instinctively to have perceived that colonialism 
 was doomed and that the United States should 
 identify with peoples seeking freedom. Somet
 of a Francophobe, FDR especially disliked the 
 French leader Gen. Charles de Gaulle and he 
 often expressed outrage with France’s handling of
 its imperial responsibilities. The French  were 
 "poor colonizers," he declaimed, who had "bad
 mismanaged" Indochina and brutally exploi
 people. . . . Throughout the war, he repeate
 advocated placing
 
 independence.    
 
Second, the liaison with Ho and the Viet Minh that ha
been cultivated by American OSS personnel had –
small way – contributed to the success of the August 
Revolution. In exchange for small arms and some 
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But – as Professor Herring also writes, "The prominent role played by Americans at the birth of Vietnam app
retrospect one of history’s most bitter ironies." Months before the August, 1945, Japanese surrender, Prime
Minister Winston Churchill and the British government had vigorously objected to President Roosevelt’s 
trusteeship plan for French Indochina. As Professor Herring writes, "Roosevelt’s hatred for French colonialism 
never seems to have wavered." But all of this became a moot point on the President’s death – Thursday, April 12
1945. His successor, President Harry Truman, did not share Roosevelt’s opposition to colonialism – or his keen 
personal interest in Indochina. The Truman administration – for these and for other more salient reasons linked to 
revised American thinking for the unknown postwar world – scrapped the idea of any international trusteeship fo
Indochina. Furthermore, as early as May, 1945, President Truman had privately assured Gen. de Gaulle that the 
United States would not oppose the restoration of French sovereignty in Indochina. Over the next five years,
1950, this somewhat passive role for 
m
 
During the final month of war with Japan – over July 17-August 2, 1945 – the governments of the United States 
(President Truman), the Soviet Union (Premier Josef Stalin), and the United Kingdom [Prime Ministers Winston 
Churchill (until July 26) and Clement Attlee] met in occupied Germany for the Potsdam Conference (see also,
eight). One lesser-known outcome of the Conference – the Indochina agreement – called for the "temporary" 
postwar partitioning of Vietnam at the 16th parallel. In this way, British troops would be able to monitor the 
eventual surrender of Japanese forces in the southern part of Vietnam, while Chinese (Nationalist, led by Chiang 
Kai-shek) forces would accept the surrender of Japanese troops in the northern part of Vietnam. On September 13
British forces began to arrive in the South, under the terms of the Indochina agreement. Even at this early stage, 
sparks generated during the British presence in southern Vietnam initiated some of the political and military fires 
that would rage violently out of control over the next three decades. Nonetheless, from his new DRV headqua
in Hanoi, Ho negotiated the eventual withdrawal of those Nationalist Chinese forces from northern Vietnam. 
Playing all sides, he continued to seek aid from both the United States and the Soviet Union. Six months 
declaration of independence from France – and in the context of vague French pronouncements of "new 
arrangements in which reforms would be instituted and, rather than colonies, the colonial areas would be 
‘associated states’ – or independent" – the French recogn
th
 
But – tragically – Ho and the DRV could not and would not reconcile their goals for Cochin China – which, even in 
the colonial days preceding World War II, had remained under outright French colonial rule – with French goals for
this region, which included the city of Saigon. For the Vietnamese, independence and unification – hand in hand 
represented centuries-old nationalist dreams – the South also produced the food surplus necessary to sustain the 
overpopulated, more industrialized North. Cochin China held both symbolic importance and economic significance
for the French. Indeed, businesses such as the Michelin rubber company claimed that postwar economic recovery 
required retention of the Indochina colony. Before plebiscites could be held to determine the status of each of 
three Vietnamese regions – as had been agreed to by both France and the DRV early in 1946 – a new French 
proposal called for a separate Cochin China. This move infuriated the Vietnamese, negotiations broke down, and 
violence began to proliferate. Fighting in the northern port city of Haiphong in November, 1946, led to the deaths 
of six thousand civilians – Ho and the DRV declared war on France and the French Union – the date was Decemb
19, 1946. By mid-1947, the Viet Minh controlled extensive territory, and their relentless hit-and-run raids plac
increasing strain on the French forces while inducing war-weariness back in France – 5,700 miles away. The 
evolving stalemate would continue for seven more years – at its
sp
 
The First Indochina War was declared on December 19, 1946, and continued into May of 1954. Seven full years o
war led to an increasingly costly military stalemate, a French government despairing of any military victory, and 
irresistible pressures for negotiations. Meanwhile, the global political landscape that framed the war had unde
a tectonic shift. As Professor Herring states, "The landscape of international politics changed almost beyond 
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China – he and approximately two million Nationalist Chinese had retreated there from the mainland by the end of 

recognition in 1949-1950, making the world a more confusing and much more dangerous place for large nations 
and small." One linchpin that held this landscape together, in 1945, was China. General George C. Marshall
1901 graduate of Virginia Military Institute, had served with distinction in the US Army. As nominated by 
President Roosevelt, he had been sworn in as Army Chief of Staff on September 1, 1939. Bearing the major 
responsibility for planning the subsequent US conduct of World War II, he had managed the US Army and Army 
Air Forces through the largest military expansion in US history, as well as the planning for the invasion of Europe.
Having been promoted to General of the Army in December, 1944, he had resigned as Chief of Staff at the end of 
World War II. Over 1924-1927, between the World Wars, Gen. Marshall had spent three years in northern China 
(Tianjin, see map, page three), where he commanded the US Army 15th Infantry Regiment, whose mission was to
protect Americans living there. Undoubtedly influenced by this experience in China, President Truman assigned 
Gen. Marshall a diplomatic mission late in 1945 – the goal was for Gen. Marshall – stationed in China – to broker a
coalition government between the Kuomintang led by Chiang Kai-shek and the Communists led by Mao Tse-tung. 
President Truman’s January, 1946, State of the Union Message (see also, page thirteen) cites this mission – and 
desire for "a strong, independent, united, and democratic China." But already in 1945, the Kuomintang and the 
Communists shared a twenty-year history of mutual intolerance and violence, interrupted only by the common 
cause of defending China against the Japanese enemy. With that unifying threat now defeated, the mission was also 
complicated by the Soviet Communist occupation of Manchuria and the emerging Cold War climate with respect
US foreign interests. Full-scale civil war resum
m
 
Soon after his return from China, in January, 1947, Gen. Marshall became President Truman’s Secretary of Sta
a post that he retained for twenty-four months. That March of 1947 brought the announcement of the Truman 
Doctrine, which formally committed the US to additional support for Greece and Turkey – in order to contain 
perceived Soviet threats – while also pledging support for "the free peoples of the world," as similarly threatened b
Soviet encroachment. American Cold War policy pivoted on the central goal of containing the advances of Sovie
expansion. Within one year of this announcement, in April of 1948, the Marshall Plan was launched – over four 
years, this ambitious program provided massive funds for the reconstruction of Western Europe. By modernizing 
these economies – with some special attention to France – along American lines, this program complemented the
Truman Doctrine and helped to contain Soviet Communism. The Marshall Plan not only carried the name of the 
Secretary of State but also was the key accomplishment that led to Gen. Marshall’s being awarded the Nobel Peace 
Prize in 1953. With respect to the "balance" that Secretary Marshall’s State Department was applying to France and 
French Indochina in 1948, a September 27 "Policy Statement on Indochina" made the unmistakably clear point th
retaining a "friendly government [France] to assist in the furtherance of our aims in Europe [italics mine]" must 
"take precedence over . . . the realization of our objectives in Indochina [italics mine]." Meanwhile significant fire
were burning in Vietnam, where the Viet Minh were fighting to defeat the French, and in China, where Mao T
tung and the Communists were fighting to defeat Chiang Kai-shek and the Kuomintang. One month after the 
announcement of the Truman Doctrine, the Viet Minh dispatched an emissary to Bangkok to seek politic
economic aid from the United States. But, in what Professor Herring describes as a state of "pro-French 
‘neutrality’," the contact with the Viet Minh was 
w
 
In February, 1948, the Czechoslovakian Communist Party took control and led that traditionally democratic nation 
into the Soviet orbit. Roughly four months later, the Soviets halted all surface travel between western Germany and 
Berlin – the Berlin Blockade remained in effect for almost eleven months. The brief respite from Cold War tensions 
that followed – in May of 1949 – was, however, violently and abruptly ended on August 29, 1949, when the Sovie
Union successfully detonated its first atomic bomb – much sooner than Americans had expected. Less than 2,000
miles away from the Semipalatinsk Test Site in Kazakhstan, where Joe-1 had exploded, the Communist Party of
China and their People’s Liberation Army had been victorious in three major campaigns that had concluded i
November of 1948 and in January of 1949. It has been estimated that, in spite of their own heavy casualties, 
upwards of 1.5 million veteran Kuomintang troops were wiped out as a result. On April 23, 1949, Communist 
forces captured the Kuomintang capital of Nanjing – Chiang Kai-shek’s government was forced to retreat, first to 
Guangzhou, capital of Guangdong Province (see maps, pages three, four, and seven), before leaving the mainland 
for Taiwan in December. That month, Chiang Kai-shek declared Taipei, Taiwan, the new capital of the Republic of 
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the civil war. On October 1, 1949, Mao Tse-tung proclaimed the new People’s Republic of China, with its capital in 
Beijing (see map, page three). As Professor Herring has written:  
  
 The Chinese Communist victory in the summer of 1949 provided the major catalyst for internationalization of 
 the Indochina war. . . . Communist leader Mao Zedong publicly declared that his government would "lean to 
 one side" in an increasingly divided world: It would align with the Soviet Union. Viewing their revolution as a 
 model for other Asian peoples, the Chinese saw assistance for the Viet Minh as part of their "glorious 
 international duty" and also as a means to secure their southern border. . . . In late 1949, the two sides [People’s 
 Republic of China and Democratic Republic of Vietnam] proclaimed their mutual allegiance. . . . In January 
 1950, China and the USSR formally recognized the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV). China 
 immediately began preparations for sending military aid and advisers and providing sanctuary for training 
 Vietnamese troops. . . .  
  The stunning events of 1949 sent shock waves across the United States. . . . The fall of China to the 
 Communists had an especially profound impact. . . . With one stroke, it appeared to tilt the global balance of 
 power against the United States and its allies. . . .  
 
And still, worse was yet to come. On June 25, 1950, North Korea (see map, page three), supported by Communist 
China and the Soviet Union, invaded South Korea, supported by the United Nations (UN) and the United States. 
The first direct engagement between the "Chinese People's Volunteer Army" and American military forces took 
place in the battle of Unsan, on November 1, 1950. US forces – predominantly from regiments of the 1st Cavalry 
Division – suffered over 1,100 casualties in what has been described as one of the most devastating US losses of the 
Korean War. Allied forces were still not convinced of China's military intentions in North Korea, and these mixed 
signals contributed to a second major defeat at the battle of the Ch'ongch'on River (November 25-December 2, 
1950), in which the US Eighth Army's right flank was effectively destroyed. The US suffered almost 4,000 
casualties, in addition to over 2,000 captured and over 800 missing. As a result of this massive defeat, all UN and 
American forces began the process of withdrawing back to the 38th parallel. Less familiar to Americans is the story 
of the French military debacle in the battle of Cao Bang, or Route Coloniale 4, as it is referred to by some sources. 
A major French force had begun to withdraw from the area of Cao Bang, in northeastern Vietnam near the Chinese 
border (see map, page nine), in early October of 1950. Vo Nguyen Giap launched a vicious attack on the 
withdrawing force, and further French efforts to relieve the main column along Route Coloniale 4 proved futile. 
Withing two weeks the Viet Minh had scored a major battlefield victory over the French. Estimates put the number 
of French casualties at 4,800 killed and wounded, with another 2,000 captured or missing. By year's end (1950), 
both the American effort in Korea and the French effort in Vietnam had suffered major setbacks, if not outright 
defeats. 
 
The French government had granted Ho Chi Minh and the DRV "free state" status in March of 1946, but the 
breakdown of negotiations over Cochin China and the accompanying proliferation of violence had led to a formal 
declaration of war nine months later. At the end of 1950, that war had concluded its fourth full year, with no 
particular end in sight. Bao Dai had been Emperor of the Nguyen Dynasty in Vietnam since 1926, and he had 
collaborated with the Japanese following their expulsion of the Vichy French government of Vietnam in March of 
1945. The Japanese had established what was known as the Empire of Vietnam at that time, with Bao Dai as the 
Emperor. But once the Japanese surrendered later that August, Bao Dai had abdicated – a fortuitous development 
that facilitated Ho’s September 2, 1945, declaration of independence from France and the legitimate establishment 
of the DRV as the government of Vietnam. Now, after more than two years of war with the Viet Minh, France 
sought to legitimize another free state government in Vietnam – one that would allow them to morph the 
revolutionary conflict being waged by Ho and the Viet Minh against France into a war of Communist aggression 
more likely to gain support from the United States – given the growing global threat of Communism, both in 
Europe and in Asia, and instruments like the Truman Doctrine dedicated to the containment of Communism. So, as 
influenced by the increasing likelihood of an eventual Communist victory in China, the new free state government 
referred to as the State of Vietnam was formed in March of 1949, with Bao Dai as Chief of State.  
 
And so it was for the global political landscape over 1949 and 1950 . . . a landscape which, in Professor Herring's 
words, was "making the world a more confusing and much more dangerous place for large nations and small." But 
this story began as the story of two brothers – Gene and Alex Claiborne – from Brownsville, Tennessee. On 
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Sunday, November 4, 1945, the two brothers had been
reunited – after nearly four years of war, during which 
they had fought on two fronts more than 5,000 miles 
apart – at the L&N Railroad Depot in Brownsville (see
photo, left) – itself 8,400 miles from Hanoi, where 
Gene had flown his last combat mission earlier that 
year. The Democratic Republic of Vietnam was just 
two months old on the day Alex returned home, and 
Gen. George Marshall was soon to embark on his ill-
fated diplomatic mission to China. Now, together
with their parents – Henry and Bessie Claiborne – and 
their sister Elizabeth, at the home place on Route 1, 
Brownsville, the two war veterans finally were abl
join their family in remembering their fallen brother, 
Robert (see the earlier essay, at 
http://tinyurl.com/hl452a8). Three more years would

pass before his return for burial at Oakwood Cemetery on that sad November day in 1948 – just one-half mile from
the railroad station where Gene and Alex had celebrated Alex's hom

 
 

ecoming, that Sunday in 1945. 
 
Gene married Doris Joyner two months later – on January 19, 1946, and their daughter Dale was born on December 
5 of that year. Also in January of 1946 – four months after the formal Japanese surrender ceremony in Tokyo Bay – 
in Washington, DC, President Harry Truman was preparing his first State of the Union Message. There was, of 
course, no nationally televised evening address, nor was the President's message delivered in a speech to a joint 
session of Congress. Rather, the document and its lengthy text were transmitted to the Congress on Monday, 
January 21, 1946. In that section of the text titled, "Foreign Policy," the word "Europe" appears four times. "Asia" 
appears once. The two major statements regarding foreign policy in the Far East (excepting the postwar policy 
toward and military administration of Japan) focus on the desire for "a strong, independent, united, and democratic 
China," with a specific reference to Gen. Marshall's new China mission, and "the restoration of the sovereignty of 
Korea and the establishment of a democratic government . . ." The now-four-month-old Democratic Republic of 
Vietnam is not mentioned, nor is French Indochina, for that matter. 
 
And also back in Brownsville, in January of 1946, a baby boy was born to Celeste and Herman Willyerd on 
Wednesday, January 16. His parents named him Allen – Allen Willyerd, Dale Claiborne, and eighty-three 
classmates would graduate from Haywood High School in the spring of 1964. Earlier that year – on Wednesday, 
January 8 – another Democratic president who had recently come to that office, due to the death of his predecessor 
– had given his first State of the Union Address. Unlike President Truman, President Lyndon Johnson's first such 
address was delivered to a joint session of Congress – note, however, that the first televised evening State of the 
Union Address did not come until 1965. As summarized by Robert Caro in The Passage of Power, "'Remarkable' 
was an adjective used in editorials and columns [describing Johnson's address] . . . ('remarkable for its bold sweep 
and the bold idealism of his programs, for its eloquence in composition and the masterly manner of its delivery')." 
But as Caro also describes in his book: 
 
 In sharp contrast to John Kennedy's State of the Union addresses, only about a quarter of Johnson's speech was 
 devoted to foreign policy, and it was the last quarter. None of that portion was newsworthy, or even particularly 
 significant, although its reference to Khruschev's threat to "bury" the United States . . . received, predictably, 
 the loudest applause of any line he delivered. Vietnam was mentioned in this  portion of the speech only  
 once, when Johnson said America must be "better prepared than ever before to defend the cause of freedom, 
 whether it is threatened by outright aggression or by the infiltration practiced by those in Hanoi and Havana, 
 who ship arms and men across international borders to foment insurrection." In fact, the only other mention of 
 Vietnam in the entire speech was the statement that Americans of all races stand side by side there.  
 
Within four years of that address, Marine Corps Corporal Allen Willyerd, from Brownsville, Tennessee, would be 
observing his twenty-second birthday in Vietnam, with 1st platoon, Kilo Company, 3rd Battalion, 4th Marine 
Regiment, at a forward base referred to as "A-2" near Gio Linh – about twenty miles north of Quang Tri City on 

http://tinyurl.com/hl452a8
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national Route 1 – just south of the Demilitarized Zone. In a letter to his former Haywood High School sophomore 
English student, Rita Hathcock, on January 6, 1968, Marine Corps 1stLt. Norman Lane Jr. wrote (as described by 
Rita in January, 2015), "he mentions seeing Allen Willyerd every other day. He says Allen is a machine gun squad 
leader in this battalion. He said they swap news about Brownsville." 
 
Cpl. Willyerd had received his orders for Vietnam in September, 1967, after returning from a six-month 
deployment with the Sixth Fleet (Fleet Marine Force, Mediterranean Cruise). But in fact, the wheels that had 
ultimately led to those orders had been in motion since even before January 16, 1946 – the day he was born. Fifty 
years after he had enlisted with the Marine Corps, looking back on his experience, Allen Willyerd had this to say: 
 
 When I was at Camp Geiger, . . . over the barracks, going in – they were single stories – I don't know if there 
 was a platoon in there, or if it was big enough for a platoon. But over the – over the door, going into the 
 barracks, there were signs over all of them. And the sign over my barracks was, "My country – right or 
 wrong – my country." 
 
And so it was. . . . 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


