
By Captain (Retired) Wallace Fiedl er 

O n 18 February 1951 , Gen eral 
Matthew Ridgway summoned 
his staff to the G3 operations 

tent at his frontlin e Eighth U.S. Army 
headqu arters. He announced that Eighth 
Army would attack the Chinese Commu­
nist Forces within 60 hours in an offe n­
sive call ed "Operation Killer." 

At the time , I wa s the engineer recon­
naissan ce-section sergeant for the 1Oth 
Engineer Combat Battalion of the U.S . 3d 
Infan try Divi sion in I Corps. My team 
conducted all of the special ground and 
aerial com bat-engi neer reconnai ssance 
for the 3d Infantry Division . The troops 
in the I Corps area we re getting ready to 
launch their assigned missions for Op­
erati on Killer. Thi s would take us into the 
Iron Tri angl e-made up of Chorwon on 
the west, Kurnhwa on the east , and 
Pyonggang as the npex of the triangle. 

The problem for I Corp s wa s that the 
route went through the city of Seoul, the 
South Korean capital. which wa s across 
th e Han River. The river 's high tide s 
caused engineer s major floating-bridge 
problems . Although there were three 
highway brid ges in Seoul that were still 
inta ct , wc suspected that they were pre ­
pared for dem olition. Since there was no 
way to bypass them, eng ineers would 
have to brid ge the gaps if they were de­
stroyed so arm ored vehicles could cross . 

United Nations strategic intelligence 
reports indicat ed that about 1R,OOO Ch i­
nese Communist 50th Army troops were 
in Seoul , in addition to about 19 ,000 
troops from the North Korean 8th and 
47th Infantry Divisions and 47th Mecha­
nized Divi sion . When I was ass igned to 
the assistant-division-enginee r section 
at the 3d Infantry Di vision advanced 
command post (before I became the 
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Forces and the North Korean 
Army were rec eiving strateg ic and tacti 
ca l advi ce from the East Germans. I de­
cided that if the East German soldiers were 
advising the Chinese and NOIt h Kore ­
ans about American combat tactics, there 
was a good chance [ could reconnuiter 
the three bridges and get the information 
needed to decide if the main attack force 
cou ld go through the city of Seoul or if it 
would hav e to take the more mountain ­

en gi nee r re connaissan ce -section se r­
geant), I attended many of the G2 intelli­
gence and G3 operations briefings. So I 
was familiar with the big picture. 

The 15th Regiment of the 3d Infantry 
Divi sion was ass ig ned the rout e that 
crossed the thre e bridges going thro ugh 
Seoul to the Iron Triangle area by way of 

Uijongbu, Yongpyong, and Kumhwa. 
I The 15th Regiment kept sending combat 

patrols across the Han River at low tide 
to reconnoiter the bridges, but they al­
ways were turned back by heavy enemy 
defense fire. Meanwhile, I was conduct­
ing special aerial reconnaissance by ge t­
ting rides in the artillery spotter plan es. 
Becau se of the narrow valleys between 
the steep hills, the pilots co uld not get 
clos e enough for me to see if the bridges 
were prep ared for demolition or if the 
banks and road approaches were mined. 
The plane s flying photoreconnai ssance 
flights were not able to get good pictures 
either. 

Acc ording to United Nations intelli­
gence reports, the Chinese Communist 
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ous route farther east. 

I had been a combat-engineer recon ­
naissance scout with the 297 th Engineer 
Combat Battalion in Europe from the time 
of the Normandy invasion until we met 
the Russians at the Torgau Bridge on the 
Elbe River. We learned that if we could 
get through the Gelman minefields, we 
probably could get to our obj ective . 
Therefore, I hoped and expected that the 
East German advisors, hoping to find out 
what I was lookin g fur , would tell the 
Chinese and North Koreans La let me go 
th rough . 

I knew that (0 get the information on 
the three brid ges, I would have to cro ss 
the Han River at Seoul. But to get back, it 
would be better to co me out at th e 
bomb ed-out railroad br idge in the south­
west part of the city in the U.S. Army 7th 
Infantry Di vision sect or. 

On 19 February, I checked the U.S . 
Geodetic Surv ey manual to see what time 
low tide would be for the Han River that 
day and had my recon scout and je ep 
driver get our two -man reconnaissance 
boat. We tuok off for the riv er below the 
big stone dike where I knew, from maps 
and aerial reconnai ssance, that there was 
a T-junction at a main highway. When 
we go t to the river, we inflated all of the 
compartme nts of the recon boat, which 
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made all of us di zzy. The thre e of LIS go t 
into the small boat and crossed to the 
big stone di ke . A fe w North Korean or 
Ch inese so ld iers sho t at us as we crosse d 
the rive r. bu t non e of their bulle ts hit us. 

I got out of the boat with a Polaro ide 
camera, a wire cutte r, and so me tags with 
wire ties . I d idn 't take a weapon. I told 
the driver to take the jeep and go to where 
the rail road bridge crossed the Han Ri ver 
in the U.S. 7th Infantry Divis ion sec tor 
and wait for me to co me out there. I in­
structed the sco ut to leave the boat in­
fla ted and put it in the jeep. I also told 
him to not go back by way of the ba tta l­

ion S2 se ctio n but to wait for me at the 
ra i lroad br idge. That was the fir st tim e 
th at eithe r o f them knew wh at I intended 
to do on th is recon mis si on . I had g iven 
th em se parate in st ru ct ion s, so if o ne 
co uld n' t make it, the o the r wa s to co n- ! 
tinu e on to the rail way bri dge . ! 

I c limbed over the big stone dike and II 

went down to the stree t below, which was 
the highw ay that went alo ng the dike , I 
then stra ight up the T -ju nct ion that led ! 
to the first bridge . When I go t to the i, 

bridg e , I saw a lot of R ussi an picri c-acid i 
antitank box mine s on the h ighway that I 
were not du g in or co vered up. I flipped I 
open the woode n lids , took out the de to­
nator s , and threw them int o the snow on 
the rice paddy along the high way. 

After taking a picture of th e bridge 
from the friendl y side toward the enemy 
s ide . I cu t a len gth o f co m municatio n 

(cornm o) wire that we had laid during one I 
of our prev io us time s in Seoul , tied a rock 
to it. and let it down fro m the high est part 
of th e bridge to get the height abo ve the 
streambed. I roll ed up the length of wire 
and tagged it as "Bridge # 1." Th en , I wen t 
down un der the bridge to see if it had 
been prep ared fo r dem olition. Nothing 
had been done to it , and the three co n­
c re te stringe rs were still in go od condi­
tion . I went up to the o the r side and took I 
a picture from the enemy side lookin g I 

across the brid ge tow ard the friendly side. I 
I continued up the high way, go ing i 

north through Se oul toward Uijongb u, I 
to the nex t bridge, wh ich was in the north i 
part of the city. When I gut there, I did I 
the same as 1 ha d at the first br idge , I 
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tagging the ro lle d-up co m ma wi re as 
" Brid ge #2 ." After [ took a pictu re across 
the bridge from the enemy s ide toward 
the friendl y side. I s tarted back dow n the 
highway to the third bridge. wh ich was 
o n another hi gh way co m ing in from 
Incho n from the west. 

Whi le I was wal king throu gh the city, 
I never saw a single person . But T felt as 
if there were thou sands o f eyes look ing 
at me all the time . As I approac hed the 
th ird br idge , I heard thr ee loud rep orts 
tha t so unded like pistol shots . I stopped 
dead in my tracks. I heard the re ports 
aga in, and the n I reali zed they were the 

'I sounds of so me one wash in g c lo the s. 
(T he Koreans lay their clothes on rocks 

' ne ar the wa ter and hit them wi th wooden 
paddles to ge t out the dirt.) I wa lked a 
little farth er, and there were three wo men 
by a small pool near the bridge , appar­
en tly wash ing c lo thes . None of them 
looked at me- even as I wa s measuring 
the bridge he ight above the stream bed 
and looking unde r the bridge for demoli­
tion s-and I did not acknowledge them . 
(T am sure they were women. bu t when I 
wa s in Germ an y, the Germans often had 
tro o ps dressed as women who wou ld 
wo rk in the farmyard s and fie lds so they 
could observ e us. l3ut with bin oculars, 
we usu ally cou ld see their army boot s at 
the bottom o f their dresses.) 

After I fin ish ed reconn oit ering the 
third bridge , Tonly had to get to the rail­
road bridge and be picked up in the re­
connaissance boat. I began to think that 
if T was being watched, the y might de­
cide to take me now and see what intelli­
ge nce information they could ge t. 

The rail road bridge wa s in sig ht. I felt 
that my recon team would be wa iting for 
me across the river in the 7th Infantry 
Div ision sec to r, and I would soon be 
picked up. 1 had left the highway and wa s 
walki ng on the rai lroad tracks toward the 
en d of the bombed -out bridge . T he tide 
was coming in , and the Han River was 
already quite wide. About that time , I 
heard Pom ! Porn! Porn! Porn! I real ized I 
was be ing sho t at by a Quad .50 on an 
M 16 from our side of the river. I hit the 
side of the o-foot ste e l l-beam of th e 
bri dge and sta rted ye lling for everyo ne 

that I could imagi ne mi ght poss ibly be 
there. includ ing my dri ver and sco ut. T he 
Quad .50 s tarted sp itt ing o ut bull e ts 
ag ain, but they were go ing way ov er my 
head . Fina lly, so meone call ed out and 
asked if [ was from the 3d Division . I sa id 
I wa s and that they shou ld put the recon 
boat into the river and come and ge t me . 

Engineers from the 7th Division ca me 
over with a motorboat to pic k me up . No 
one had bel ieved my driver and sco ut 
whe n they sa id I' d be co ming out on the 
railro ad bridge, and no one had told the 
Philippine soldie rs on the M 16 Qu ad .50 
that so meo ne frie nd ly was supposed to 
be coming down the railroad track s from 
insid e the c ity. 

1t was late in the aftern oon. and we 
still ha d to get back to the 10th Engineer 
Co mba t Battalion S2 intelli gence sec tion 
to turn in the infor matio n I had gathe red . 
As we drove into the headquar ters area . 
Captain Stanfield . the ba ttalion S2, saw 
us arr ive and wanted to know where we 
had been . At the same tim e . C ol on el 
Gross came by and wan ted to know wha t 
had happened to LIS. W hen I sho wed 
the m th e p ictu res T had taken of the 
bridges and the rolls of tagg ed wi re . Colo­
ne l Gro ss said, " You've go t to show them 
to the ge neral right now !" (Major Gen­
eral Robert IShorty] Soule was the 3d Di­
vision comma nder.) 

We went to the 3d Divi sion ad vanced 
co mmand post , which was in a nearby 
sc hoo l building . In the G2 intell igence 
room , Tex plained the pictures I had taken 
of the bridges and related them to the 
br idges on a large city map of Seoul. They 
asked qu esti on s about the road and stree t 
co nditions and if T had see n any ene my 
troop s, weapon s, or materiel. Th e 3d Di­
vis ion G2 officer (a lieu ten ant colo nel) 
told the ge neral that he didn't believe T 

had ac tual ly been across the river and in 
the city of Seoul , even though I had the 
pictu res of the bridges and the ro lls of 
wire th a t me asu red th e he ight of the 
br idge dec ks abo ve the streambed . 

M aj or General Soul e asked Colonel 
Gross wh at he was goi ng to do for this 
recon sergeant for ge tting this in forma­
tion . Co lo ne l G ross to ld him that they 
plan ned to have me promoted to m aster 
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se rgeant when it wa s time Cor me to ro­
tat e back 10 the States. "M aster se rgean t, 
hell !" General Soule retorted. " Afte r this 
campaign, I want him to appear before 
the Battlefield Commission Board ." Colo­
nel Gross said to me , "Tha t is a ge neral's 
or de r, Fiedl er, and you better obey it." I 
told them [ would be there if I lived 
thr ou gh the campaig n, because I figured 
my mothe r wo uld rather gc t a dead lieu­
tenant shippe d back home than a dead 
se rgean t ! (l really thought most of us 
would ne ver rotate back to the S tate s 
ali ve anywa y.) 

After lea vin g th e 3d Div ision ad­
vanced co mmand post , I went back to 
our battalion S2 tent to make out my re ­
port of the b rid ge rec onn aissance ; albeit 
un authorized , it was the reason for the 
recommenda tion for my battl efi eld com­
mission award . 

O n the morning of 21 February 1951 , 
Op eration K iller was launched. Th e plan 
wa s to go around the city of Seoul. with 
the attacking forces con ver gin g north o f 
the c ity on the hi ghway to Uij on gbu . 
Th ere, a line was est ablished to prepare 
for the next attack north across the 38th 
parallel. 

The attack for the Iron Triangle and 
the territor y north, design ated Operation 
Ripp er, began on 7 March in the U.S . 25th 
Infantry Di vi sion sector. Alth ou gh the 
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Ch inese Comm unist Forces and the N 011h 

Korean People's Army put up some re­
sistance, the real ene my was the early 
rains and warmer we ather. It melted the 
ice and sno w and made it necessary fo r 
engineers in particul ar to do lots of road 
and b rid gew ork. 

On 15 M ar ch , General Rid gway re­
ce ive d wo rd that there was a lot o f di s­
sat is fac tion with the term s "Opera t io n 
Killer" and "Operation Ripper" in state­
side magazine s an d new sp apers. The 
ge nera l said that he didn ' t understand 
w hy it w as objectionable to acknowl­
e dg e the fact th at war was co ncern ed 
wi th killin g the ene my . Ho wever, he 
c ombine d the tw o operatio ns, and th ey 
contin ued under th e nam e " Ope ra tio n 
Courageous ." 

By 27 March 1951 , all of the attack ing 
United Nation s troop s were north of the 
38 th Parallel. South Kore a had been 
cleared of Chinese Communi st and North 
Korean troops for the second time. By I 
April, the co mbat pha ses of Operations 
Kill er, Ripper, and Courageou s ended . 
After the big push and all the battles it 
entailed , whe n we ca ptured the towns o f 
Chorwon, K umhwa, and Pyonggang (the 
Iron Tr iangle) and Pyongyang (the aban­
doned capital of North Korea), we finall y 
slowed down to routine co mbat-eng inee r 
as s ig nme nts. 

10 
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The Battl efi eld Commi ssion Board 
con vened at 3d Divisi on rear headquar­
ter s in Seoul , Korea, on 22 June 195 I. 
Th ere , a cleaned -up group of troop s in 
new fatigue uniforms was brought to­
gether to appear before the board . We 
certainly did not look like the "comba t 
warri ors" we were several months before . 
That even ing the re was a ce le brat io n 
banquet for us, and we we re awarded our 
shiny second lieutenant or warrant of­
ficer bars. Th e next day, we were all flown 
to Tokyo, Japan , for 10 days of rest and 
recreation. III 

When Capta in Fied ler return ed to 
Korea, he becam e leader ojrhe lst Pla­
toon . C Company, 10111 Eng ine er Com­
bat Battalion . Fro m there, he went to 
Ca mp McCo y. Wis con sin, to become 
commander of C Company . J99th Engi­
neer Combat Battalion . Lat er; the en ­
tire En gineer Combat Group was se nt 
to Fort Leonard Wood, Mi ssouri, to reno­
vate la rge areas ()f the post [o r reo pen­
ing . The re, Cap ta in Fiedl er wa s the hat ­
tali on S3 ofthe 199th Eng ineer Combat 
Ba ttalion. He everuuallv ret ired at the 
Pentagon as (/ captain in the U S. Army 
Co rps ()f Eng ineers with a combination 
of mor e than 22 years active duty and 
more than 12 years active US. Arm)' 
Reser ve. 
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