Forgotten Heroes: A Conversation with a Korean War Veteran

In the final years of my father’s life, diabetes had taken his vision and caused his kidneys to fail. Dementia slowly eroded his mind, transforming him from a kind, patient man into someone who was verbally abusive and paranoid. My mother bore the brunt of these attacks, accused of a wide array of offenses, including infidelity, theft, and witchcraft. 

His vision began to fail while I was in high school, and he had to stop working. My mother convinced him to apply for disability, “He hated having to go to that office. He complained the whole way there and back.” His doctors became too expensive, and he had to transfer his care to the VA.“Your dad didn’t want anything to do with the military, including the VA,” my mother recalled.

As illness ravished his body and mind, glimpses of the kind, loving father occasionally broke through, like the sun peeking through on a cloudy day. Despite his struggles, he continued to provide, even buying me a car during my senior year. There were strings attached. I was tasked with taking him to his appointments. We would spend countless hours in the VA, and in my youthful ignorance, I thought time was being wasted. I listened to his stories, hoping time would hurry, not noticing the ticking away of missed opportunities. 

When I joined the Army, he was legally blind, and my mother had had enough. She divorced him and moved in with her sister. My uncle moved in to help with my father. My father expressed concern over my enlistment and began to give me advice, filling my sails with the wind of his wisdom before I set sail into the world.

By the end of my enlistment, he was in hospice and died two years after I got out. I now work at the same VA where I spent hours with my father. When I enter the building, I think of him.

One day, as I waited for the elevator, I finished a text to my wife. The elevator door opened with a soft ‘ding,’ and I entered, giving a cursory nod to the other passengers. When three of them exited, an older gentleman remained. “What’s wrong with them Astros?” he asked. 

“Struggling,” I said, “hopefully it’s just a slow start.”

He wore polished leather shoes, pressed jeans, a Houston Astros polo, and a Korean War Veteran cap. He looked like the men I had grown up with: uncles, neighbors, coaches, and my father. Men who mentored me during my time in the Army. I instantly felt a sense of camaraderie.

“Did you serve,” he probed.

“I did, Army.” We were on the first floor now. “Are you going to the lobby?” I asked, trying to keep the conversation going.

“Yeah, I'm waiting for my niece to pick me up,” he said, strolling with a slight lean to the right. Cool. 

“I see you’re a Korean War vet,” I noted. “My dad was in the Korean War too.”

“Well, you know he went through a lot. It was hard to be a black man in the military back then,” Charlie, my elevator partner, replied. His tone heavy with understanding. 

“He never talked about it. Wish I had asked him about that time.”

My father had no problem expressing his opinion on the role race played in America. In college, I would take a course about the Korean War, which describes the racial oppression African Americans faced while trying to serve their country. 

In the lobby, Charlie took a seat. I stood, knowing that sitting could open the floodgates to a river of long-winded tales. “People don’t like hearing about Korea. America’s not proud of it, so vets don’t like talking about it. I don’t mind,” he smiled. I sat.

Like many other African Americans, he joined the military, hoping to escape the de jure segregation of southern cities. Others looked to escape the de facto segregation of northern ones. “A couple of guys from Detroit and Chicago were in our platoon. They had a hard time adjusting to life in the South. I was used to it.”

There have been countless books, documentaries, and movies about the heroism of those who served during WWII. Vietnam has received more negative coverage, but coverage nonetheless. The Korean War, sandwiched between the two, has been called the “Forgotten War.” 

“We showed we could fight when given a chance,” Charlie said.

Their legacy should be celebrated, not forgotten. “It’s like being forgotten twice—once for the war and then for the things we experienced trying to fight the war,” Charlie reflected. I was grateful I sat with Charlie that day and listened to his stories. His narrative, like those of many veterans, is a crucial part of our history that should not be overlooked. I hope Charlie and other Korean War vets share their stories before it’s too late-before we regret not asking. 



