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SLAUGHTER AT   HAPPY VALLEY
Untold story of bloody rearguard action       fought by Ulster soldiers in Korean War

BY ANDREW SALMON
AT midday today half a dozen
elderly men will gather at a
modest monument of Korean
granite outside Belfast City
Hall. 

They are veterans of the Royal
Ulster Rifles. The monument,
moved here last year, honours
dead friends. Although it will not
be officially dedicated until Sep-
tember, veterans were determined
to have their commemoration
today. 

“It’s a private ceremony, just
five minutes or so,” said Col Robin
Charley, chairman of Belfast’s
Somme Heritage Centre.

“The 4th of January was the
day of the battle — a battle where
we had so many casualties.” 

The battle is virtually forgotten,
but in that single action the RUR
lost more men than the British
Army has lost in Afghanistan —
157 men captured or killed.  

“I don’t know how the hell peo-
ple can forget something like that
— I feel a bit sad about it,” said Joe
Farrell, a former Belfast boxer
and veteran of the battle.

In December 1950, having been
swept from North Korea by a
shock Chinese offensive, defeated
UN forces stood at bay in the
South. On New Year’s Day, 1951,
the Chinese stormed over the bor-
der and South Korean forces dis-
integrated. Britain’s crack 29th
Infantry Brigade was thrust into
the line near Koyang, 12 miles
northwest of Seoul. 

Amid blizzards the brigade
dug a shaky line over the hills. On
the left flank, reinforced by 10
Hussar/Artillery Cromwell tanks,
stood the RUR. By Jan 3 there
was nothing between them and
the onrushing Chinese. 

Before dawn that day indis-
tinct figures appeared in front of
the RUR trenches. A patrol de-
scended into the valley and men
on the hills heard a staccato burst
. . .  then silence. The patrol had
blundered into the main assault
force and from nowhere the Chi-
nese broke cover and charged.
Two RUR platoons were overrun. 

Galway native and acting bat-
talion commander Major Tony
Blake orchestrated the firepower
of tanks, artillery and US jets in an
immediate riposte. Second Lieu-
tenant Mervyn McCord  was part
of a patrol that counter-attacked
their old position after a napalm
strike. 

The men took the ridge without
casualties and stood around con-
gratulating themselves until a
major arrived, roaring: “This is not
a funfair!” 

Meanwhile, B Company pre-
pared to retake the other lost
peak.

“We lined them up,” said Cap-
tain Robin Charley, a Belfast man
who had volunteered for Korea. 

“That attack went in exactly by
the book — just like at the School
of Infantry!” 

The Ulstermen were ecstatic at
having beaten off the previously
undefeated Chinese. To their right
the Royal Northumberland
Fusiliers had also fought a bloody,
but successful battle. Elsewhere,
though, the front had buckled.
UN forces were falling back. Seoul
was to be abandoned. 

The RUR would be the last UN
unit to withdraw, the US division
on its left had already departed. 

Their flank exposed, the RUR
retreat led down a valley over-
looked by enemy, what the regi-
mental history calls “a death trap.” 

It was a frozen, moonless night
and columns of soldiers, with ve-
hicles in the centre, moved stealth-
ily down the steel-hard track. The
Cromwells squeaked along at the
rear, slipping and sliding. 

Charley, leading with B Compa-
ny, met American trucks at the val-
ley mouth. All was going to plan.
Suddenly, fireworks burst over-
head: US aircraft-dropped flares.
The column was bathed in eerie
white light. Men swore under their
breaths. Officers hissed into ra-
dios, trying, unsuccessfully, to halt
the flaring. 

The enemy could not fail to
spot the retreat.  Mortars rocked
the valley as streaking tracers
raked the column. Then came
hundreds of shadowy Chinese
pelting down into the valley to
seize a village on the southern
track, blocking the route.

Lance Corporal Joe Farrell was
lying in cover when an enemy
squad charged over his back. 

Grabbing a wounded sergeant,
Farrell clambered onto a passing
vehicle that ran the gauntlet.
Those behind were less lucky. 

The tanks  were dismembered
with pole charges. The last radio
signal from Hussar Captain Don-

ald Astley-Cooper, the armoured
group’s commander was: “It’s
bloody rough!” He was never
heard from again. 

McCord, in the rearguard, was
loading dead onto a carrier when
someone said: “You’re missing
something.” He looked down and
recoiled. The corpse was head-
less.  

Beneath a railway bridge the
Chinese had placed a machine
gun. There was only
one possible action.
McCord and
Sergeant Campbell
assaulted through
the position,
knocking out the
gun and clearing
the route (both
were subsequent-
ly decorated). 

Out of the
flashing darkness
Support Company
Commander
Major John Shaw
appeared. After
yelling at McCord
for smoking his
pipe in combat,
Shaw regrouped
the survivors and
led a charge
through the blazing village and
into the hills.

At dawn Shaw’s men crossed
the Han River bridges just before
they were blown. The burning
capital was abandoned. 

Early on January 4 US Forces
Korea commander, General
Matthew Ridgway, had raged at
his subordinates for leaving the
British. 

The RUR lost 157 men captured
or killed. The artillery and Hussars
lost 42 men and 10 tanks. The
unit commanders, Blake and Ast-
ley-Cooper, were among the dead.
All in one night. 

By comparison — in six years of

fighting — Britain has lost 137
service personnel in Afghanistan.

Memories of the losses linger.
“There was one chap I was at
school with, a gunner officer, and
when we were ordered to with-
draw he had to stay on, and sadly,
he was killed,” said Col Charley. 

“His twin brother, who I’d also
been at school with, had been
killed at Normandy on D-Day.” 

But there is also a pride at the
stand made. 

“Korea
showed the com-
munists,”
Charley argued.
“If we hadn’t
done something,
they’d have made
a push around the
world.” 

Today’s private
ceremony is the
first at the memo-
rial’s new site. In
1962, when
Koyang urbanised,
it was relocated to
the RUR base at
Ballymena. With
the depot closing,
the monument was
moved to City Hall
in April. 

Though bitter at
the lack of recognition Korean
veterans receive, there is satisfac-
tion at the memorial’s replanting.

“It’s in the right place, I’d say,”
said Joe Farrell. 

While official histories named
it the Battle of Koyang, veterans
dubbed it — with grim irony —
“Happy Valley”. 

l Seoul-based journalist An-
drew Salmon is the author of To
The Last Round: Britain’s Epic
Stand on the Imjin River, Korea,
1951 to be published in April. 

The book includes the most de-
tailed account to date of Happy
Valley.

AARRMMOOUURR::  TThhee  RRUURR’’ss  CCrroommwweellll  ttaannkkss  ssuuffffeerreedd  hheeaavviillyy

WWIINNTTEERR  WWAARRFFAARREE::  CCoonnddiittiioonnss  iinn  KKoorreeaa  wweerree  eexxttrreemmee

TTRRAANNSSPPOORRTT::  BBrriittiisshh  ttrrooooppss  aarroouunndd  aa  JJeeeepp

OOLLDD  CCOOMMRRAADDEESS::
GGeenneerraall  RRoobbiinn
CChhaarrlleeyy  ((lleefftt))  aanndd
JJooee  FFaarrrreellll  iinn  ffrroonntt
ooff  tthhee  mmeemmoorriiaall  aatt
BBeellffaasstt  CCiittyy  HHaallll,,
wwhhiicchh  oorriiggiinnaallllyy
ssttoooodd  nneeaarr  tthhee  
bbaattttllee  ssiittee  ((ttoopp))

BBAADDGGEESS  OOFF
HHOONNOOUURR::
JJooee’’ss  llaappeell
wwiitthh  mmeeddaallss

Ken movie
in ‘world’ 
of bother
BY JULIAN BROUWER
IN NEW YORK

KENNETH Branagh has been
tipped to win a coveted Golden
Globe for his performance in
Nazi war epic Valkyrie — but the
movie is now facing legal ac-
tion for pinching ANOTHER
globe without permission.

US art collector Robert Pri-
tikin owns a string of Hitler ar-
tifacts, including the Fuhrer's
notorious globe.

And Pritikin, who paid
$100,000 for the globe, is furious
that United Artists made an exact
copy of the globe, which he had

copyrighted to
stop sicko neo-
Nazis using it
in propaganda
campaigns.

When Pri-
tikin bought
the globe, he
paid FIVE

times its pre-auction estimate. It
was sold by a US soldier named
John Barsamian who unearthed
it in the ruins of Hitler's ‘Eagle's
Nest’ in the Bavarian Alps in 1945.

Belfast-born Branagh ((aabboovvee)),
who stars in the movie alongside
Tom Cruise, and United Artists
have so far refused to comment
on the controversy. However
Branagh has been keen to talk
about the quality of the film
which opened on Christmas Day.

“[The plot] is incredible,” says
47-year-old Ken. “Even if you're
completely aware of the out-
come — they didn't succeed — it
nevertheless is a spine-tingler.”

Cara sings
on star’s
new album
LOCAL lecturer Cara Robinson
has been invited to sing on the
new album by UK Number One
hit maker Corinne Bailey Rae!

The South Eastern Regional
College lecturer’s soulful jazz
vocals will be heard on Bailey
Rae’s new album — due for re-
lease this year.

But Cara, whose own 2005
solo album, Keep ‘Er Lit, reaped
critical acclaim, has already
shone in Corinne’s company.

For Cara sang backing vocals
on Corinne’s Grammy Award-
nominated worldwide hit, Put
Your Records On.

Cara and Corinne became
best friends when they studied
together at the University of
Leeds’ Bretton Hall. 

Corinne’s debut album topped
the charts in March 2006 and
also made her a star in the USA,
hitting the Number Four spot
and gaining her FOUR presti-
gious Grammy nominations.

However, Corinne’s admira-
tion for Cara’s talent remains
undimmed, with a recent invita-
tion to join the sessions for her
second album.

Said a delighted Cara: “I was
over the moon when I got the
call from Corinne, asking me to
do the backing vocals for her
new album. Corinne had a huge
success with her debut album. 

“So I am thrilled to be in a po-
sition where I can get involved
in it all once again.”

New album
for Priests?
BY TINA CALDER
THE famous Singing Priests are
set to return to the charts with
a second album, Sunday Life
can reveal.

Fr Martin O’Hagan, who
makes up a third of the trio
which includes his brother Fr
Eugene and Fr David Delargy,
said the group are already in
talks for a follow up to their
debut album The Priests.

In 2008 the men signed a
£1m contract with Sony BMG
for an album released in more
than 30 countries.

Since its release The Priests
were presented with a Platinum
Disc in recognition of sales
which have topped 300,000.

Now Father Martin says the
friends, who have been singing
together for 34 years, may be set
to record a second album.

Biker boffin in
charity boost
A CHARITY set up in memory
of the late Ulster bike ace Joey
Dunlop has received a major fi-
nancial boost . . . in front of
millions of television viewers.

Viewers of the BBC’s Celebri-
ty Mastermind programme this
week watched biker Dave Myers
donate his £3,000 prize money
to the Joey Dunlop Foundation.

And the larger-than-life TV
cook from Cumbria also sport-
ed a Dunlop badge in his lapel
throughout the tournament in
which he came out on top
against singer Toyah Wilcox,
MP David Lammy and actor
David Harewood.

The Isle of Man-based chari-
ty is aiming to provide disabled-
accessible accommodation for
visitors to the island where Dun-
lop was a Manx TT legend.

Charity chairman Kevin Quirk
welcomed Myers’ gesture: “It’s
not only important for us in mon-
etary terms, but it has also raised
the profile of the foundation in
terms of exposure on a very pop-
ular television programme.”

RROOWW::  RRoobbeerrtt  PPrriittiikkiinn VVOOCCAALLSS::  CCaarraa  RRoobbiinnssoonn


