

[image: image]




Praise for Midnight in Ironbottom Sound


“Dead in the water, with her deck a tangle of flames, the USS Gregory’s fate on September 5, 1942, was quickly sealed. Midnight in Ironbottom Sound offers a gripping reconstruction of the destroyer’s final moments, as well as important insight into the officers and crew that fought for survival. This riveting true story is filled with surprise twists—both what transpired during the war and what was finally resolved seventy-seven years later. Charles Jackson French is a hero for the ages. I’m so glad Avriett unearthed this never-before-told World War II story. It desperately needed to be brought to light.”


—Marcus Brotherton, New York Times bestselling author


“A gripping story of heroism on the watery WWII battlefields of the Pacific. Carole Engle Avriett takes us along on the High Speed Transport USS Gregory and the fateful naval battle that added the Gregory to the infamous Ironbottom Sound. This riveting drama, told through personal narratives with an historian’s eye and a storyteller’s soul, examines what it means to be a leader, a warrior, and a hero.”


—John A. Dailey, author of Tough, Rugged Bastards: A Memoir of a Life in Marine Special Operations


“My late grandfather was an early advocate of the APDs and their use in reconnaissance, raids, and other special operations of Marine Raiders, especially Edson’s Raiders. The dedication and sacrifice made by the officers and crews of the APDs were an indispensable part in winning the Guadalcanal campaign and the war. Midnight in Ironbottom Sound finally tells their story, and is sure to be a favorite for readers who love military history.”


—Merritt A. Edson III, grandson of Maj. Gen. Merritt Edson of the legendary battalion known as Edson’s Raiders


“Tales of sacrifice and courage about the men who fought in the South Pacific during the Second World War aboard the USS Gregory will continue to influence future generations. My Uncle Harry will always stand as my link to the Greatest Generation, and I’m proud that his story will continue to inspire.”


—Bryan Condra, great-nephew of Harry F. Bauer, Commander of the USS Gregory


“It's nice to see Charles French finally getting the recognition he deserves. He was a true hero."


—Chester French, nephew of Charles Jackson French
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For my wonderful husband, Louis, who loved his time in the Navy as a dentist, especially when stationed at Marine Corps Air Station in Beaufort, South Carolina.


The book is also for my father, who spent twenty-five years in the Navy and was on duty at Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941.


Most of all this book is in honor of the American sailors who went to war in the Solomon Islands: almost three times as many died at sea defending Guadalcanal as Marines and Army personnel died on it.




Foreword


“Let this ship inspire us to challenge our own limitations and to always—always—answer the call of duty, even when the waters are rough and the path ahead uncertain.”


—The Honorable Carlos Del Toro, Secretary of the Navy, Surface Navy Symposium, January 10, 2024


It is with deep honor and humility that I write the foreword for this book that captures the selfless service of Lieutenant Commander Harry F. Bauer, commanding officer of USS Gregory (APD-3), and Petty Officer Charles J. French, the ship’s heroic mess steward whose valiant actions during World War II continue to inspire service members today.


Upon reading Carole Avriett’s previous book, Marine Raiders: The True Story of the Legendary WWII Battalions, there were three things that immediately became crystal clear to me. First, Carole is a phenomenal historian and engaging storyteller. She takes the reader on an enlightening and emotional journey through each scene while displaying the gallant actions of the Marines and Sailors of the Marine Raider Battalions and the Navy ships that supported them. Carole conveys their efforts and sacrifices which were vital to the Allied victory in the Pacific Theater and, more importantly, she displays the human elements of conflict in a way that we can all appreciate. This book represents the next logical step by telling the story primarily from the maritime point of view, while focusing on the perspectives of the Ship’s Captain and Petty Officer French.


Second, I was reminded that sea duty provides a unique perspective and strengthens the bonds between all who sail into harm’s way. In February 2012, I had the pleasure of serving as the 3rd Commanding Officer of USS Makin Island (LHD-8) and earned the call sign “Raider 3” by taking command of one of the Navy’s newest ships in the fleet. Our ship was the second to be named after the famous 1942 Makin Island raid and the first ship to feature some of the most innovative propulsion technologies in recent history. The hybrid gas turbine and electric drive system was revolutionary at the time, and has since become the propulsion system of choice for many newer ships.


However, a ship is only as good as its crew. We were fortunate to have many plank owners who had been with the ship prior to her commissioning in 2009, as well as those of us who arrived prior to workups and deployment. We were also fortunate that each crewmember shared a relationship with Carlson’s Raiders of the 2nd Marine Raider Battalion, and that leaders at all levels used Raider stories as motivation to continuously innovate and improve. During my time onboard, we lived by the Raider motto “Gung Ho,” which means “to work together.” One of my favorite mantras was “Excellence is a journey, not a destination,” which became crucial to building our culture of excellence. We concluded each all-hands call and every awards ceremony with a loud “Team Raider” cheer as a nod to our namesake. For warfare qualifications, each Sailor had to know our ship’s history as well as they knew our ship’s mission.


When we departed San Diego, California, as the Makin Island Amphibious Ready Group with Amphibious Squadron Five (PHIBRON 5) and nearly 2,000 Marines from the 11th Marine Expeditionary Unit (11th MEU) embarked, we were ready to successfully complete every mission throughout our seven-month deployment, regardless of expected and unexpected challenges. Although we experienced our fair share of adversity, mostly due to exploring the limits and nuances of our new technology, we were blessed not to face any major conflicts or combat.


However, like the crew of the USS Gregory, we did everything in our power to maximize our readiness while helping the Marines prepare for whatever tasks faced them ashore. The Marines of 11th MEU reciprocated by fully integrating with our ship’s gun crews during transits through the world’s chokepoints, when ships are most vulnerable to attack. Doing so made USS Makin Island a hard target and served as a deterrent to any potential adversary, while strengthening the bonds between our Blue/Green Team. Following our deployment, we earned numerous unit, fleet, and Navy level awards for excellence in Battle Efficiency, Warfighting Readiness, Operational Safety, Food Service, Retention, and Energy Conservation. Our esprit de corps was unmatched, and the Raider culture of excellence continues today.


Third and last, while writing this foreword, I was reminded by the Honorable Carlos Del Toro, Secretary of the Navy, that acts of honor, courage, and commitment are eternal. On January 10, 2024, SECNAV announced that the name of our newest destroyer, DDG 142, will be the USS Charles J. French. Petty Officer French’s actions following the Imperial Japanese attack on the USS Gregory are well-documented. In the aftermath, French rescued fifteen shipmates by gathering them onto a raft and, fearing they would drift to a Japanese-controlled island, swimming to a different island while towing the raft through shark-infested waters. Although he was recommended for the Navy Cross for his actions, he was presented a letter of commendation. Thank you, Mr. Secretary, for properly recognizing Petty Officer French’s service.


Many more details of the courageous acts of Petty Officer French, Lieutenant Commander Bauer, and other members of the USS Gregory are captured on the following pages. This is certainly an inspirational story that should be read by leaders and applied to inspire teams to challenge our limitations. May we forever remember the crew of USS Gregory as the consummate American heroes who put service above self. The nation remains dedicated to honoring their courage and selflessness for generations to come. We are stronger together!


—Cedric “Raider 3” Pringle, Rear Admiral (Retired), United States Navy Former Commanding Officer,


USS Makin Island (LHD-8)




Author’s Note


Special thanks to the family of Robert Nelson Adrian: Captain, USN, and World War II veteran, for sharing his personal journals filled with eyewitness accounts of these events.


And congratulations to the family of Charles Jackson French: the Secretary of the Navy, Carlos del Toro, has recently announced that a destroyer of the Arleigh Burke class will be named for this true hero from WWII.


“Greater love has no one than this, that someone lay down his life for his friends.”


—John 15:13


As with most narratives of WWII stories written today, nearly all characters are deceased . . . and authors must rely on a multitude of alternative sources.


After four years of research delving into personal memoirs of eyewitnesses who were actually on the USS Gregory, most notably those of Robert Adrian, plus diaries, published autobiographies, letters, contemporary newspaper and magazine articles, oral histories, military records, and many hours of interviews with family members of those who participated in these stories, I can say with confidence that the depiction here of what transpired is as authentic as possible. Though tapes of original conversations or brief speeches may not exist, the content of what is presented is consistent with documented events. Occasionally dialogue, thoughts and emotions are imagined, based on what characters likely would have said/thought/felt in real time and suggested by written descriptions from eyewitnesses or family members familiar with events.


Fortunately, two major incidents, the hellish night during the battle in Ironbottom Sound and subsequent circumstances on shore, were clearly recorded in detail in later years by Robert Adrian (Capt. USN,) who was a shipmate on the Gregory. In addition, multiple interviews with present-day active duty and retired Navy personnel and Marine Raiders provided real-life insights into daily life at sea and during surface engagements.


Since all of the main characters portrayed in this book are no longer living, we will never have a continuous bridge we can traverse in order to know these brave and sacrificial warriors personally. However, what we do have are reliable stepping stones which point us, nonetheless, to their awe-inspiring bravery and courage, their willingness to give everything for their country. More importantly, these stepping stones provide us an opportunity to learn about their deeds so we can remember and honor them, heroes all, with humble gratitude for their service.




Part I


Introduction


“The Solomon Islands campaign is a unique and fascinating chapter in Naval history. Covering a period of seventeen months in 1942–43, it was marked by unremitting warfare, by sudden and vicious surface engagements, most of them at night, most at very close range, and all of them deadly. It will never be repeated, and those who took part will never forget it.”*


This is the true story of one of those engagements, labeled “minor” by naval historians and, if mentioned, usually in paren—of a little-known ship crewed by unknown sailors caught up in a disastrous night of terror . . . and minor to all except those who were there.


Among myriad stories from World War II it’s sometimes the seemingly inconsequential events which tell the tale best: of bravery beyond limits, sacrifice without conditions. This is the story of young men in their brave “little” ship designated an APD (Auxiliary Personnel/ Destroyer) who exemplified honor under the most nightmarish conditions: their mission, to deliver Marine Raiders to bloody beaches deep in the South Pacific at the beginning of WWII.


In particular, two of the gallant sailors on the USS Gregory—the highest ranking, who commanded the ship, Harry F. Bauer, and one of the lowest ranking, a mess attendant 2nd class named Charles Jackson French—reveal a mostly unknown story. These men along with their shipmates, who included a young ensign who witnessed it all, define one eternal truth: courage has no color, no prerequisites . . . Valor hails from within.






* Newcomb, Richard F., The Battle of Savo Island, New York: Henry Holt, 1961, vii.




CHAPTER 1


Midnight in Hell’s Waters


“Then I said to you, ‘Do not be in dread or afraid of them. The LORD your God who goes before you will Himself fight for you . . .’” Deuteronomy 1:29–30


September 5, 1942


The mess attendant swam rapidly with powerful strokes in the midnight waters towards the bobbing rubber raft. Behind Charles Jackson French, out-of-control fires from his ship, the USS Gregory, and pounding explosions continued to erupt, creating ghostly reflections all around him. Sounds of men screaming in agony and shouting for help could be heard everywhere. When he reached the raft, he realized there were several badly wounded sailors inside. He pulled himself in. Soon, another sailor splashed up to the craft’s side.


“Is that you, French?” spit out the ship’s young ensign, Bob Adrian, with great difficulty. Adrian’s face was badly cut and bleeding. His right eye was shut tightly.


“Yessir, it’s me,” gasped French. “You okay, Sir? Them enemy ships got the jump on us!”


“They did indeed,” Adrian said, coughing between words. “Let’s try to get this raft further away from the ship. Looks like the Gregory’s going down! Thank God we got all those Raiders landed on Guadalcanal before this happened!”


After French slid back into the water, the two men strained to pull the raft, holding on with one arm and using the other to dog-paddle through the water and away from the flaming ships. They could see the sister ship of the Gregory, the USS Little, in the distance, also racked with tremendous explosions and engulfed in flames.


Back on the Gregory, crew members were trying to get their beloved commander, Harry Frederick Bauer, into the water and away from the ship. He was badly wounded; both legs appeared broken, but he was still conscious. As the sailors reached him where he was lying on one of the few spots not engulfed with flames, they heard another man not far from where they were, screaming for help. At the same time, they could feel the ship begin slowly rolling to one side.


The men who were already in the water saw what was happening. French and Adrian had pulled the raft far enough away that they were out of danger from being sucked down with it—they hoped. Exhausted, especially Adrian who had a badly wounded leg, the shipmates decided to climb into the raft to catch their breath. The handful of sailors who were already on board were in terrible shape, most groaning in pain due to shrapnel wounds and burns.


Suddenly, machine gun bullets were whizzing through the air not far from where they were. They could hear sailors yelling and thrashing in the water, some pleading for their lives. They looked at each other, knowing what the Japanese were doing. “Damn’em,” growled French, gazing into the chaos of fire and blackness.


After a few seconds French muttered, “Didja see Cap’n Bauer get off the ship?”


“No,” answered Adrian. “Maybe he’s somewhere behind us.”


“Hope so . . . sure hope so . . .” French’s voice trailed off, thinking about Lieutenant Commander Harry Bauer, the Gregory’s skipper. He had had a congenial relationship with the commander, a man nearly twenty years his senior.


About that time, there was an eerie scraping sound under the raft, then a bump strong enough to partially lift one side. French and Adrian froze. A few seconds later, they felt another sinister grinding across the bottom.


The young men stared out over the pandemonium—they knew another type of predator had now discovered them. Soon they saw dorsal fins, backlit by the fires cutting through the waters all around them.


“We’re in a hella’va mess,” said Bob Adrian, who slumped beside French.


“Yessiree,” answered the young mess attendant, shaking his head slowly back and forth. “You can say that again.”


Fifty Years Later: September 5, 1992


Sailor Bob Adrian deftly descended the twisting, narrow stairs emptying into a dimly lit passageway. With long, quick strides, he reached his small, ten-by-ten-foot cabin where a black wraparound desk filled one corner, and a small bunk the other. He pulled the string, clicking on the ceiling light bulb. Off to the side, a compact area with a sign above the door labeled HEAD provided Adrian a place to shower and shave. An old space heater helped warm the dark, damp area. Bare bones.


Dropping down into the well-worn desk chair, Bob Adrian fastidiously cleaned his pipe, then lit up a special blend of cherry vanilla tobacco, made especially for him at his favorite smoke shop. He sat still for several minutes, eyes closed, enjoying these first few puffs. He could sense a gentle ocean beneath his cabin, rocking him back and forth, knowing it could change later in the day. His thoughts turned to the ship and crew . . . and . . .


Suddenly, from somewhere in the distance above him, he heard someone tapping on a ceiling pipe, then a voice calling.


“Dad? Hey, Dadoo . . . are you down there?” It was his daughter, Judy, signaling that his wife, Joan, had lunch ready.


After Robert Nelson Adrian’s retirement from the Navy with the rank of captain, this basement room in his three-story home just a block from his beloved Naval Academy had become his personal wardroom, his retreat, his command center: a shrine. Pictures of ships, sailors, ports of call filled every square inch of wall. Three large portraits, one of Fleet Admiral William D. Leahy, one of four-star Admiral Ulysses S. Grant Sharp Jr., and one of Admiral Arleigh Burke, all of whom Bob had served with, dignified the plethora of memorabilia. The room—just like its occupant—was pure Navy.


However, the appeal of a basement room had even deeper roots for Bob than a place to keep memorabilia from his nearly twenty-five years in the Navy. His early youth and teenage years loosely paralleled the growing depression across the country and the world. His dad’s sheep operation had become increasingly difficult and other business ventures floundered. As the family struggled to stay afloat, the young boy with his mom and dad had lived for different periods of time in various places—small apartments, hotels, a front office with a room and john in the back, tents, and at one point, when they were in a tiny one-bedroom house, Bob slept on a screened-in back porch. Finally, when he was a junior in high school, his dad was able to provide a three-bedroom house for the family.


“It was my first-ever real bedroom,” remembered Bob, smiling. “I was so excited—and it was in the basement!”


Over the years in this present ship-like, spartan space, Bob journaled and recorded events from a lifetime filled with service. But most importantly, he would mull over those gripping memories produced by many months of WWII engagements in the treacherous waters of the South Pacific. All of them were major, but some incidents remained more vivid and paramount than others.


This day on the calendar was one of those days. Fifty years before, on the fifth day of September in 1942, Bob, then a young ensign, had been on the USS Gregory when she came under vicious attacks one dark, terrible night in the dangerous waters off Guadalcanal. Their sole purpose in those waters was to transport and deliver Marine Raiders from one bloody beach to another. Though vital and indispensable to the war effort, these brave ships and crews were essentially unknown, and remain so even today.


What transpired through all those hellish hours stayed with Bob Adrian. He remembered with fondness and awe so many of the men he had served with, yet two would continue to be at the forefront of his recollections of his very first duty assignment in the Navy: Harry Bauer and Charles Jackson French. Bauer had been his commanding officer on the USS Gregory and French one of her mess attendants.


Bob thought back to the NBC broadcast he had done that same year, 1942. After he returned to the States, he was interviewed and shared these stories with a listening nation. He went over again in his mind the deadly attacks, when he had been so terrified, badly wounded, and witnessed Bauer and French do some of the bravest things he had ever seen. On this same day, September 5, every year since, he remembered the Gregory and all her crew—but especially these two outstanding, courageous men.


The retired captain placed his pipe in the heavy brass ashtray marked NAVY ISSUE and headed upstairs to the kitchen. “Bauer and French,” he thought to himself, shaking his head. “Such incredibly different men but alike in subtle, yet critical ways.”




CHAPTER 2


Dangerous Waters, Part 1


“When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; and through the rivers, they shall not overwhelm you . . .” Isaiah 43:2


It’s no small boast to claim that someone’s great swimming prowess began in a legendary river: a waterway dubbed “The Meanest River” by locals, or sometimes after a drowning, of which there have been many, their cruder moniker for it, “Bitch River.” Horses and cattle die in the exact spot where, ensnared by its deep, sucking sandy bottom, they are rendered powerless to struggle free. Casual swimmers find themselves pulled under, helpless in its swirling undercurrents. Bodies are seldom found.


Eclipsed only by the Mississippi, the Red River’s richly layered history frames much of the story of the Great American West, largely due to its length and location. Its headwaters of small rivulets and fingerlings originate near Tucumcari, New Mexico. They merge into a flowing river just south of Amarillo in the Texas Panhandle, which defines the border between Texas and Oklahoma. Continuing eastward, the river’s strong, surging waters drag along mud from loose red clay banks, branches, and logs, carrying the mixture all the way to Arkansas. There it forms a big bend turning south through Louisiana, eventually joining the confluence of the Mississippi River—over 1,300 miles of perilous red water—smelly, unpredictable, and potentially dangerous the whole way.


Throughout the 1800s, estimates suggest more than ten million cattle and one million horses crossed through its water, never without incident. The Trail of Tears ended at its edge. It has inspired songwriters, novelists, and filmmakers, including Howard Hawkes’s 1948 classic, Red River, in which John Wayne portrays a trail boss driving nine thousand Texas cattle northward across these iconic waters.


Of the five states the Red River flows through or borders, it shares the least amount of real estate with Arkansas. For a small distance the river forms the border between Texas and Arkansas, before plunging eastward to form a large, significant bend that reorients the river’s course directly south towards Shreveport.


The land east of the border and before this enormous river bend is known as the Red River Bottoms—verdant, rich, and called by some “the river’s charm and value.” This bottomland for decades supported fields of cotton, pecan orchards, wheat, and rye, spreading as far as the eye could see over miles and miles of maroon dirt. Dozens of sharecroppers built small clapboard houses where they reared large families and farmed rich land.


In these bottoms the cotton industry thrived, and the nearby small town of Foreman, Arkansas, bustled in the early 1900s. Cotton gins hummed, a railroad track ran through the middle of downtown, and a movie theater, shops, and a few cafes serving southern cooking at its finest kept a lively atmosphere. For children growing up in the Bottoms, the occasional trip to town was like a visit to a theme park.


Nevertheless, the Red River dominated the land and, from a certain perspective, the people as well. Living out in the Bottoms, children found play among trees and swampy areas and, when daring enough, even in the river. But they were all well aware of its reputation.


“Them’s dangerous waters, child—don’t you be going down there in them waters.” If the skinny little Arkansas boy, small for his age from birth on September 25, 1919, had heard that admonishment once from his elders, he’d heard it a million times. Everyone knew the dangers inherent in the Red River.


Maybe that’s why the youngster just had to do it—to go down into the waters and see for himself. Maybe he felt an inherent need to prove something. He had always been small for his age, often picked on by the other boys, and had learned early to stand up for himself or be run over. Or maybe it was simply a child’s adventurous spirit being told don’t once too often, and do was the only remedy.


Whatever the case, eight-year-old Charles Jackson French ventured out into the Red River one sunny afternoon. At first, he waded in only ankle-deep. He could feel the incredibly soft silt beneath his feet. It wasn’t quicksand, but the effect was very similar. He sank down to mid-calf, then had to force his feet up before stepping down again. He was now in about two feet of muddy red water, not far from the bank, when he suddenly found himself caught in the current. As he struggled to regain his balance, the swift water pulled him away from the shoreline and a little ways out into a swirling eddy.


The dangerous river overpowered him. Struggle as he might, he couldn’t keep his head above water. Though he remained in a relatively shallow spot, the force of the current had pushed him under into ominous darkness. He flailed around trying to kick, waving his arms, but nothing seemed to help. He felt he was suffocating.


Then it happened. Something inside him prompted him to stop fighting. He drifted downward a little more, then the strangest thing began to take place. He started to rise slowly toward the top, experiencing one of water’s most magical properties: buoyancy. Though still submerged, he opened his eyes and peered upward. The river water was dark and murky, but Charles could barely make out a tiny speck of light directly above him. He remained still, not fighting the water, and in a few moments the top of his head cleared the surface. He immediately burst into fits of coughing, spitting, spewing water from his mouth.


As he jerked toward shore, he half-swam, half-drifted with frantic movements that looked more like a dog paddling or cat thrashing. Still gasping for breath, he dragged himself up on the muddy bank and lay there, exhausted, for several minutes.


When Charles realized he hadn’t drowned during those terrifying moments, he turned and stared back at the river. For a long time, he just sat there reflecting on what he had just experienced.


“I guess you don’t wanna keep this skinny Arkansas boy from the Bottoms,” he whispered.


Over the next few years when no one was watching, Charles Jackson French would sneak away and walk the distance from the Bottoms down to the river, where he would slip in cautiously. Sometimes the water was calm and still, other times it flowed swiftly, even on occasion ferociously. He had come to realize how to “go with the flow” when the moment required. He practiced just being still and moving his hands around slowly at his sides. He learned that water would work with him if he did likewise. As he grew, his arms became stronger, his legs more coordinated.


The legendary Red River, though still dangerous, had birthed a friend . . . and one who could swim.




CHAPTER 2


Dangerous Waters, Part 2


“Your way was through the sea, your path through the great waters . . .” Psalm 77:19


Sailing in 1521 with five Spanish carracks, Ferdinand Magellan planned to circumnavigate the world. His ships had recently rounded South America, discovering the treacherous strait which today bears his name. They sailed on, ever westward. After weeks on the immense, endless waters of the Pacific Ocean, the voyagers finally landed at the southernmost isle of a vast 7,000-island territory. Magellan claimed it for Spain, and it was soon named in honor of Spain’s prince and future king, Philip: the archipelago of the Philippines.


Unfortunately, a few short weeks later, the dauntless explorer was struck by a poison arrow. Magellan died before he could see one of the most magnificent bodies of water on earth still in its original, pristine condition—Manila Bay, the Pearl of the Orient, some 375 miles to the north.


Nearly landlocked, shimmering over 770 square miles with a 120-mile circumference, the harbor is spacious enough to divide into sections and deep enough—mostly thirty to fifty-five feet—to accommodate the largest vessel. Small islands are ideally positioned at its opening to support defensive weaponry, the islet of Corregidor proving particularly advantageous for this purpose.


Made for ships and sailors, traffic and trade, commerce and cargo, Manila Bay is favorably situated for routes traversing east or west, a natural crossroads in the South China Seas. The Bay’s due west orientation creates memorable sunsets daily.


For men of the sea, it was a perfect harbor.


For eight-year-old Harry Bauer in 1911, it also seemed perfect but for completely different reasons.


Nearly every afternoon, he would walk with obvious pride along Roxas Boulevard, renamed Dewey Boulevard in honor of Commodore George Dewey, who defeated the Spanish fleet here in 1898. All up and down the waterfront promenade, rows and rows of massive coconut trees lined the rim of Manila Bay as far as one could see, a magnificent sight, particularly at sunset.


[image: image]


When Harry Bauer was a boy, he often walked along Roxas Boulevard in Manila, Philippines, with his father, Sgt. William Bauer, 7th Cavalry. Photo courtesy of Memories of Old Manila, Facebook page. Roxas Blvd. in 1914, Manila Bay.


But the reason for the boy’s quick step didn’t emanate from his surroundings—it was the persona of the man who strolled beside him: his father, Heinrich William Bauer, in uniform—the Sergeant Major for the 7th Cavalry with his wheeled field spurs clicking against his shiny knee-high boots, his long saber gleaming, his handlebar mustache freshly trimmed.


[image: image]


The original rowelled field spurs worn by Harry Bauer’s father when the elder Bauer dressed in his 7th Cavalry uniform. Photo courtesy of Condra/Bauer family collection.


The Sergeant Major, who exuded an air of self-confidence, had signed on to tall ships as a cabin boy and had circumnavigated the world twice before he was fourteen years old. At eighteen, he had joined the US Army and had seen action in Cuba, the Spanish-American War, and later would participate in WWI for several months. Harry idolized him.


The Sergeant Major possessed a jovial, easygoing disposition, but one that could turn instantly stern if needed. He enjoyed his family and had brought them to the Philippines twice during deployments. His three children were born on or near army posts, with Harry being born on July 17, 1904, while his father was attached to the regimental camp near Lytle, Georgia, in the historic Chickamauga Park area across the river from Chattanooga, Tennessee.
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Sgt. William Bauer, father of Harry Bauer, who followed in his dad’s footsteps with a career in the military; Sgt. Bauer is shown here in his 7th Cavalry uniform. Photo courtesy of the Condra/Bauer family collection.


Growing up in a military family, Harry naturally gravitated to ROTC at Chattanooga High School and became the school’s Major. He served also as editor-in-chief of the yearbook, was a cheerleader, won the lead in several school plays, missed being elected Most Handsome and Most Popular by a mere handful of votes, and met his future wife, a beauty named Gladys Boyd, nicknamed “Jack.” Once the pair became high school sweethearts, Harry’s pet name for her was “Jackie.”


Harry Bauer’s Chattanooga High School yearbook, Dynamo, describes his character and personality in glowing terms of endearment: “A glorious record you have made at C.H.S. because you have put the best you have toward the interest of the school and we appreciate you and all you have done for us. Fifteen rahs for Bauer!”*


Similar accolades accompanied him in his freshman year at Chattanooga University:


Born in Georgia, lived in the Philippines twice for luck, gave Kansas a treat for three or four years, took a whirl at Chattanooga, and then picked on us to finish his adolescence. In spite of all his wandering, however, he has the faculty of giving one the impression he is a model boy. In fact, he neither drinks, swears, nor chews, and is always turned in by ten P.M. If he had a single outstanding fault, it is his over-conscientiousness, which is considered by many as a virtue. He is eager to do the right thing by everybody. He is generous enough to lend his last dollar, and kindly forgetful enough not to ask for its return . . . we would emphatically state that we believe he will attain success and happiness.†


In later life, the army junior would reminisce often about those afternoon strolls with his father around the Bay. The Bauers were a military family, one intrinsically connected to seas, waterways, bays, harbors: to water itself. He would never forget seeing Manila Bay calm and peaceful as he walked with his father . . . without warships, without guns booming, without men bolting to stations. However, he would always remember that his father had seen a completely different Manila Bay in the Spanish-American War and in years following.


As Harry grew older, he realized that water can be deceiving and perils can lie in calm harbors. Little did he know that one day Manila Bay would play a significant role in another major conflict, a worldwide conflict that would etch names like Bataan and Corregidor forever into his nation’s conscience.
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