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The All-American Soldier

by Sgt. Luis Asencio Camacho

Although a rigid pattern of racial segregation prevailed in the United States Army of yesteryear, a great number of individuals took and championed the challenge of serving with pride, displaying their skills and determination while suppressing internal rage from humiliation and indignation.  These men and women usually fought two wars – one against a military enemy abroad and another of discrimination on both the home front and abroad.  This series aims to honor those individuals and groups of all-Americans.

Puerto Rico’s Fighting 65th Infantry Regiment
“Give me Puerto Rican soldiers like those of the 65th and I will invade China.”

Attributed to GENERAL OF THE ARMY DOUGLAS MACARTHUR, 1951
In peacetime they defeated the 3rd Infantry and the 82nd Airborne divisions during the largest maneuvers ever staged in U.S. history.  In wartime they put the “fear of God into the Commies.”  The all-Puerto Rican 65th Infantry Regiment forged a legend in the face of most terrifying odds.

When the Jones Act of 1917 made Puerto Rico a territory of the United States and Puerto Ricans U.S. citizens, it also excluded Puerto Ricans from compulsory military service.  Meeting harsh criticism when the U.S. declared war against Germany in April, Congress rectified its mistake with the application of the Selective Draft.  Of the 17,800 (out of 236,800 who registered), 4,000 members of the Puerto Rico Regiment of Infantry shipped to Panama.

Established in 1899, “Puerto Rico’s Own” had roots dating back to the militias of the 1500s, and several name changes until its current designation in 1920.  All along, Puerto Rican officers and enlisted men were equally barred to basic training, and, unless serving in the Naval Service, were stuck with assignments in their homeland or the Panama Canal Zone.

World War II found the segregated regiment serving abroad.  With only one casualty accounted for during World War I, the 65th suffered its first casualties while in North Africa, but none to hostilities.  As it crossed the Mediterranean and occupied Europe, it served under the Seventh U.S. Army, relegated to security missions – mostly bodyguarding the army’s headquarters.  Its baptism of fire belonged to 3rd Battalion alone on the mountains of Peira Cava, in the Maritime Alps.  In all, the 65th suffered 44 casualties throughout its brief participation.

The unsung 65th met no exceptions during the postwar cutbacks that slashed virtually every organization to two-thirds its former strength.  Furthermore, its reputation of “unreliable” soldiers discouraged prospect officers from accepting a two-year assignment.  Colonel William Warner Harris* thought no different from those who regarded Puerto Rican soldiers as “rum and Coca-Cola troops.”  To his awe, during his first inspection of the troops, Harris found his preconceived notions proving wrong.  Empathy was born, and thus began the transformation of the 65th under his leadership.

Harris’ faith reaped first during a series of evaluated tests in which his troops achieved the highest numerical scores in combat skills in the entire Antillean Command and Canal Zone; and then during the Vieques-bound Joint Operation PORTREX (Porto Rican Exercise) 1950, the largest airborne-amphibious maneuver ever staged in peacetime.  The underdog regiment utterly “defeated” the famed 3rd Division and its attached battalion of paratroopers from the 82nd Airborne.

The outbreak of the undeclared war in Korean in 1950 found the Puerto Ricans’ inclusion in the manifests of units considered for combat.  Originally scheduled to join the 3rd Division in Japan and spend the rest of the war there, the “Borinqueneers” found themselves landing in South Korea and supporting the Eighth U.S. Army, Korea (EUSAK) in pocket-clearing operations along the west banks of the Naktong River.  The Chinese intervention in October soon found the Puerto Ricans joining Major General Edward Almond’s X Corps north of the 38th Parallel, where not only the 65th faced a new enemy in the Chinese, but also in Almond, a blatant racist prone to devise the most terrifying missions, a notch short of “suicide.”†

In the course of the first two years the 65th spearheaded dozens of task forces and operations, proving the most hardened skeptics the pride, loyalty and patriotism of the Puerto Rican jíbaro.  Nevertheless, in the Fall of 1952 it showed signs of deterioration, ultimately falling in disgrace as 92 of its members faced accusations of “bugging out” (running away in the heat of battle).  The scandal reached international notoriety, seeing the involvement of Puerto Rico’s governor, Luis Muñoz Marín, who appealed to the Secretary of the Army.  Although facing sentences from six months to 13 years in prison, most of the convicted found sympathy in Secretary Robert Stevens, who finally overturned the sentences in mid-1954 and reinstated the men in the service.‡
The 65th returned to Puerto Rico in November 1954, and eventually reverted to National Guard status.  In time, General Harris championed worldwide assignments for Puerto Ricans.  The 65th deactivated, but returned with its two battalions, serving as an ancillary unit of the 92nd Infantry Brigade (Separate) before the inactivation of 2nd Battalion in the early 1990s.  Its 1st Battalion remains as true testimony to a regiment who proudly served both Puerto Rico and the United States for over a century.

_____________________
*Harris, a 1930 West Point graduate, had served as operational planner of the Normandy invasion under Dwight Eisenhower.  His assignment before the 65th had been as Operations Officer of the 17th Airborne Division, a training outfit.  Harris arrived in July 1949.

†Almond, a brilliant strategist cursed with a deplorable personality, was a micromanager who often took command of battalions and companies and employed them at whim.

‡As it turned out, a number of interrelated factors had influenced the failure of the 65th in battle.   Many related directly to flawed policies prevalent within EUSAK and the 3rd Division.  Colonel Juan César Cordero, regimental commander at the time, pinpointed several, chiefly the critical shortage of officers and NCOs, and the ineffective rotation program that stripped most units of combat-experienced soldiers.  Governor Muñoz Marín had always opposed the individual rotation in favor of unit rotation.  Cordero, as one of his battalion commanders (Carlos Betances Ramírez), was relieved from command.
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Villahermosa, Gilberto.  “Honor and Fidelity” – Official Army Report on the 65th Infantry Regiment in Korea, 1950-1953. Washington D.C.: U.S. Army Center of Military History, 2000.
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