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Joseph Robert Clarkson was born on 5-NOV 1931 during the 
great depression in Brooklyn, NY. His father was Robert Phillip 
Clarkson (1893–1940) and his mother was Sarah Hoblin 
(1899–1990).  Joseph had four siblings:  Rosemarie, William, 
Robert, and Marietta.  

Joe enlisted in the United States Army on 28-FEB 1951 in New 
York, New York.  After completing basic training with the 11th 
Airborne Division in Ft. Campbell, Kentucky, he shipped out to 
Korea joining the 1st Battalion. 32nd Infantry. Joe served in 
Korea from August 1951 to June 1952 and was part of the 
most horrific battles in 

Korea.  While in Korea, 1st Sgt. Clarkson saw action in 
the battles of Old Baldy, Heart-Break Ridge, the Punch 
Bowl, and the Kumra Valley. 

Korean War Background 

On 25 June 1950, the North Korean Army crossed the 
38th Parallel, initiating the Korean War, taking Seoul and 
pushing all the way to the Pusan Perimeter. The 32nd 
began immediate preparation for deployment from 
Japan.  The 32nd went ashore on 16 September 1950, 
and were immediately met by small arms, mortar, and 
tank fire from communist forces. In October 1950, Chinese troops under the name of the 
Chinese People’s Volunteer Army (CPV) crossed the Yalu River to assist North Korean 
armies and engaged in the Korean War in an offensive manner after the U.S. troops 
crossed the 38th parallel. 

Joseph Clarkson arrived in Korea and joined the 32nd Infantry Regiment in August 1951.  
The 32nd advanced north toward the Han River, the last natural barrier to Seoul.   

Battle of Old Baldy, 26-JUNE 1952 – 4-AUG 1952 

The Battle of Old Baldy refers to a series of five engagements for Hill 266 in west-central 
Korea occurring over a period of 10 months.  The battles took place between June 26th, 
1952 and March 26th, 1953 on and around Hill 266 in Western Korea near the North-
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South border. The engagements’ location would alternatively come to be known as “Old 
Baldy Hill” and “Suicide Hill” by others. it was triggered by Operation Counter, which was 
an attempt by the American forces to attack and occupy 12 Chinese outposts, including 
Hill 266. The hill was very important, as it gave a strategic advantage to its forces for miles 
in all directions. 

The battle of Old Baldy proved to be a costly affair for both the UN allies and the Chinese 
because of the lives lost and number of soldiers wounded. By the end of the battle, the 
United Nations troops had suffered 357 deaths, while the Chinese forces are estimated 
to have suffered up to 1,100 casualties (including the dead and wounded). During the five 
battles in the engagements at Old Baldy, both the UN Allies and the Chinese each 
recorded various minor victories at one point or another.  

By the end of it all, the Chinese ultimately regained control of Old Baldy. The battle had 
started with the Chinese as the occupants of Hill 266 and though the allies were able to 
capture the hill several times, it was the Chinese who ultimately held it though with heavy 
losses. 

The Battle of the Punchbowl 31-AUG 1951 – 21-SEP 1951 

Punchbowl was one of the last battles of the “movement phase” of the Korean War. 
Following the breakdown of armistice negotiations in August 1951, the United Nations 
Command (UN) decided to launch a limited offensive in the late summer/early autumn to 
shorten and straighten sections of their lines, acquire better defensive terrain, and deny 
the enemy key vantage points from which they could observe and target UN positions. 
The Battle of Bloody Ridge took place west of the Punchbowl from August–September 
1951 and this was followed by the Battle of Heartbreak Ridge northwest of the Punchbowl 
from September–October 1951. At the end of the UN offensive in October 1951, UN 
forces controlled the line of hills north of the Punchbowl.  

The UN offensive in the Punchbowl area concluded on 21-SEP 1951, however the KPA 
continued to probe the UN lines and direct fire on their positions. Following the 
conclusion of the Battle of Heartbreak Ridge to the west, UN forces consolidated their 
positions and the line of hills north of the Punchbowl formed part of the new frontline, 
now named the Minnesota Line. The failure to press on and capture Hills 980 and 1052 
was viewed by many Marines as a tactical error as those heights overlooked the UN lines 
and numerous casualties resulted in the stalemate period that followed. 

Heartbreak Ridge 13-SEP 1951 – 15-OCT 1951 

The Battle of Heartbreak Ridge was a month-long campaign in the Korean War, lasting 
from the 13-SEP until the 15-OCT 1951. The site of the battle was a seven-mile-long 
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stretch of land over three sharp peaks, separated by steep valleys. The area is slightly 
north of today's Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) at the 38th Parallel that separated the two 
countries on the Korean Peninsula. United Nations (UN) troops had driven back the North 
Koreans and Chinese from Bloody Ridge a mile to the south, and the Communists had 
entrenched themselves at Heartbreak Ridge to slow their advance. The entire offensive 
in the area had been initiated by the United Nations, to dislodge the Communists of this 
important staging area for their attacks on South Korea. 

The Communists had set up a strong defensive network of trenches on Heartbreak Ridge. 
This made it an even harder objective to assault from the steep inclines that led to the 
crests on the ridge line. Troop assaults were confined to twilight and nighttime, as the 
Americans were supported by aerial bombing as well as dense artillery and tank fire, 
which would commence in the morning and last all throughout the daytime hours. For 
weeks, the battle often seesawed between the opposing forces. One side would often 
capture a crest from the other, only after suffering high casualties and depleting their 
ammunition. An inevitable counterattack would always follow, dislodging them, and the 
cycle would repeat itself. Desperate hand-to-hand battles punctuated the culmination of 
every assault. The American deployment of armor to actively support troop operations 
served as the turning point. 

After two weeks of stalemate, the Americans determined that a lasting victory lay in 
destroying the resupply depots in the Mundung-ni Valley just west of Heartbreak Ridge. 
Anticipating this, the Chinese sent reinforcements to that very location. On 11-OCT, thirty 
M4 Shermans of the 72nd Tank Battalion, under the cover of air support and artillery 
barrages, raced across the valley. By coincidence, the Chinese 610th Regiment of the 
204th Division was caught in the open and was decimated. The following day, a larger 
armored force continued the relentless attack. Over the next two weeks, the Shermans 
overran all the supply depots, cutting off the Communist troops on Heartbreak Ridge. 
American and French forces finally eliminated all resistance in the hills through direct 
troop assaults by 13 October. Although the Americans and French suffered heavy 
casualties totaling over 3,700 men, the North Korean and Chinese forces lost a far greater 
number of soldiers exceeding 25,000. 

Heartbreak Ridge was never again lost to enemy action after this decisive battle. 
Subsequent Communist assaults were bloody but unsuccessful.  Although the United 
Nations' forces lost tens of thousands of troops, they did so without relinquishing the high 
ground. That the U.N. was willing to endure such terrible casualties for this objective 
demonstrated to the Communists that they would not win the war though brute force or 
intimidation. Deprived of prime territory needed for their assaults on South Korea, the 
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Communists realized that their dreams of unifying Korea under Communism was likely a 
lost cause. This convinced both sides to return to the armistice table. 

 

The Battle of the Punchbowl August 31, 1951 – September 21, 1951 

Punchbowl was one of the last battles of the movement phase of the Korean War. 
Following the breakdown of armistice negotiations in August 1951, the United Nations 
Command (UN) decided to launch a limited offensive in the early autumn to shorten and 
straighten sections of their lines, acquire better defensive terrain, and deny the enemy 
key vantage points from which they could observe and target UN positions. The Battle of 
Bloody Ridge took place west of the Punchbowl from August–September 1951 and this 
was followed by the Battle of Heartbreak Ridge northwest of the Punchbowl from 
September–October 1951. At the end of the UN offensive in October 1951, UN forces 
controlled the line of hills north of the Punchbowl.  

The UN offensive in the Punchbowl area concluded on 21 September, however the KPA 
continued to probe the UN lines and direct fire on their positions. Following the 
conclusion of the Battle of Heartbreak Ridge to the west, UN forces consolidated their 
positions and the line of hills north of the Punchbowl formed part of the new frontline, 
now named the “Minnesota Line.” The failure to press on and capture Hills 980 and 1052 
was viewed by many Marines as a tactical error as those heights overlooked the UN lines 
and numerous casualties resulted in the stalemate period that followed. 

This armistice signed on 27-JULY 1953, formally 
ended the war in Korea. North and South Korea 
remain separate and occupy almost the same 
territory they had when the war began. 

Joe survived these horrific battles and came 
home.  After his return stateside, 1st Sgt. Clarkson 
was assigned to an Army anti-aircraft unit, Battery 
A, 41st AAA Battalion (90mm).  He was 
discharged from active duty at Fort Totten, New 
York as an E-5 on 27-FEB 1954.  While on active 
service, he earned the following commendations: 

 UN Service Medal 
 Combat Infantryman’s Badge 
 Korean Service Medal w/ two Bronze Stars 
 National Defense Service Medal 
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Upon completion of active duty, 1st Sgt Clarkson joined the New York Air National Guard 
(NYANG) and was assigned to various artillery units using the 90 mm, 155mm, and 8” 
weapons.  Joe rose to rank E-7, Sergeant First Class which was the highest rank possible 
at that time. 

Joseph Robert Clarkson married Mary McGeary (1934-2012) in Manhattan, New York, in 
1961.  They began their family in Brooklyn and moved to St. Louis in 1966. During their 
fifty-one-year marriage, they would have five children:  Mary, Joseph, Robert, Patricia, 
and Theresa.   

In St. Louis, 1st Sgt Clarkson was assigned to the 128th Field 
Artillery Battalion where he was promoted to E-8 or Master 
Sergeant.  While with the Missouri Air National Guard 
(MOANG), he also served with the Military Police, Military 
Intelligence, and ultimately the 10th Psychological Operations 
Battalion as First Sergeant.  The 10th Psychological Operations 
Battalion was rated the top unit of its kind in 1972 and 
continues to maintain that distinction today.   

In 1991, 1st Sgt. Clarkson retired from the military service with 
over 40 years of service.  Clarkson considered it an extreme 
honor to be allowed to end his days as the Honorary 
Commander Sergeant Major of the Army’s 32nd, the unit he 
joined in Korea in 1951.  

Career Highlights 

 Member and instructor on the combat .45 pistol team 
 Winning 5th Army Championships 8 years in row with pistol team 
 Met Col Martha Raye and served as her personal escort on two occasions 
 3 tours at Threat Analysis in Washington, DC 
 6th Army Security Office in Fresno, CA 
 Security Office as assistant to the AIC at the ARC St Louis, MO 
 As a result of secret security clearance, requested by secret service to drive in 

Presidential Elect Ronald Regan’s personal motorcade 
 2/91-10/91 Assigned to US Special Operations Command-JA MacDill AFB, FL 
 Obtained Top Secret Single Scope Background Investigation (SSBI) 
 Worked with Col John Pershing at Special Operations Command at MacDill AFB 
 Received numerous awards and accommodations and attended various service-

related professional schools 



6 
 

 Met General Colon Powell, a former New Yorker, multiple times while in St Louis 
 Invited to MSG Roy Benavidez to address VFW Post as honored guest on 3 occasions 

and local special forces chapter XXVII 
 Earned Legion of Merit Award received after discharge per U.S. Special Operations 

Command Services. 

Civilian Life 

During his time in St Louis, Joe worked as a pipefitter for General Motors into his early 
seventies.   Joe loved to volunteer at the fish fry both at the VFW Post and the American 
Legion.  It was said, they served the best fish at whatever location he worked. Joe was an 
expert marksman and participated in numerous shooting teams.  

Civilian Accomplishments 

 Served as VFW Post 3944 Commander St Louis, MO for 3 terms 
 Increased post membership from 235 to almost 600 
 Named “All State Commander” twice 
 Served as American Legion Post 388 Commander St Louis, MO for 2 terms 
 Served as Veteran’s Committeemen for Local 2250 UAW, Wentzville, MO for 6 years 
 Organized fundraisers and activates for Paralyzed Veterans of America 
 Served as President of 32nd Inf Association 
 Restored fiscal solvency to 32nd Inf Association by instituting personnel changes in 2-

year period 
 Volunteer at James S McDonnell USO St. Louis, MO since 2006 specializing in the 0000-

0600 shift 
 Most of 1st Sgt. Clarkson’s service was as an NCO or senior NCO.  On two occasions, 

his Reserve MI Unit was ranked among the top 100 units in the country.  This was due 
in large to his selective recruiting at local area schools for top-quality students. 

Joseph Robert Clarkson died on 5-DEC 2020, in Missouri at the age of 89.  His wife, Mary 
preceded him in death in 2012.  He is buried in Our Lady Cemetery in Lake St. Louis MO.  
His daughter Patricia reported that before his death, “He asked us to donate his uniform 
to the St. Charles County Veterans Museum.”   
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