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Faith, Courage, Character

soldier-Missionary

John Birch, fortified by Christian virtue, fought and died in an
effort to liberate, in body and soul, China’s oppressed masses.

by Steve Bonta

than four months. The long, bloody campaig
across the islands of the Pacific lay aheaad
Imperial Japan had wrested Singapore from th
British, and had expanded her dominions acros
the Philippines, southeast Asia, the East Indieg
New Guinea, and deep into the Chinese mainlang
Yet, late in April of that momentous year, a
squadron of American bombers, led by Jimm
Doolittle, flew into the heart of this vast empire
to conduct an unexpected raid on Tokyo.
The purpose behind Doolittle’s daring raid was
primarily psychological; it was to show the Japa:
nese that they were not invulnerable on their is
land fortress, and that, sooner or later, the wa
would be brought to their doorstep. Doolittle and
his men were well aware of the risks of what was
potentially a suicide mission. After dropping their
payloads they would simply have nowhere to go
except inland over occupied China. They there
fore planned to fly westward until their fuel ran
out and then bail out, hoping not to fall into ene
my hands.
For several crews, the mission turned out bad
ly. Some were captured by the Japanese, and
few perished. Colonel Doolittle and his crew
were more fortunate; after bailing out, they werg
rescued by sympathetic Chinese and smuggle
by river into Chekiang Province.
Several days after the raid, at a tiny village
somewhere in Chekiang, a curious figure was
eating dinner. Tall, spare, and dressed in cooli
clothes, he ate native fare uncomplainingly. He
spoke Mandarin Chinese with near-native fluen
¢y, and was known to the locals as Pai Shang
wei. Yet he was an American, a young Baptis
missionary hamed John Birch.
While Birch was eating, he was approached b

a Chinese man who sat at his table unbidden. A
length, the local quietly asked the American mis
sionary to follow him outside. After making sure
they were unobserved, he led Birch to a sampa

I n April 1942, America had been at war more
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moored inconspicuouglon the iverbank
nearly. Indicaing the bog the anog-
mous Chinese simypkaid “Amerlicans,
and left the scene

Birch boaded the sampan and khed
on the doarcalling, “Anybody in thee?
Anybody who can speak EnglishThe
group of Americans hiding inside the
bod hesitded Was this auseAt length,
corvinced ly Birch’s authentic souther
drawl that he could not beapanesgethey
invited him in. Once inside theamped

boa, Birch found Colonel Doolittle and

out piotest,confident tha, in some small
way, he was aiding the cause ofht-

eousness among the opgsed Chinese
a people he had come todoand espect.

hn Birch, despite being aed-
\}IoodedAmerican by, seemed to be

inked by destiry to Asia. He vas
bom in India in 1918the oldest son of
Geoge and Ethel Bith who, like their
son two decades tar, were missionaes.
When &hn was ony two and a half gas
old, though, his father’s health érced

o
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Doolittle strikes: Colonel Jimmy Doolittle led an unprecedented attack on Tokyo in April 1942

from the flight deck of the USS Hornet. For the crews of Doolittle’s B-25 bombers, it was a one-
way trip ending in China. Doolittle himself was met in China by John Birch and led to safety.

four cew membes. Exhausted &m
their odeal, but otherwise uninjued,
Doolittle and his aaw were nevertheless
in need of a guide andaimsldor to help
them @t to American headquaers in
Chungking Birch agreed to pesonally
guide Doolittle and hi§Tokyo Raides”
to sabty, and accompanied them as &s
Lanchi. From theg, he sav that they had
proper diectionstold Colonel Doolittle
whete he could besaded and left.
Partly as a esult of this encounter —|
which brought to the #ention of the
American military Birch’s urusual tal
ents with the langwge and cultue — the
young missionarsoon became a soldier
spy, séboteur and liaison with Chinese
rebel forces. In this cpacity, Birch
worked pimaiily behind enemlines and
lived of the land under conditions tha
most common soldismould have found
unenduable. Yet bhn Birch boe it with-

them to etum to the milder kimate of the
United St&es.Young dhn Birch grew up
a devout Southem Baptist, like his par
ents. By all accounts a sobexsponsile
youth, John was emembeed ly his
younger sildings for his genepsity and
kindness:In our family, we didnt have
much moneg,” his sister Bettyecalled to
a reporter mary yeas laer, “so John used
to buy us younger dildren cang and
gifts at the dime stag with mong he
eaned selling nespgers’ Once John
even donged his entie saings to his par
ents to help defly Betty’s medical bills.
A studious yung manBirch atended
Mercer Collge in Macon, Geogia,
where he gaduded d the top of hiskass.
While & Mercer, he decided to become @
missionay, and enolled in the Bilbe
Baptist Seminay at Fort Worth, Texas.
After completing a tw-year curiculum
in a single yar John Birch sailed br

China in 1940.

Arriving in ShanghaiBirch began in
tensve stug of Mandam Chinesefor
which he displged an uncommonpai-
tude After six months of @ining he was
assigned to Hangow, where he pos
elytized tirelessy. Hangdow a the time
was outside the apanese occupian
zone so Birch was left alone ¥ the
Japanese until thettadk on Reatt Harbot
On the ey first dgy of U.S. involvement
in the war, however, the &panese sent a
delegation to Hangbow to arest him,
forcing Dbhn Birch to flee into the
interior.

Unfortunaely, he nav found himself
cut of from contact with the outside
world, his funds apidly dwindling. Find-
ing tha no bank wuld cash his &wveler’s
cheds, Birch lived on his meger sa-
ings untilApril 1942, when,against all
odds,he inally manaed to cash hisaw-
eler's cheks & ChineseArmy Head
quaters & Hanghow. It was while trav-
eling from Hangbiow after eceving the
mone/ tha John Birch encountexd
Colonel Doolittle and his ew. Prior to
the meetingBirch had alead/ volun-
teeed to enlist in the LS. forces in Chi
na,preferably as a baplain. st dys af
ter he helped guide Doolittle and his men
to satkty, Birch was odered to eport im-
medidely to Chu Chou airbaseif duty
no doubt as aesult of the glwing report
Doolittle gave of him to headquars.

After a scantdur and a half weks &
Chu Chouwhere bhn seved as baplain,
he evacuaed with seeral other peah-
ers just ahead of the gancing dpanese
who quikly overran the basdJnder or
ders to eport to headquders & Chung
king, Birch made a haowing ovedand
journey by truck and tain to Kweilin,
where he had the astoundingad ludk
to run into Genal Claire ChennauliThe
geneal, who was @the time in baige of
the famed‘Flying Tigers” of theAmelri-
canVolunteer Goup (AV.G.), gave bhn
Birch a lift in anArmy transpot plane to
Chungking Ther, Birch was frst as
signed to se#e as tansldor for Colonel
Doolittle. The colonel,still in China,
needed help discussing Chines&ton
with the localsput Birch found the tel-
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nical jagon as incommhensite in Eng
lish as in Chinese

Soon,because of his unique langea
skills and adptability, Birch became in
volved in intelligence vork, both in
Chungking poper and in the intéor,
working very closely with Geneal Chen
nault himself A natural leader Birch
drew up m@s, organized intelligence
networks,and in geneal, seems to hae
neaty singlehandedi set up the InteHi
gence Headqugers for theAV.G.'s re-
placement,the ChinaAir Task Force
(C.ATF).

In 1943 Bich was sent to Changsha a
a liaison and intellignce oficer. He not
only estdlished an unendinddw of in-
telligence ondpanese ttop maements,
but also deeloped a system to cabinae
American air suppdrfor Chinesedrces
engaging the dpaneseEquipped with a
field radio and a igpwing network of Chi
nese initrators and inbrmants Birch ef
ficiently locaed enemg amnunition
dumpsairfields,howitzers,and other ob
jects of stategic importance and using
a potable radio, directed American
planes to these tg&ts flom the gound
On one occasionyhen bombes were
unable to locde a lage, well-camou
flaged amnunition dump concealed in
the sulirb of a small cityBirch slipped
bad acioss enemlines andflying in the
nose of a bombgpersonaly guided the

pilots to their taget.
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Birch’s network of Chinese gueitlas

and saoteus set up posts along the

Yangtse to monitor the meements of
Japanese nal forces and the shipping of
supplies. Genat Chennaultin his aute
biography, Way of a Rghter, lauded
Birch as“the pioneer of ouriéld intelli-
gence net. But Birch’s contibution to
the war efort in China vent bgond the
collection of accuate and eliable intel
ligence The bave young missionaralso
set up a netark for rescuingAmerican
fliers shot dan behind enem lines.
About 90 pecent of Chennault’davned
fliers were rescued P Birch’s system.
According to Geneaal Chennaulthis in-
credide successate was “the highest

percentaye of ary war theder”

Birch spent rach of his time in
the feld, usualy disguised as a Chi
nese coolie His command of the
languaye had ly then impoved to
the point vihere he vas usuall tak-
en for a Chinese &m another
province. Often his missions in
volved gueling teks of hundeds of
miles thiough the subtpical hea
and humidity of Chindjving on lit-
tle more than boiled ater or tea
with red iice, and endung occa
sional bouts of malé.

Birch the man ppaently
changed little duing all these act+
ities. He emained dedidad to
spreading the Gospehnd looled
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forward to the var's end vhhen he could
retum to his poseytizing work full-time.
To most of his conades-&ams,he was
a bit of an odity: He neither dank nor
smoled; and he ner used prfanity. Yet
he was neer peceived as selfighteous,
even ty those wo emphéically dis-
agreed with his eligious comwictions.
More impotantly, as fir as his militay
work was concared Birch was,in the
words of fiend Captain Bill Drummond
“absolutey featess, completey un
selfish,never thinking of his pesonal dis
comfort or dangr” Another fiend Cegp-
tain lames Hat, testified tha “where
brave men vere common,John was the
bravest man | kne.” “Without reseva-
tion,” recalled LieutenanArthur Hop

e
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Intelligence pioneer: General Claire Chennault
(above) led the Flying Tigers (left) in defense of
China. “John Birch,” said Chennault, “was the
pioneer” of the Tigers’ and its successors’ “field
intelligence net.”

kins,“l will say tha he was the most lir
liant, finest,most dle, bravest oficer |
ever met. High praise indeeddr a sim
ple minister of the Gospel wo had
picked up most of his militgrtraining on
the fly!

He was a manlae to endue not ony
physical hadship ut long stetches of
isolaion from his comptiiots. Birch the
ascetic vas,except for the comérting
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High praise: Birch was decorated by General Chennault with the Legion of Merit for “meritorious
conduct in performance of outstanding service.” Birch’s “devotion to duty was beyond anything
that was expected of him. | cannot praise his work sufficiently,” said Chennault.

presence of his Godhore often than not
a man aloneBecause of the sesmy of
much of his work, he gew accustomed
to kegping his avn counseldisgppear
ing into the hintdand for weeks and
months &a time on econnaissance mis
sions,and etuming sudienly without

giving ary hint of where he had been.

We can lt imagine, for example the
solitude he ended duing a nysteiious
journey to Tibet, presuméaly to gather
or relay intelligence Alone he boe the
discombrts of another seet mission
involving a 60-mile ide though a
snovstomm on a hagdy Mongolian poty.

his exemplag stoic and paiot,
I this fine Chistian manwas also,
as one mightpect,a man of
high ideals.Those ideals arevident in
a touding piece of pose entitled The
War Weary Farmer, written by Birch in
April 1945. In it,Birch outlined his per
sonal aspations and his hopesif a bet
ter world:

| should like to ind the &istence
of what my father called'Plain liv-
ing and high thinking

| want some ields and hills,
woodlands and stams | can call

my own. | want to spend m
strength in makingiélds geen,and
the cdtle fat, so tha | may give sus
tenance to mloved onesand aid to
those neighba who sufer
misfortune...

I do not want a hectic huying
from place to place on hizzing
madines or bisy steets. | do not
want an elbwing through cowds
of impaient stangers who hae
time neither to think their van
thoughts nor to knwe real fiend
ship. I want to live slawvly, to relax
with my family before a glaving
fireplace to welcome the visits of
my neighbos, to worship God to
enjoy a book,to lie on a shaded
grassy bank and aich the douds
sail acoss the hie.

| want to love a wie who prefers
rural peace to urbarxeitementone
who would rather dimb a hilltop to
watch a sunset with me than to &k
a taxi to ay Broadwvay play. | want
a woman who is not afaid of bear
ing children,and who is d@le to rear
them with a lee for home and the
soil, and the éar of God

| want of Gwemment ony pro-
tection ajainst the violence and-n

justices of &il or selfish men.

| want to ead the sunset of lé
sound in bog and mind flanked
by strong sons andrgndsonsent
joying the fiendship andespect of
neighbos, surounded by fettile
fields and sleek ¢te, and etain
ing my boyhood fith in Him who
promised a lié to come

Where can | ind this world?
Would its analironism doom it to
ridicule or loneliness? Is theret
a place ér sud simple vays in my
own America or nust | seek aale
in Turkestan were peacefullbcks
still graze the quiet hills?

Birch’s qualities endead him to Gen
eral Chennaultwho lavished paise and
commend#&ons on the gpung soldier
missionay. A case in point came on
July 17,1944 when Birch was avarded
the Legion of Meiit “f or exceptionally
meritorious conduct in pedrmance of
outstanding seiice” Modestly, he
wrote to his mother thdthey ought not
to chegen the decation by giving it
when a man mely does his dutyl shall
feel guilty in accpting this one.”
Birch shouldnt have felt guilty when
Generl Chennault pinned the medal to
his chest. Histoy recods Chennault as
a ged leader and an honest man. One
therefore has gea difficulty ervision-
ing the gnenl gving a decoation to a
soldier undeseting of it. In fact,Chen
nault once wote:“l always felt tha he
would do ay job | gave him to do vell
and he could be gended upon to see
things though. His lyalty to me per
sonally and his deotion to duty vas be
yond aiything tha was expected of him.
| cannot paise his wrk suficiently.”
Like most leers of freedom ander
ligion, Birch was acutef aware of the
Communist menaceBefore the var had
endedhe alead/ sav Commnunism as a
potentially worse enem than either the
Japanese Impealists or the Geanan
Nazis. In a 1942 letter to an auihi
prescienty remaked, “I believe this
war and the ensuingdleetions will set
the world stage, as neer bebre, for the
rise of the anti-Chist!”
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Q ugust 1945 ws a month of
epodhal events:The s&age be
ginning of the midear aye with
the detonBion of &omic bombs wer Hi-
roshima and Ngasaki orAugust 6th and
9th; the enty into the var ajainst &pan
by an oppoatunistic Swiet Union on the
8th; and the hradcast in @&an on the
15th, V-J Dgy, of Empepr Hirohito’s
messge of surender Ten dgs lder, as
theAllies rejoiced in thelfish of victoy,
another dtical event occured Unlike
V-J Day, the erent was concealedof
yeas from theAmerican pulbic; had it
been otherwisethis seemingl minor
tragedy might hare rerouted the wole
course of histoy in the postwar 20th
centuy.

OnAugust 251945,a small goup of
American and Chinese soldgunder the
command of dhn Birch, who had been
promoted to cptain,left a surendeed
Japanese grison and poceeded Yrail-
road handcar teard the city of Hsulow.
About noon,they reated a section of
tradk tha was being tar up ty Comnu-
nist guerillas. After a tense confmta
tion, Birch pesuaded the Comuamists to
allow his paty to pass.

After another hous travel, though,
Birch and his pay encountexd a second
band of Comruanists. This goup was
more hostile but a member of Bah's
paty, LieutenanfTung of the N&onalist
Chinese any, still attempted to ngoti-

Elements of success: Birch (second from left) achieved success in China due to his fine
Christian character, his language skills, and his affection for the Chinese people. “I will say that
he was the most brilliant, finest, most able, bravest officer | ever met,” said Lt. Arthur Hopkins.

ate an greement with the Comumists
allowing Birch and his small team to
pass.The negotiations failed leading to
the nurder of Catain Birch, the d-
tempted marder of Lt.Tung and the cp-
ture of the emainder of Bich's paty.

On wha was thought to be his
deahbed an ailing Lt.Tung lecounted to
Lt. William T. Miller — a friend of Birch
and a éllow intelligence gent in China
— the tale of the Comuomist dtack. Af-
ter the Comnanists stted their intention
to disam theAmericans,Birch refused
staing, “well so you want to disam us.
Presenty the whole world has been lib
erated from the enem and you people
want to stop and disar us’ Birch then
demanded to see the Comnist leader
responsike for the oder to disam the
Americans and the Comumist soldies
agreed takingTung and Bich with them.
After repeaedly failing to be bought to
the Comnainist commandeBirch, exas
petated grabbed a Commnist soldier lp
the bak of his collar and saidyou ae
worse than banditsThe Comnunist sol
dier did not espond and thergup
walked a little vay further Then some
one called out:Come over hekg, this is
our responsike mar.

Lt. Tung recalls:

This Comnunist then angly com
mandedLoad your guns and dis
am him first; pointing to Cat.

GENTURY

Birch’s contibution to the \ar
effort in China vent bgond the
collection of accuate and
reliable intelligence The biave
young missionar also set up a
network for rescuingAmeican
fliers shot davn behind eneyn
lines.About 90 perent of
Chennaults davned fiers were
rescued P Birch’s system.

Birch. Realizing hw seiously

acute the situ@on was,| spoke up
in despegtion sging: “Wait a
minute pleasgif you must disam

him | will get the gundr you lest a
grave misundestanding deelop”

At this moment the Comumist
commander tured and pointed to
me odeling, “shoot him frst” In an
instant | £lt a terible sho& and &ll
to the gound shot though theight
thigh....

Though ¥ing thee on the stret
in a semi-&int,| head another shot
fired and a @ice command‘bring
him along’

To this | head Cept. Birch’'s an
guished eply, “I can’t walk.”

Tung passed out andveg sav Cgtain
Birch alive ajain. Laer he vas thown
into a ditd along with the dead bgaf
John Birch and left to dieHe was se
verely beden, suffering from a boken
nose anduptured iight eye, as well as
from the seere hullet wound in his lg.
Gruesome photos tak by Lt. William
Miller show the mutilated bog of John
Birch, his hands bound behind his kac
as if he had beerxecuted his face de
stroyed by multiple bayonet thusts.A
second bllet may have passed tlough
his skull flom ba to front.

Some hege speculted tha Birch,
through a belligrent dtitude, brought
about his evn dedh. A headline in the
August 13,1972 edition of th€leveland
Plain Dealerwent so &r as to ste:“John
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Birch Aroused Chinese Reds Into Killing
Him.” Lt. Geneal Chales B Stone llI,
former commander of Bih’s outft —
the 14thAir Force which had eplaced
the C.A.TF. on Mach 10,1943 — dis
missed sug allegations as spuous years
before. In a November 211961 letter to
Newswveek Stone dedénded Bich’s han
dling of the situion: “W ha else should
anAmetrican oficer do in these aum
stances?Stone asgd “Perhgs ary ar
gument with an @anizzd Comnunist
group is uselesdyut this should not in
hibit anAmerican oficer from making
the atempt in perdrmance of his duty

T he de¢h of hn Birch, the frst
American casualty of the Cold
War, sent ipples though an
American Estalishment svooning aer
Mao Tse-tung and his Conumist band
of “agrarian reformers” Mao’s forces
could neer have dekaed Chiang Kai-
shek and his N@nalists,the gedest
force for civilization and libealizaion
tha China hadeer seenif the Naional
ists had not atrad/ been slted for ex-
tinction by socialist elites in th&Vest.
With the collusion of Sta Deyaitment
subversives, Communists in EasfAsia
had beenlale to consolidee their gins
at war's end Comnunist Russiayhich
had oppatunisticaly dedared war on
Japan scant dgs bebre the dpanese sur
rendertumed wer hug cades of seied
Japanese wegpons to the Chinese anc
Korean Comrmanists.American military
aid intended dr Chiang Kai-shek as
blocked ly treasonous Leftists Wash
ington bent on hastening the Connnist
apocaypse in the &r East. In the conté
of sud cynical deceit and viciougldu-
plicitous American foreign polig/, the
murder of an innocenAmerican d the
hands of Commmnist thugs wuld be dis
astious br America’s media- and Sta
Depaitment-spons@d Mao lve-fest.
Accordingly, the Insides embaked
upon a ceer-up of the cicumstances of
John Birch’s de#h. A 1948 letter fom
Major Geneal Edvard Witsell to bhn
Birch’s mother taimed tha John Birch
was killed“as the esult of stay bullets
fired by Comnmunist forces” Conse

quenty, the letter steed, he was not en
titled to the Pysle Heat “as he vas not
killed in action gainst an enegnof the
United Staes or as a dact lesult of an
act of sub enemny.” Mrs. Birch was not
informed of theihdings of a eport com
piled under the ags of Geneal Albert C.
Wedemeger thd contained the testimgn
of Lt. Tung

Geneal Wedemger had also con
fronted Commnist leades Mao Tse-
tung and Chou En-lai diung a meeting

onAugust 30,1945,expressing gtreme
displeasue & the nmurder of Birch and
the cature of his paty. Mao and Chou,
feigning concer, promised to inestigate
the mater and punish the guilty pas.
However, the US. pressed the ntter no
further The incident vas not mentioned
again, the elevant documents &re das
sified, and the dicial Washington cam
paign of decption on behalf of the Chi
nese Commnists contined

Not until the edy 1950s did the de
tails of bhn Birch’s degéh become pub
lic. On Setember 5,1950, California
Sendor William Knowland angily an
nounced on the Setgafloor tha the cir
cumstances ofahn Birch’'s deah had
been delibeately covered up ly pro-
Comnunists in the United Stes gv-
emment. Had thedacts of the Bich inci-
dent been knen & the time he dhaiged
Congess and theAmerican people

would never hare pemitted the betyal

of Chiang Kai-shek and the Chinese peo
ple. But by then the Comnmist taleover

in China vas afait accompli

hn Birch’s life was tiagically shot.

jhe warweal farmer never lived to

see théfields and hillswoodlands
and steams | can call gnown,” or the
wife and &mily he deamed bout. His
dedh, nasty and hrtish,came pecisey
as millions of other sgicemen vere en
joying reunions with leed ones and ja
ing plans or a bighter futue. He was br
a time consigned to tikion in oder to
sewre the twisted intests of dibolicak
ly cynical political manipultors. Ony
the freedom-leing omganizaion tha
Robet Welch named in his honor
brought dhn Birch to pulbic attention,
kept alive the memaor of his extraodi-
naty coutage and quiet heism.

In mary respectsJohn Birch is a &r
more typical heo than othes we hare
profiled in these pges. Unlile the stees
men,the geneals,the sbolars, the wit-
ers, and othes who have left their mak
on our tegic centuy, he led a modest,
self-sacificing existence and died a mar
tyr's degh without pultic acdaim. It nev-
er occured to him to do other thanhat
was fght; he vas unencumbed Ly the
moral ambiguities assodied with pav-
er politics. He dened all of his hopes
and ambitions in tens of seving his
God, his family, and his &llow men. dhn
Birch, in a word, belonged to th& most
heroic of all dasses of human beings —
the so-called common men andmwen
who,in order to peseve our cvilization,
have fought, suffered, and died B the
countless millionsTheir bones lie in
tered @ Nommandy, in Treblinka, in the
Soviet gulas,in the Cambodian killing
fields,in the weters of the Floida Stait.
Like bhn Birch, they all died in the hope
that genertions unbon would beneit
from their sufferings and sadfices,even
if their names were lost to postéty. Cap-
tains and kings gmut this fallen world
lavished with aclaim, but we nust sup
pose thathe millions of common hees
like bhn Birch will, in some futue, bet
ter timeg receve the higher honom
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