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Actor, Korean War veteran James McEachin soldiers on for veterans
By Brenda Gazzar, Staff Writer twitter.com/bgazzar Pasadena Star-News
Posted: PasadenaStarNews.com

James McEachin has worked beside such legends as John Wayne, Bette Davis and Sidney Poitier.

He became the first African-American man in 1973 to have his own show on NBC, "Tenafly," a detective series
about a police officer turned private eye. He went on to star as police Lt. Brock in several Perry Mason TV movies.

But despite having more than 150 film and television credits to his name, McEachin - a decorated Army veteran who
fought in the Korean War - would much rather be remembered as a soldier than an actor.

"There have been some incredibly gifted actors that have come along the pike over the years, and it's hard to say this,
but I don't think you can ever say they made the contributions that the soldiers made," said McEachin, 82. "I don't
think that you can put them in the same category as a Gen. Patton, Marshall, Lee, Grant and Schwarzkopf."

A recipient of the Silver Star and Purple Heart for his service in Korea, McEachin is among the six Korean War
veterans slated to ride on the Department of Defense's Rose Parade float on Jan. 1. The float will commemorate the
60th anniversary of the signing of the armistice that halted the hostilities.

Since most Korean War veterans are today in their 80s, "this may be our last opportunity to say thank you for what
they did for us 60 years ago," said Col. David J. Clark, the director of the Department of Defense's 60th Anniversary
of the Korean War Commemoration Committee.

The Korean War was the first war in which U.S. forces were fully integrated, and its veterans include Japanese-
Americans, Korean-Americans, Latinos, African-Americans and Native Americans. They "were every bit as heroic
as their white brethren," although their stories weren't told at the time, Clark said.

McEachin joined the Army in August 1947, when there was strict segregation between black and white soldiers. He
remembers a first sergeant, a light-skinned black man named Harry L. Myles, being very concerned about race,
ordering them to make their all-black regiment proud.

"(He would say) `you will uphold the tradition of the colored people. You will soldier like you've never soldiered
before in your life. We will outdo the whites,"' McEachin recalled.

Many years later, McEachin - also an award-winning author - based the protagonist of his second novel, "Farewell to
the Mockingbirds," on Myles, whom he called an "amazing human being."

McEachin spent more than two years in Japan and then returned to the U.S. to finish his three-year service term. He
was discharged a day before the Army froze all discharges because of a "police action" that broke out in a strange
and far-away place. Feeling left out, McEachin immediately re-enlisted for another three years.

"I thought it was an insult; they had this whole war going on and I wasn't invited to attend," he recalled.

Although the Army wanted him to be an engineer or a clerk, McEachin insisted on going to Korea and eventually
made it to the front lines as part of the 2nd Infantry Division.

One night, he was seriously wounded in an ambush by the Chinese and left for dead. After waking up in a creek
some time later, he heard the voice of an American that belonged to "a German- looking white boy" - the only other
man in his squad to have survived the attack.

McEachin didn't know the man's name but said it was like Jesus himself had come to rescue him. Despite
McEachin's wounds, the blond soldier carried his wounded colleague for many miles - even while dodging mortar
rounds - to get to safer ground. McEachin was sure the soldier was going to cut his losses and drop him at some
point, but he never did.
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They finally found a place in the rushing stream where the two men could safely cross to the American side.
McEachin was sent to Japan to be treated for his injuries and then found his way to the front lines of Korea once
again.

He had hoped to find the young man who saved his life, to say thank you and recommend him for a medal, he said.
Although he casually asked around, he wasn't able to locate him or learn much about him.

After returning to the U.S. a short time later, McEachin worked as a firefighter and then a police officer in
Hackensack, N.J. He also worked in the music industry for several years before being spotted on Melrose Avenue by
a script writer and landing a role in his first film, "I Crossed the Color Line."

Besides being an author, McEachin developed a one-act play about veterans called "Above the Call; Beyond the
Duty," which debuted at Kennedy Center in Washington, D.C., and which he performed around the country. He also
performs short, first-person dramatic presentations about the veteran's experience.

In fact, he said, he would love to perform one during halftime of the Rose Bowl Game on Jan. 1.

"You know, our children don't know anything about veterans," McEachin said. "They don't know the feeling or the
empathy of some old veteran that is probably homeless today or could be homeless ... My job now, at this late stage
of my life, is to speak on behalf of them."
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James McEachin, actor, author, former Korean War veteran who will be riding on the 
Department of Defense's float in the Rose Parade this year, talks about his near death 
experience in the Korean War Wednesday, November 21, 2012 at the Valley Inn in Sher-
man Oaks. (SGVN/Staff Photo by Sarah Reingewirtz)


