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BIO

William Lionel Lappan’s family used to live on a farm on what is now called Riverside in Windsor, Ontario.   Born on July 30, 1928, he was one of the 16 children – 8 boys and 8 girls, of his proud parents.  Except a twin brother, who died in infancy, seven brothers were all war veterans and six of Bill’s brothers served during the Second World War.
Joining the army was also Bill’s dream, but he was too young to join his brothers.  One day after the Korean War started, Bill had a bet with one of his friends and co-workers that he would join the army the next day, and he did it.  He was in the Royal Canadian Regiment on Valentine’s Day in 1951.
After approximately three months training in Petawawa and Alberta and a short visit back home in Windsor, Bill was sent to Seattle, Washington and then to Korea, where he had his real war-time experience.  View Bill’s interview clip and listen to Bill’s stories about his first day in the battle field and the story behind a photo.
Under Bill’s Brothers:
Alvin Lappan: Served in the Air Force as an instructor in Canada

Norman Lappan: Served in the Transport Division of the infantry in Canada

Lawrence Lappan: Served in the Army guarding German P. O. W’s in Wainwright, Alberta, his twin brother died in infancy

Maurice Lappan:  Served in the Ordinance Corp in Italy/ Belgium and Holland for 5 years and also took part in the liberation of Europe.

Clifford Lappan: Served in the Tank Corp in Europe for 5 years and too par in the liberation of Eastern Europe
Don Lappan:  Enlisted in the infantry for action in the Pacific.  Before he could see action, the atom bomb was dropped ending his scheduled deployment.  He served in Canada until his discharge.

INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPT
“I joined the Royal Canadian Regiment and we trained in Petawawa. Then we moved from Petawawa down to Wainwright (SP??), Alberta. And there’s a lot of space out there… (??the train mends??) We were there for three months and then they told us we were going home for a month leave and then from there we were going to Korea. And we gotta board a ship, but I can’t call it a ship (laughs). It was a terrible boat. I didn’t know if it was ever gonna make it to Korea… it was just a piece of junk and there was three hundred of us on that thing. So if it was gonna go down we were all gonna go down together. I gotta tell you… I was scared. 

As soon as I got there I threw the packs off my back and on the ground, sergeant comes up to me and he says, “You’re on guard duty right now.” So he showed me where I was going and I went on guard duty for two hours. It was about one o’clock in the morning then and I’m standing there, just looking around… you could just face everything… look around… watch for any movements down there… and all of a sudden I saw something moving. Well, I’m kinda weary, so I kept looking, and kept looking… and this thing was moving a little bit. So I’m thinking there’s somebody coming… so I’m looking and watching and well, after my two hours of guard duty, that thing was still there. Moving. I didn’t know til the next morning it was a tree (laughs). And I was scared… I didn’t know what the terrain was, so I just kept looking at that one thing moving. And when the guy took my place I told him there was something moving down there. And he said, “There is? Did you shoot at it?” And I said, “No, it didn’t come up any closer.” He said he’d watch it and if it came up any closer he’d shoot at it. But the next morning we talked about it and turns out it was a tree about [waist] high and it kept moving in the wind.
Koreans had what they called a mortar and they used to shoot that mortar, but everytime they’d shoot it it would make a distinct noise, so we knew they were coming… and we’d just duck and let the [shots] go by. One morning, they were firing and they came very close to me… so what I did was jump on the ground… and the next mortar came and hit right where I had been standing… the next one came and went right passed me. And one of our guys was standing there. I looked and he was lying in a trench. I grabbed his foot and asked him if he was alright, nd… well the guy was dead. The concussion had killed him. He was standing up, and when that mortar hit the top of the bunker, the concussion killed him. 
Another morning, I was shaving and the same thing happened. We heard the mortar come. Well, I left my bag with all my shaving gear and I had put soap on my face… just then we heard the mortar again and I flattened out on the ground… in a trench. The thing hit my pack… my shaving gear. And after they stopped, two guys are holding my back, and it’s all ripped from the shot. I’m sitting there, and I’ve still got soap all over my face. The guy turns to me and says, “You still gonna shave?” and I said no, I’m not gonna shave (laughs)! So we laughed about it, but it was close. I’ve seen a lot of people get killed. I’ve seen a lot of strange stuff go on. But I made up my mind when I came back that I was just gonna forget about it. It was over with, I’d done my share of what I had to do, and that’s it.

I would tell a younger person to join the Army. Join the Army or the Navy or the Air Force. All of them would be good for them. You get out and you’ve gone to school and it didn’t cost anything. I talk to my grandsons – I’ve got two grandsons – and I told them, “Why don’t you guys join the army?!” They replied, “Are you crazy?” (Laughs). No way… that’s not for them. I explained it be good for ‘em, they could go back to school and all that, but they said, “Thanks a lot Grandpa, but no…” 

I said, “Okay then, if you don’t wanna…” (Laughs).
COMPLETE INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPT:

Bill, tell us something about your family background.

Bill: 
Well, our family was a big family. We have 8 boys and 8 girls.  My father died 1939 and my mother died 1942, so the last 6 or 7 kids were all orphans.  I have three younger sisters.  We all got along anyway and most of the family stayed together, few of the boys lived with other relatives, like my brothers.

When did you join the military?

I joined the army February 14th, 1951. I join the Royal Canadian Regiment.  We trained in Petawawa and then from Petawawa we moved down to Alberta where there were a lot of spaces to train men.  We were there for three months and they told us we were going home for a month leave and from there we were going to Korea.  Most of us were from Ontario on the regiment and we all went back to Petowawa and that was where they shipped us to Seattle, Washington where we boarded the ship to Korea.

 Can you tell us why you wanted to join the army?


I do not know, I just decided to do it.  I knew that they probably would send me to Korea after I got in the army.  Most of us were all coming back to go to Korea.  Buy why I really joined?  More or less, it is done on kind of a bet with a guy whom I used to work with, I told him one day “ I am going to join the army tomorrow.”   All that seemed crazy but I did it.  I went down there and joined.  It was a good life actually and I enjoyed the part after I came back.  I spent a year in Korea at the front line and then I came back home.  That is a very good life learning new things, I leaned quite a bit actually.

What was the reaction of your family when you joined the army?


Oh, they did not care.  Because my parents were gone, so nobody cares.

Do you have any brothers or sisters in the army as well??


During the second world war,  there were six of them in the army and then I joined. So there were seven of us in the army for the Second World War and the Korean War. 

So there are 7 people in your family who joined the army but the rest 6 were during WWII?

Yeah, 6 of them joined during WWII.  I was too young to join.  I tried when I was 15 but they caught up on me and they sent me back home.  So I did not get in the Second World War.

Can you describe the scene you saw during the Korean War?


Before we got there, we took a boat out of Seattle.  They dropped us up at Yokohama and instead of going to Korea, they sent us to Hiro, Japan, where we did another form of training before they sent us to Korea.  It was more like a Winter time, so we did the training on the snow and all that. And after about a month, they told us we were on our way to Korea and we got on board,  well, cannot call it a ship,  it was a terrible boat.  I did not even know if everyone was going to make it to Korea.  It was a piece of junk, but there were 300 of us.  But when we got Seoul, once we got there, they took us down by trucks. On the road, few hundred miles, that was where we disembarked and then that evening, we were sent right up to the hills where another company was there.  Then our company took over from them, and they went back for a rest and we stayed there.

Are there any particular battles that you joined during that time??


Yes,  355 battle was quite about. We lost 17 men, but they had stayed with us for that night, the next day and the following night. They were trying to get us off that hill but they could not make it and the regiment was there.  The Chinese and the North Korean, they were coming by the hundred.  We just stayed there and kept firing.

How many were you?


At that time, at that the stretch, we were 28 men at different spots.  They could not get around us to come at the back of us because there was another regiment right next door to us.  We kept them off and we stayed.  At that night, we lost about 12 men altogether, and the next day, and the next night.  They lasted for two and a half day before they finally gave up. 

So you were 28 vs. a couple hundred?


Yes. That is right.

Do you know who you were fighting against at that time??


We knew it, we could tell the difference between Koreans and the Chinese.  So we knew who actually we were fighting.  We were all together and stayed at out job.

The fighting scene must have been so different from those you saw from movies.  Were you scared at that time??


Yes, I was scared.  The first night I was there.

As soon as I got there, we walked up the hill. And it was quite a way.  We just got there and we figured out we were just having a rest up there. As soon as I got there,   put my bag on my back on the ground, the sergeant came up and said: “You are on guard right now.”  I said “show me where I am going” and I went on guard duty for two hours and it was 1 o’clock in the morning. And I was staying there looking around watching any movement down there.  And all of a sudden, I saw some movement.   I was aware of that.  So I just kept looking in that direction.  And I thought “there was someone coming and it was not one of our men.  After my two hours guard duty, that thing was still there moving.  I did notice the next morning that it was a tree.  And I was scared. I did not know what it was so I kept looking that one little thing’s movement and when that guy took my place, I told him that right down there, there was something moving and he said “ did you shoot at it?” I said, “No.” and he asked why I said, “ it did not come any closer.”  He said, “ I will shoot at it.”  He did not shoot at it either.  So the next time we both talked about it and it was actually a tree about this high and it was moving all the time.

Other than the 355, were there any other battles?

Yeah, 178 was another big battle there too I was at.  It was a day and half, they tried to get us off that hill. We had moved from 355 to 178 because they had figured that there were some come. So they brought junior men, those who just came it to 355 hill and they did not think the North Koreans will hit that hill again and would try something else. So they tried that one 178.  We put up the battle, they never got us off the hill.

How about those numbers?

That is the number they gave to these hills.  The hills were spread out and each one of them had a number. The Chinese and the Northern Koreans were trying to break through those hills.  Quite a time trying, but they did not make it.  They got the English.   There were about three hills up in a roll and the Chinese got them off hill, the English and they tried to go after the Australians, but Australians were very hard men. They were good fighters and they did not get them off the hill either. The Australians held their own.  But they did get the English and then the commander took a whole bunch of guys and they went up to the back and they attacked the Chinese and got them off the hill, so the British came back and took the hill back.

When you were at the war, I mean, war means blood and death and killings, but when you were in another country fighting another group of people, how did you or your fellow soldiers justify this?


Well, they used to say.” Hey, you volunteer for this. They started the problem, we will finish it.”  That is just what we went on and they did not think about the guys who got shot and killed.  “We are here, we are going to stay here.”

How is the relationship between you and the other soldiers?


The other fellows?? Oh yeah, very good! I do not think there was any big argument.  A couple of guys got mad but then they get along. 

Is there any difference between the soldiers at war and at peace time?


Well, they used to get drunk more.  When we came back from Korea,  they used to get drunk more often and sometimes they fought. But most of the time, they were fine.

Is there a time when you were scared of losing your own life?


Yes, there was one day we heard.  The Koreans used to shoot us and every time they shot, they made some noise like “ wu……”.  So every time we knew they were coming and we would let them go by.  Then one morning, they were firing very close to me, like here over there and I said to myself, “ well, if they can hit there, and they are moving this way and they are going to hit over here next.” So you know within a few feet.  So what I did, I jumped on the ground and the next one come and hit right where I was standing.  So I said to myself, “ they are getting closer and closer.”  But I did not know the next one came just past me. And one of out guys was standing there and when I looked, he was lying in the trench.  So I grabbed his foot and said, “you are all right?”  But the guy was dead that the concussion had killed him as he was standing up.  So there were firing each day and we were getting very close. So I just crawled my way right over him to get down the other end of the trench where they were not firing there.  I got down there and I waited.  then they stopped firing, so I picked up the guy who was killed and wrapped him up and sent them back to where took care of all dead people. 


Then another morning I was shaving,  the same thing happened.  We heard the  mooring coming and I had my bag with all my shaving gear and I had put soap on my face.  Just then we hear the mooring coming again.  When I heard it, I flat out in the trench and it hit my bag with my shaving gear.   And after they stopped, two guys were holding my bag and it was all ripped off and I was sitting there still got soap on my face.  The guy say,” are you going to shave?”  I said,” I am not going to shave.”  So we just laughed about it.  It was close.

How long did you serve in Korea?


10 months.

How long did you serve in the army?


3 years.

Other than that nine months in Korea, where were you?


I was shipped back to London, Ontario and I stayed there for a while and when I left there, they send me to Camp Burdon to teach the guys how to drive  truck. I was there for a couple of months or something teaching young fellows how to drive. 

Were you married during that time?


No, I was not married.   She caught me when I came back. (laugh)  When I finally got out of the army in 54 and I met her.  And that was the end of it.

A lot of people said that once you were in the war, you would , in some way, change you idea of life and death and how you value life. Is that the case for you as well?


Yes.  It changed quite a bit.  I used to be a little wild when I was young, drinking and partying all the time until I met here and I stopped all the partying and all that.  I was very happy when I met here when I finally got out of the army in February 13, 1954 and came home.

Did the way have some impact on your life style?


Well, I could see, it did.  I am not saying that it made me a better person but it did change me.  I was not so wild and took everything easy from then on.

Was  you experience in the army helpful for your career afterwards?

 
Yes,  I learned how to drive a truck there.  They put me on the truck and I enjoyed that driving all the time. And sometimes I tried different things and they sent me to work on Camp Burdon and I learnt a lot.

If you had another change, would you have chosen to join the army?? Why?


Yes, if I were sixty years younger. I just like to do that.   Actually, I would have joined for another 3 years.  They wanted to send me to Germany  but I said, “ no, I had something to get out and another 3 years would screw it up.”

What would you tell the younger generation about your experience at war? Would you suggest them join the army??


Yes, I would tell them it is a great way to get education.  You will learn a lot, so much. Nowadays, you can learn a lot, you have computers and they have got everything for you.  But I would tell the younger generation that joining the army, the air force, the navy. All of them will be good for them.  They can join the army and when they get out, they can go to school and that will cost them nothing.  But when I talked to my two grandsons ( I have two grandsons). I said why not your guys join the army.  “Join the army?” they said, “ are you crazy?”  No way, that is just not for them.

Back in those days when you were in Korea, did you have any means of communication with your family in Canada??


We wrote letters.  Actually, I only wrote letters to one of my ants.  I used to live with her for a while.  She wrote to me when I wrote to her.  There was nobody else I wrote to.

Were you well informed of the war at that time, regarding how the war was going?


Yes, we were well informed.  They always told us when things were slower. And we did things we were told to do.

How did you feel when you were told that the war was over?


I was happy.  I figured out that at least they stopped killing people for a while.  But as they used to tell us ,”do not believe everything is going to be all right. Because they, the North Koreans, could just blow up again.”  But they did not.  They signed the treaty and it was very  good and it made everybody (that were in the frontlines) happy.

So you were sent back to Canad?


Yeah, I spent 4 weeks leave at home and went back to London, Ontario.

Do you attend the Veterans event every year?


Yes, I attend that every year.

A lot of people say that once in a while, the war memory will come back to them, do you have that experience as well?


Of those what had happened?? Not really. I think about it sometimes but most of the time, it is over with. You had to put it out of your head and just forget about it. I mean, you probably still keep thinking about it, but what are you  going to do, it is going to do no good. I just figured out that I had seen a lot of people get killed I had seen a lot of strange things going on.  But I made up my mind when I came back that I would just forget about it.  It is over with I have done my share what I need to do and that is it.

Anything else you want to tell us about??


Oh the KVA. We have an association here where all the Korean Vets belong to it. We have a meeting once every month and we celebrate and we have dinner with all the veterans and their wives in May and at Christmas.  We get along very well with the Korean people here.  They invited us to their parties and we invited them to ours.

Do you think other Korean veterans will be willing to be interviewed??


Yeah. I think they would be glad to come.

