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Liieeuutteennaanntt  ((jjgg))  TThhoommaass  JJ..  HHuuddnneerr  wwaass  ffllyyiinngg  aa  rroouu--
ttiinnee  aarrmmeedd  rreeccoonnnnaaiissssaannccee  mmiissssiioonn  wwiitthh  FFiigghhtteerr
SSqquuaaddrroonn  3322  iinn  NNoorrtthh  KKoorreeaa  oonn  44  DDeecceemmbbeerr  11995500

wwhheenn  aa  mmeemmbbeerr  ooff  hhiiss  fflliigghhtt,,  EEnnssiiggnn  JJeessssee  BBrroowwnn——tthhee
ffiirrsstt  AAffrriiccaann  AAmmeerriiccaann  nnoonnppiilloott  ttoo  ccoommpplleettee  NNaavvyy  fflliigghhtt
ttrraaiinniinngg  aanndd  bbee  ddeessiiggnnaatteedd  aa  NNaavvaall  AAvviiaattoorr——rraaddiiooeedd  tthhaatt
hhee  hhaadd  lloosstt  ppoowweerr  aanndd  wwaass  ffoorrcceedd  ttoo  llaanndd..  BBrroowwnn  ssuurrvviivveedd
tthhee  ccrraasshh  llaannddiinngg,,  bbuutt  tthhoossee  cciirrcclliinngg  oovveerrhheeaadd  ssaaww  tthhaatt  hhee
wwaass  nnoott  eexxiittiinngg  hhiiss  FF44UU  CCoorrssaaiirr  iinn  ssppiittee  ooff  ssmmookkee  ccoommiinngg
ffrroomm  uunnddeerr  tthhee  ccoowwlliinngg..  CCoonncceerrnneedd  tthhaatt  BBrroowwnn’’ss  ppllaannee
mmiigghhtt  ccaattcchh  ffiirree  wwhhiillee  aawwaaiittiinngg  aa  rreessccuuee  hheelliiccoopptteerr,,  HHuuddnneerr
aacctteedd  oonn  tthhee ddeecciissiioonn  tthhee  ootthheerr  ppiilloottss  wweerree
ccoonntteemmppllaattiinngg——aa  ddeecciissiioonn  tthhaatt  eeaarrnneedd  hhiimm  tthhee  nnaattiioonn’’ss
hhiigghheesstt  aawwaarrdd  ffoorr  vvaalloorr,,  tthhee  CCoonnggrreessssiioonnaall  MMeeddaall  ooff
HHoonnoorr..

Medal of Honor Series

VVaalloorr  iinn  tthhee
FFrroozzeenn  CChhoossiinn

BByy  TTiimm  FFrraannkk



TThhoommaass  HHuuddnneerr  wwaass  bboorrnn  oonn  3311
AAuugguusstt  11992244  iinn  FFaallll  RRiivveerr,,  MMaassss..,,
aanndd  aatt  aa  yyoouunngg  aaggee  bbeeggaann  ttoo  ccoonnssiidd--
eerr  tthhee  NNaavvyy  aass  aa  ccaarreeeerr..  HHee  eenntteerreedd
tthhee  NNaavvaall  AAccaaddeemmyy  iinn  11994433,,  iinn  tthhee
mmiiddsstt  ooff  WWWW  IIII,,  aanndd  ggrraadduuaatteedd  iinn
11994466,,  jjuusstt  mmoonntthhss  aafftteerr  wwaarr’’ss  eenndd..

HHuuddnneerr’’ss  ffiirrsstt  ttaassttee  ooff  NNaavvaall
AAvviiaattiioonn  ccaammee  ssoooonn  aafftteerr  ggrraadduuaattiioonn
wwhheenn  hhee  aanndd  hhiiss  ccllaassssmmaatteess  aatttteennddeedd
aa  sshhoorrtt  fflliigghhtt  oorriieennttaattiioonn  aatt  NNAASS
JJaacckkssoonnvviillllee,,  FFllaa..  AA  yyeeaarr  aanndd  aa  hhaallff
llaatteerr,,  aafftteerr  sseevveerraall  nnoonnaavviiaattiioonn
aassssiiggnnmmeennttss,,  hhee  rreeqquueesstteedd  fflliigghhtt
ttrraaiinniinngg..  OOrrddeerreedd  ttoo  PPeennssaaccoollaa,,  FFllaa..,,
iinn  AApprriill  11994488,,  hhee  rreecceeiivveedd  hhiiss  wwiinnggss
aatt  CCoorrppuuss  CChhrriissttii,,  TTeexxaass,,  iinn  AAuugguusstt
11994499..

LLaatteerr  tthhaatt  yyeeaarr  LLttjjgg..  HHuuddnneerr  wwaass

aassssiiggnneedd  ttoo  VVFF--3322  aatt  NNaavvaall  AAiirr
SSttaattiioonn,,  QQuuoonnsseett  PPooiinntt,,  RR..II..,,  ttoo  ffllyy
tthhee  FF44UU  CCoorrssaaiirr..  SShhoorrttllyy  aafftteerr
rreeppoorrttiinngg  aabbooaarrdd,,  HHuuddnneerr  mmeett  EEnnss..
JJeessssee  BBrroowwnn::  ““ II  ffiirrsstt  mmeett  JJeessssee  iinn  tthhee
lloocckkeerr  rroooomm  wwhheenn  II  wwaass  cchhaannggiinngg
ffoorr  aa  fflliigghhtt..  HHee  wwaass  aa  ffrriieennddllyy  ppeerr--
ssoonn,,  ssoommeeoonnee  wwhhoo  rriigghhtt  aawwaayy  wwaass
tthhee  ttyyppee  ooff  ppeerrssoonn  yyoouu  kknneeww  yyoouu
wwoouulldd  lliikkee..  TThhee  ssttoorryy  hhaass  iitt  tthhaatt  eevveerr
ssiinnccee  hhee  wwaass  aa  kkiidd,,  hhee  wwaanntteedd  ttoo
ffllyy..””   

HHuuddnneerr  rreemmeemmbbeerrss  tthhee  ssttaarrtt  ooff
tthhee  KKoorreeaann  WWaarr  aass  iiff  iitt  wweerree  yyeesstteerr--
ddaayy::  ““SSuunnddaayy,,  tthhee  2255tthh  ooff  JJuunnee,,
11995500,,  mmyy  ssqquuaaddrroonn  wwaass  aabbooaarrdd
LLeeyyttee ((CCVV  3322))  oonn  aa  rroouuttiinnee  ccrruuiissee  iinn
tthhee  MMeeddiitteerrrraanneeaann..  WWee  wweerree
anchored off Cannes, France, and in

LLttjjgg..  TThhoommaass  JJ..  HHuuddnneerr



the middle of the afternoon someone
came running into the junior offi-
cers’ bunk room and said, ‘North
Korea has just invaded South Korea.’
We weren’t even sure where Korea
was at the time.” Soon Hudner
would have the taste of combat that
he and his classmates had missed
with their postwar entry into the
service.

On 4 December, Hudner recalled,
“a flight of six VF-32 aircraft was
given an assignment of armed recon
around the Chosin Reservoir. We
were to fly in the vicinity of our
troops and hit any target of opportu-
nity. We took off from the ship about
1300, and the first I knew of Jesse’s
trouble was when he came over the
radio.” Brown reported that he had
been hit and was losing oil pressure.

The flight leader told Hudner to
look around for a crash landing site,
but Brown had already seen one and
headed towards it. Hudner recalled,
“I went over with him a checklist of
the things he should do, such as
opening the canopy of his aircraft.
When he did land, it was without
power so he did not have much con-
trol. He hit with such force that the
fuselage buckled at the cockpit and
his canopy was slammed shut
because of the force of the landing.
We didn’t think there was any possi-
bility of survival because of the

condition of the airplane. After cir-
cling several times, we noticed that
he had opened the canopy and was
waving at us to let us know he was
alive, but he did not get out of the
cockpit.” The flight leader climbed
to altitude and radioed the Marines
for a helicopter.

Hudner knew that someone had
to act fast. He said, “By now, there
was smoke coming out from under
the cowling of Jesse’s airplane and
we did not know its source. I made a
decision—since Jesse did not get out
of the airplane—to make a crash
landing near him, pull him out of the
cockpit and wait for the helicopter.”
While the plan was simple enough,
Hudner would soon learn the gravity
of the situation on the ground.

He remembered, “I made a
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EEnnss..  JJeessssee  BBrroowwnn  fflleeww  FF88FF  BBeeaarrccaattss  wwiitthh  VVFF--3322  bbeeffoorree  tthhee  ssqquuaaddrroonn’’ss  ttrraannssiittiioonn  ttoo
FF44UU  CCoorrssaaiirrss..
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LLeeyyttee ((CCVV  3322))  pprreeppaarreess  ffoorr  ccoommbbaatt
ooppeerraattiioonnss  aaggaaiinnsstt  NNoorrtthh  KKoorreeaann  ffoorrcceess
iinn  tthhee  SSeeaa  ooff  JJaappaann..



wheels-up, flaps-down landing,
probably 100 yards from him. I had
expended all of my rockets and
external fuel tank to make the air-
plane as light as I could. After land-
ing, I went through the foot-deep
snow and I saw when I got to the
cockpit the reason Jesse did not get
out. Because of the way the plane
buckled, it caught his leg in between
the side of the fuselage and a
hydraulic control panel under the
instrument panel. It pinned him in so
that he could not move. I was not
able to do anything.”

Hudner returned to his aircraft
and called for the helicopter to bring
a fire extinguisher and an ax. “There
was nothing else I could think of,” he
recalled. “The helicopter arrived with
a fire extinguisher, which was of no
use. I couldn’t get to the source of
the smoke and the ax just bounced
off the fuselage. The helicopter pilot
and I worked for about a half hour.
The work was very difficult because
the cockpit was high enough off the
ground that anything we did was
over our heads, so we had to climb
up the wings and straddle the cock-
pit. The way the snow was packed to
the bottom of our boots was just like
walking on ice.”

Although Brown was drifting in
and out of consciousness, Hudner
kept talking to him. “There was
absolutely no panic in his voice. His
attitude was one of resignation. His
manner gave me inspiration.”
Brown’s hands were frozen, and he
was not dressed for warmth; at one
point, Hudner put his watch cap on
Jesse to try to keep him comfortable.
“It was very difficult for me to
believe that he could be so calm
under those circumstances.”

Despite their efforts, Hudner and
the helicopter pilot could not free
Brown. As darkness approached, the
pilot explained that his helicopter was
not equipped to operate at night, and

he would have to leave. Faced with a
difficult decision, Hudner decided to
fly out with the other pilot. “It was
obvious there was nothing further I
could do. Jesse, I felt, was probably
more dead than alive at the time. I’m
guessing the temperatures at night
were around minus 35° F, and he
couldn’t have survived long.”

Looking back on that day, Hudner
said, “There was tremendous esprit
de corpsamong all of us there, spirit
which I hope still exists in the mili-
tary services. A lot of us would have
done almost anything for another
who needed help. I admit I took the
initiative, but there were a lot of
people who were seriously consider-
ing the same thing.”

On 13 April 1951, President Harry
Truman presented Hudner with the
Congressional Medal of Honor, the
first awarded for actions in Korea. “It
was very informal. My family and I
were at the White House at 0830, and
we waited for the president in the

Cabinet Room. He came in and chat-
ted for a while, then we went down
into the Rose Garden and the presi-
dent read the citation and put the
medal around my neck. He said a few
things, and that was it.” Jesse
Brown’s widow, Daisy, was also pre-
sent at the ceremony. 

Retiring as a captain on 1
March 1973, Hudner is now the
commissioner of veteran’s affairs
for the state of Massachusetts,
where he continuously works to
improve the situation of veterans
of all wars. Although he does not
like to be called a hero, Capt.
Hudner embodies the spirit of
valor and sacrifice that the Medal
of Honor represents. 

Mr. Frank is a student at Catholic University in
Washington, D.C., studying history.

TThhiiss  aarrttiiccllee  bbeeggiinnss  aa  sseerriieess  hhoonnoorriinngg  NNaavvaall
AAvviiaattiioonn’’ss  MMeeddaall  ooff  HHoonnoorr  rreecciippiieennttss..
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LLttjjgg..  TThhoommaass  JJ..  HHuuddnneerr  wwaass  pprreesseenntteedd
tthhee  CCoonnggrreessssiioonnaall  MMeeddaall  ooff  HHoonnoorr  bbyy
PPrreessiiddeenntt  HHaarrrryy  TTrruummaann  oonn  1133  AApprriill
11995511..


