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Harold Moore was a Kentucky boy. Born on February 13th, 1922, to Mary and Harold Sr. in Bardstown, he was the oldest of four children. 

Bardstown was an idyllic location for young Harold and his siblings, Betty, Ballard, and Bill, to grow up in – a small, safe, rural community in the shadow of the Appalachian Mountains. Harold Jr. loved the great outdoors, and revelled in the wide open spaces of his small hometown, taking full advantage of the many opportunities it afforded him for hunting and fishing. In fact, he thought nothing of heading off into the world, or at least his immediate vicinity, with a tent and supplies, and pitching his tent by the river, where he would spend many happy hours – and sometimes even days – fishing [1]. Many nights would be spent lying on his back and gazing at the stars. Target practice for Hal would involve picking one spot on a tree and throwing his knife at it over and over again, trying (and succeeding) to hit the same place every time, and in his teenage years, he became an accomplished marksman, competing in shooting competitions.[2] 

Hal and his siblings were raised as Catholics. Their father, Harold Sr. was a devout churchgoer, attending mass every morning at 6 am, and he raised his children with Catholic morals. Their mother, Mary, was a Methodist, but she was happy to bring her children up in the Catholic faith, embracing the faith and even going to church to light candles for friends and family.[3] In fact, for quite some time, Hal was drawn to the priesthood, a calling which conflicted with his later desire to join the military. Hal would often visit the nearby Abbey of Gethsemane with his father, where he enjoyed the peace and solitude the Abbey gave him in which to pray.[2]

Theirs was a traditional family – Harold Sr. worked hard as an insurance broker, and had earned a reputation as one of the best in the state. Mary was a stay at home mom, and her life revolved around her family.

The close-knit family values paid off. During the Great Depression (1929 – 1939) the Moore children all pulled together to help with the family finances. Hal took whatever paying jobs he could at a young age, cutting grass for his neighbors, working at a local golf course, and even took a job as a cashier at a local store. But the Moores family was luckier than most, because even in such dire financial times, Harold Sr. always had steady work and a decent income, meaning the family didn’t have to struggle quite as much as others did. 

Military Fascination

Hal was a keen sportsman, taking part in all the usual sporting pursuits such as baseball and football, but his great love was outdoor pursuits such as fishing and hunting. He had another passion, however – the military.  

He was fascinated by military history, and the heroes he would find among the pages of the library books he studied whenever he had the chance, and by the time he was 13, Hal Gregory Moore knew what he wanted to do with his life.

18th Birthday

Hal’s 18th birthday started early, boarding the 5 am train from Bardstown. 

The previous day, February 12th, 1940, he had been in bed, still nursing the dregs of pneumonia, when his father had arrived home to give him some exciting news. It had been Hal’s dream to join the military, and he had dearly wanted to go to United States Military Academy at West Point, North of New York, but there was a major stumbling block – each candidate for the academy had to be recommended by a member of Congress, or a Senator. Bardstown, although an idyllic place to grow up, offered little to no opportunity for a nomination. Hal was frustrated – he had the academic skills for the academy, but without the recommendation he was stuck.

Harold Sr., knowing his son’s passion for the military, had come up with a solution, or rather a solution had presented itself to him. A job had opened up in Washington, at the Senate Book Warehouse and if Hal wanted it, it was his. Although he was still ill from pneumonia, his father needed an answer straight away, and if Hal accepted he would have to leave the next day – his 18th birthday.

It wasn’t what he wanted to do, but he would never get another opportunity like it – his dream of finding a senator to recommend him to the Academy would be greatly enhanced by the position in Washington. So Hal took the job, and early the next morning, on his 18th birthday, he and his father set off for Washington, arriving some 36 hours later.

Washington

Hal barely had time to find a doctor to treat his pneumonia before starting work the following day at the Senate Book Warehouse. It was a far cry from his dreams of joining the Academy, but Hal greeted each day with hope and enthusiasm. A list was published every month which listed all the vacant West Point vacancies, and Hal would systematically lobby each Senator and Congressman, tirelessly seeking out which one had unfilled spots. It was a thankless task, but Hal would not be discouraged from his dream.

Pearl Harbor

On December 7th, 1941, the Japanese Navy launched a deadly attack on Pearl Harbor.[3] Nobody had expected the strike, and 2335 people lost their lives. 2008 from the Navy, 218 from the army, 109 from the marines, and 68 were civilians. A further 1143 people were injured.[4] America was at war with the Axis powers (Germany, Italy, and Japan). It was a devastating attack, but one that afforded Hal an opportunity.

On December 8th, the day after Pearl Harbor, President Roosevelt declared that every Senator and Congressman would be granted one further nominee for both the Naval and Military Academies. This was Hal’s chance, and he immediately sought out Senator Chandler, who had been responsible for Hal’s appointment to the Senate Book Warehouse almost two years previously. Senator Chandler had, unfortunately, already nominated somebody, so Hal went to speak to Congressman Ed Creal. However, Creal had also already appointed someone to the Military Academy, but, as he told Hal, he still had an opening for the Naval Academy. It wasn’t what Hal wanted, but as he accepted he had a brainwave – he asked Creal if he could swap the Naval Academy place with someone who had already been awarded a place at the Military Academy. Congressman Creal agreed, on the understanding that Hal had to find another Congressman or Senator willing to sanction such a swap. 

Which is exactly what Hal did.[3] 

“And I learned a valuable lesson from that...In any situation, in any problem, there’s always a solution. There’s always one more thing you can do to influence the situation in your favor.”[5] 

West Point

On July 15th, 1942, Harold “Hal” Gregory Moore realized his dream of going to West Point. He arrived with almost 500 others from every corner of the United States. Their induction into “Beast Barracks” or cadet training, was not a gentle one. As soon as the group disembarked they were rounded up by a sergeant who was aptly named Master Sergeant Bonebrake, who immediately marched the entire group to the Academy, situated high on a hill overlooking the Hudson River.

It was a tough regime. Meals in the Mess Hall were taken in silence, with each cadet allowed only to look at their own plate, and very little respect, let alone kindness, was shown to the young trainees, some of whom had left behind good careers and trades to fight the common enemy.

Hal’s only relief from the rigors of Beast Barracks was in the Catholic Rectory. He befriended Monsignor George Murdock and would escape to the Rectory or attend mass as often as he could. 

While Hal excelled at the military training, he was less able in academia, or at least in the numeracy side of studies. He struggled on, but by the October of that first academic year, Hal was in serious danger of failing his grades, something which would put an end to his dreams. Undeterred, Hal took to studying every night until the lights were turned off at 11 pm and then taking up residence in the bathroom where he would continue to study while perched on the toilet until the early hours of the morning. What he didn’t understand, he memorized. The good news that the course had been shortened by a year, to three years, was also tempered with the increased studying that brought. Hal struggled. 

The “academic trip from hell...the distressing experience of struggling for weeks to get pro (i.e. proficient) and stay pro – knowing the ominous results if not, profoundly affected me. From then on, I led an unbalanced life at the Academy (i.e. few extra-curricular activities and a lot of studying).”

His struggles paid off, however, and Hal got his grades.

The following academic year brought the war into sharper focus. Along with the more complex studies, the cadets were being introduced to the realities of war. 

They were shown actual footage of fighting.

“These vividly brought home what we were preparing ourselves to do. The scenes of fighting in both the Pacific and Europe gave us a contrast of environments as well as a better understanding of the enemies we would be facing.”

On May 8th, 1945, Germany surrendered, a week after Adolf Hitler committed suicide. The war in Europe had ended before Moore and his fellow cadets had had a chance to fight. 

At the end of their training, the cadets were awarded their branch of choice, with the higher achieving cadets being given the first choice. Despite all of Hal’s efforts and studying deep into the night, he had finished in the bottom 15 percent of the class. His first choice had always been Infantry, but as each cadet with higher grades than his was called out and asked for their choice, Hal began to panic. If all the infantry places had been allocated before his name was called he would have to choose a branch he didn’t want to be in. But, to his relief, not all Infantry positions had been filled, and when his name was called he was given his chosen branch.

Only one month after the war in Europe had ended, on June 5th, 1945, Hal Moore graduated from West Point Military Academy as Second Lieutenant.[6]

Post WW2

Hal was sent to Fort Benning, Georgia, after he graduated West Point, for a six-week Infantry Officer Basic Training Course. While he was there, he applied for a place on the Fort Benning Airborne Jump School. However, his application was not successful, and instead, he was sent to Tokyo, Japan, to the 11th Airborne Division’s Jump School to complete their three-week course. 

When that course ended, Hal took up a position with the 187th Glider Infantry Regiment at Camp Crawford, near Sapporo, Japan, and there he stayed until 1948.

In June 1948, Hal returned to the United States where he joined the 82nd Airborne Division, at Fort Bragg. On November 17th, 1948, he undertook the first of somewhere in the region of 150 parachute jumps with the 82nd Airborne Division, after having volunteered to work on their Airborne Test Section, a unit which tested experimental parachutes.[7] 

Julie

While Hal was at Fort Bragg, he met and fell in love with Julie Compton. Julie was a student at the University of North Carolina and was home visiting her parents at Fort Bragg when she met the young Hal Moore. Julie was used to the military life – her father was a Colonel.

The couple married on November 22nd, 1949[8] and his wife went on to play a major part in the way the military delivered news of a soldier’s death to their families. 

During the Vietnam war, the army sustained so many losses that notifying the loved ones of a soldier’s death became almost a routine administrative job. The job of delivering the Western Union telegrams which carried the bad news was given over to taxi drivers, completely removing the compassion and empathy needed at such a tragic time.

Julie and Hal had five children, and one day in 1965 she froze with fear as she saw a taxi pull up outside her home. Hal was away fighting, and she immediately feared the worst. However, the taxi driver was merely lost and was trying to find the address of a newly widowed wife. Julie followed that taxi to the right address so that she could be there with the wife when the news was delivered and provide the human touch that the army had failed to provide. Such was her sadness and anger at the way the army had resorted to informing loved ones of the terrible news, that she took her fight to the Pentagon, and within two weeks she had won her fight – the army’s policy had changed, meaning that both an officer and a chaplain would be required to deliver news of any fallen soldier.[9]

Korean War

On June 25th, 1950, the Korean War began.[10] Hal graduated from his Advanced Infantry course in 1952 and was sent to Korea with the 17th Infantry Regiment of the 7th Infantry Division. It was his first time on active service, a service which earned him the first of three Bronze Star Medals, two of which were for valor, for his command of both
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