
I
f army mules ever get to swapping

barnyard yarns after this war, the

mules of Merrill’s Marauders should

outbray all the rest. For early this year

those longeared veterans of the Burma

jungle clomped their way for four

months straight over 700 miles of

muddy trail and precipitous mountain

tracks on the march to Myitkina. With-

out these heavy-laden pack animals from

Missouri, Texas and Tennessee, Merrill’s

fighting foot soldiers might never have

captured that strategic Japanese airfield

for General Stilwell’s forces. 

The Marauder’s mules were activated

at Fort Bliss, Texas. After two months at

sea they arrived at Calcutta, slightly un-

derweight but none the worse for having

weathered a heavy seven-day storm and

two unsuccessful torpedo attacks. 

The mules had scarcely got their land

legs back when they were sent on the

trek to Myitkynia. On that long jungle

march each carried, in addition to 96

pounds of saddle, 100 pounds of essen-

tial equipment – light and heavy mortars,

75-mm pack artillery, heavy and light

machine guns, ammunition, radio equip-

ment, food, medical supplies.

Among the Marauders only about 150

were trained mule skinners. Thus on the

eve of the march to Myitkynia, each of

several hundred former clerks, salesmen,

factory workers and garage hands sud-

denly found himself in charge of one of

Nature’s strangest four-footed creatures

– the sterile, stubborn, but almost love-

able mule. Many of the Marauders pos-

sessed as little animal lore as the British

officer who, on receiving consignment

of sleek, fat-bellied mules, wrote that the

mules looked all right, except that “half
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L
ike many of you, who along with owning a mule (or two or twenty), and who also reads Western Mule Magazine, I am

a veteran. The Fourth of July means a lot to me and I try and reflect on what our forefathers went through to achieve

what they did in the name of Liberty. It is not easy to be a “patriot”. Mark Twain may have put it most succinctly: “In

the beginning of a change the patriot is a scarce man, and brave, and hated and scorned. When his cause succeeds, the timid

join him, for then it costs nothing to be a patriot.”

Recently there have been many stories in the news about what our government is and is not doing. Acts (and inaction), in

the name of our country which I most assuredly do not agree with. However, the place for my voice to be heard is at the ballot

box. I believe in what men and women before us have given their lives to protect. America is, after all the land of the free and

the home of the brave.

This month I would like to share an article written by Peggy Durdin for the August 7, 1944 issue of LIFE magazine. It is the

story of Merrill’s Marauders of WW II. Their story makes me proud of the young men and mules who took part in this grueling

campaign. The men were volunteers, and the mules? Well, they did not have a say in the matter. God bless those men who

made this sacrifice for us. God bless America and God bless “them mules.”

THE MULES OF MYITKYINA



the damn things were in foal.” Once, at

the end of a long day, General Merrill

said to a disheveled, weary mule skinner

who was laboriously rubbing down his

mule, “You seem to take good care of

your mule. Had much experience in the

States?” 

“Well, sir,’ said the soldier, “I saw a

mule once, in Brooklyn hitched to an ice

wagon.” To train a man to be a mule

skinner is no easy task. It is so difficult,

in fact, that General Merrill said after

Myitkina had been

reached, “Next time give me mule skin-

ners and I’ll make dough boys out of

them instead of trying to turn dough

boys into mule skinners.”

Many of Merrill’s men, however, be-

came passable mule skinners. They

learned how to pack a mule so that his

load was evenly balanced. And, camping

at night, they always groomed, watered

and fed their mules

before finally bedding down near their

charges.

The mules soon developed a fine in-

stinct for jungle and mountain trails. But

occasionally one would slip or fall ex-

hausted from a precipitous path. Then

the mule skinners would climb labori-

ously, often dangerously, down the

mountainside and hack out steps by

which the mule could climb up to reach

the  path.



Basic cavalry training had made them

“hell-crazy,” for they had learned to drill

by following a mare with a bell. It was,

of course, necessary for the mules to dis-

perse under attack and to act under the

direction of each individual mule skin-

ner. At first they insisted on following

each other. If they were dispersed they

balked and brayed. Later they showed

excellent battle discipline, separating

quickly and quietly. At Walawbum, how-

ever, where a Marauder unit found itself

greatly outnumbered by Japanese, the

mules took it into their heads to bray

lustily. Says General Merrill, “The

Japanese were evidently fooled by the

mules. They thought we had them

greatly outnumbered and they didn’t

dare attack, thanks to those mules.”

At Nphum Ga, where the Marauders

were surrounded by a superior force for

over two weeks, many mules were lost

from starvation, thirst and artillery fire

(a mule can’t get into a fox hole). The

Japanese controlled the only water hole.

Men were wounded trying to take ani-

mals to water. Eventually they had to

send the mules to the water hole by

themselves, unharnessed, since the

Japanese would catch the harnessed

mules. One mule was sent to the water

hole at night to draw Japanese fire, so

that Japanese positions could be located

for a forthcoming attack. Later, when the

action was successful, the mule was

found dead, with a huge steak cut out

away from one haunch. At Nphum Ga

some of Merrill’s Mauraders were killed

while caring for and burying their mules. 

Each mule skinner has his own mule

whom he names Jake or Puss

or Shorty but whom he usually

calls “you —————” or

“you — — —.” These are

terms of endearment for one’s

own mule, but dangerous curs-

ing when applied to another’s.

Listening to this almost end-

less stream of profanity di-

rected muleward, a novice is

apt to inquire sympathetically,

“What’s the matter with your

mule?” The invariable answer

is, “There’s not a damn thing the matter

with it, it’s the best damn mule in the

jungle.” 

Any good Marauder mule skinner de-

fends mules vigorously against any of

the usual charges made against them. A

mule is not stubborn, he is practical. A

mule doesn’t want to be disagreeable un-

less he has to. He just sensibly follows

the line of least resistance. If he balks or

kicks, he has a reason. Caught in a tight

spot, a mule never kicks himself to death

or flounders as a horse often does. He

sensibly waits for help. A mule doesn’t

fret and give way to nerves as men and

horses do, he makes the best of all

things. He is well-behaved under fire

and bombing. He never gets shell shock.

He has much more endurance than a

horse and, unlike the horse, he has too

much sense to overeat and overdrink. A

mule is in fact, say Merrill’s Marauders,

a pretty savvy creature all around. As

Colonel R. W. Mohri, the Burma mules’

vet, puts it, “A mule’s every bit as intel-

ligent as a human being. Probably more

so. So, to get along with him you need

to have, if possible, as much sense as the

mule.”

A mule is as brave as he is intelligent,

and the only thing that frightens him in

the jungle is the elephant. The elephants

fortunately are likewise terrified of the

mules. In encounters, both run away at

top speed, filling the air with trumpeting

and braying. 

Marauder mules have proved them-

selves first-class “jungle wallahs.” After

months of long, exhausting marches

through mud, across rivers, up and down

mountains, in thickest jungle growth, ha-

rassed by leeches

and flies, shrapnel and bullets, most of

them were put to work when they finally

arrived at Myitkyina carrying supplies

from the planes coming into the airfield.

Many are there now and eventually, in-

stead of marching back out, they will be

turned over to the Chinese troops. Some

day these mules from Missouri, Texas

and Tennessee will undoubtedly find

themselves marching to China over the

Burma Road. 

One out of all the numerous mule

yarns has become a favorite with the

Marauders, who are all volunteers. A

mule skinner, exhausted by continual ar-

guments with his mule, which continu-

ously refused to climb mountains, cross

rivers or otherwise overexert himself, fi-

nally lost his temper when the mule lay

down and refused to budge. “Get up, you

—— —— ——,” snarled the driver.

“You’re a volunteer for this mission

too.” 
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