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“I'll Try, Sir!", a painting by H. Charles McBarron Jr., depicts Cpl. Calvin P. Titus atop Peking’s outer wall during the 14th Infantry
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Regiment'’s seige of the city in August 1900. (Photo courtesy of U.S. Army Center of Military History)

August 1900: Chaplain Assistant
Leads Charge up Wall

By Michael L. Lewis
NCO Journal

s the only chaplain assistant to be awarded the
AMedal of Honor, Calvin Pearl Titus is often cited
as a model of bravery and selflessness. Yet, his
award for daring gallantry — during combat in China
when he was a corporal — actually came at the start of
a long Army career of assisting chaplains in ministry,
whether as an official chaplain assistant or not.
Titus was born Sept. 22, 1879, to Calvin and Cora
Smith Titus in the eastern Iowa hamlet of Vinton,
but moved to Oklahoma at age 11 after his parents
died. There, he lived with his aunt and uncle, both
evangelists with the Salvation Army and later with the
Pilgrim Holiness movement.
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Titus learned to play various instruments as a part
of his uncle’s traveling church band. During one church
meeting in Vermont in 1898, Titus learned of the sinking
of the battleship USS Maine, which prompted him to
join the 1st Vermont Volunteer Infantry as a musician
during the Spanish-American War. His unit, however,
never deployed before the war ended.

After the war, hearing troops were needed in the
Philippines, Titus enlisted in the regular Army and
was assigned as a bugler to E Company, 14th Infantry
Regiment, based near Manila. “When they discovered
that I played the cornet,” he wrote, “I was in. “We're
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needing a bugler, and you're it.
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Cpl. Calvin Pearl Titus

With his ministerial background, Titus was able to
form a long friendship with the unit’s chaplain, Leslie R.
Groves Sr., a Presbyterian minister from New York. Titus
recalled in a letter to Groves more than 60 years later that
they “took to each other at once and became fast friends.”
At companies around Manila, Titus became Groves’ un-
official assistant and provided music for services. “I got a
violin,” Titus wrote, “and played the tunes for the songs
sung at each place”

In 1899, the Society of Righteous and Harmonious
Fists, known as the “Boxers,” began attacking foreign
missions in China, killing hundreds of missionaries
and thousands of Chinese Christians. Their rebellion
eventually made its way to the capital, Peking (modern
day Beijing), where the group focused its efforts on
destroying the part of the city housing foreign embassies
and legations. A coalition force of nearly 50,000 Soldiers
from eight countries was sent to rescue the city and to
help quash the insurrection.

On Aug. 14, 1900, Titus and the rest of the 14th
Infantry Regiment arrived at the Tung-Pien Gate along
Peking’s eastern outer wall and immediately encountered
heavy fire from atop the wall and adjacent Fox Tower.
Needing troops to scale the 30-foot fortification and lay
down suppressive fire, the unit’s commander, Col. Aaron
S. Daggett, called for volunteers. Titus immediately
stepped forward, saying, “T'll try, sir!”

Carrying a rope, Titus began climbing the jagged wall.
“I took off all my equipment: haversack, canteen, pistol,
belt and hat, and started up,” he recalled later. “The wall

NCO Journal

was made of brick of some kind ... the mortar had fallen
out in places making it possible for me to get finger and
toeholds in the cracks. About halfway up, a convenient
bush grew out of the bricks and that also helped some.
At last, I got to a point where I could look through one
of the notches or firing ports at the top of the wall. It was
empty. I slid over the top and onto the floor behind. To
my surprise, I saw no one.”

Daggett later described watching the treacherous
climb from below. “With what interest did the officers
and men watch every step as he placed his feet carefully
in the cavities and clung with his fingers to the projecting
bricks! The first 15 feet were passed over without serious
difficulty, but there was a space of 15 feet above him.
Slowly he reaches the 20-foot point. Still more carefully
does he try his hold on those bricks to see if they are
firm. His feet are now 25 feet from the ground. His head
is near the bottom of the embrasure. All below is breath-
less silence. The strain is intense. Will that embrasure
blaze with fire as he attempts to enter it? Or will the butts
of rifles crush his skull? Cautiously, he looks through and
sees and hears nothing. He enters, and as good fortune
would have it, no Chinese are there”

After reaching the top unharmed, the rest of his
company followed, hauling up their rifles and ammuni-
tion belts by a rope made of rifle slings. Soon after, the
American colors were hoisted atop the wall, inspiring
the allied Soldiers to complete their assault, overtake
the gate and enter the city.

Although both Titus and Groves were recommended
for the Medal of Honor for heroic actions during the
siege, only Titus was awarded the accolade; Groves re-
ceived an “honorable mention” Yet, that did not faze the
chaplain, who continued to praise his de facto assistant.
“He is,” Groves wrote to his wife, “a modest chap, fine
looking and afraid of nothing but wrongdoing”

Titus’ fearlessness soon earned him an appointment
to the United States Military Academy, where as a first-
year cadet, he was presented the Medal of Honor by
President Teddy Roosevelt during West Point’s centen-
nial celebration in 1902. The citation simply read, “[For]
gallant and daring conduct in the presence of his colonel
and other officers and enlisted men of his regiment; was
first to scale the wall of the city”

“Now, don't let this give you the big head!” Roosevelt
reportedly said. After the ceremony, a second-year cadet
named Douglas MacArthur approached Titus, looked at
his medal and commented, “Mister, that’s something!”

Upon graduating in 1905, Titus returned to the 14th
Infantry in the Philippines as a second lieutenant. He
later followed in his mentor’s footsteps, becoming an
ordained minister in 1909.

His desire to become an Army chaplain was thwart-
ed, however, as his denomination was not yet recog-
nized by the Army. Instead, he made the decision to, as
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an officer, change his career field to chaplain assistant in
order to continue in ministry to Soldiers; the occupa-
tional specialty was officially introduced the year he
was ordained. Nearly six decades after Titus’ decision,
his church would merge to form the Wesleyan Church
in 1968, now among the more than 200 denominations
recognized in the U.S. armed forces.

Groves’ son, Leslie R. Groves Jr., would go on to
lead the Manhattan Project as a lieutenant general.
Titus himself spent 32 years in the Army, including
fighting forest fires in Montana, chasing Pancho Villa
through northern Mexico, rebuilding France after
World War I and teaching Reserve Officer Training
Corps cadets at Coe College in Cedar Rapids, Iowa,
just miles from his hometown. He retired in 1930 as

a lieutenant colonel and died at the Veterans Hospital
in San Fernando, Calif., on May 27, 1966, at the age of
86. He is buried at Forest Lawn Memorial Park in the
Hollywood Hills section of Los Angeles.

Titus’ famous reply — “I will try, sir!” — became
the rallying cry of the 14th Infantry Regiment, and
the official motto of the 5th Infantry Regiment. Also
in his honor, the Military Sealift Command named a
container ship, the MV ZLtc. Calvin P. Titus, which is
used to carry sustainment cargo to U.S. military units
around the globe.

The ship is based in Saipan in the Northern Mari-
ana Islands, the closest major port in the United States
to where its namesake earned the Medal of Honor a
century earlier. W
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Disclaimer: The views expressed in this article are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the
opinions of the NCO Journal, the U.S. Army, or the Department of Defense.
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