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“My dead brother… he keeps on showing up. The people he killed, too, have been appearing before me. They speak to me.”


“Me, too.”


“You mean you see these phantoms, too?”


“At first they simply showed themselves, but then, at twilight, as I walked the cow home from the fields, I would see lines of the dead walking along the levee across the way. Sometimes when the weather was bad, I would see spirit fires.… They speak to me.… I suppose the time is ripe for them now, for the people who were there. They’re ready now, I think. So they appear before us as part of their redemption.”


—Hwang Sok-yong, The Guest (2001)















TO THE READER



On August 31, 2002, a typhoon designated “Rusa,” the most powerful to strike South Korea in four decades, slammed ashore along the southern coast and raged northward up the peninsula. It caused billions of dollars in damage, flooded huge swaths of farmland, and left scores of people dead. Rusa also did something else: it tore a hole in time.


Near the southern village of Yongyang, on a small pepper farm, the torrential rains and wind washed away a layer of earth that for a half century had concealed a mass grave, hiding from history the evidence of atrocity, the skeletal remains of 140 people—men, women, and children. A storm’s fury had opened a window on one small corner of a dark past, a time when the southern government summarily executed tens of thousands of political prisoners, potential northern collaborators, in the first weeks of the Korean War.


The war that ravaged the Korean peninsula for three years in the mid–twentieth century was a watershed of modern history. It was the first major clash of arms of the Cold War and remains the last armed conflict between great powers. It was America’s first undeclared war. It turned the United States into a permanently militarized nation and made China a global player. It planted the seeds of a nuclear crisis that confronts the world today. And it’s a war not truly ended, a war on hold, under a truce and not a peace treaty.


Despite its pivotal role in recent history, the Korean War became known as the “forgotten war,” an indecisive conflict in a far-off place, overshadowed by the triumphant “good war” that ended five years before.


Even more than forgotten, however, much of what happened in Korea in those years has simply never been known, beyond the buried memories of survivors, the whispered conversations in traumatized villages, the yellowing pages of telltale documents secreted away in classified archives.


The Yongyang discovery, the happenstance of a typhoon, offered an early clue. Through the 2000s, more emerged. The perseverance of survivors, historical researchers, journalists, and others uncovered more mass graves, gave voice to witnesses, reported on shocking events of wholesale killing of noncombatants. In the period 2005–2010, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of the South Korean government investigated scores of incidents of mass political executions in 1950–1951 and mass killings of refugees and other South Korean civilians, both by southern and U.S. military forces and by the northern invaders and southern leftists. The declassification of U.S. military archives, documenting indiscriminate air and ground attacks on unarmed civilians, attested further to the war’s savagery.


The U.S. order to “bomb every village,” the stunning scale of political executions, the Americans’ decision to machine-gun refugees—these and similar discoveries of recent years are essential to understanding what happened in the years 1950–1953.


Conventional histories of the Korean War have too often ignored its greatest impact, on the ordinary people of Korea, focusing instead on leading personalities and grand strategy, troop movements and headline battles. This book is unconventional, telling the story of the Korean War on a human scale, through the wartime experiences of twenty people who lived through it, people from all sides, soldiers and civilians, male and female, young and old, witnesses both to atrocity and to heroism.


They include soldiers from both Koreas and from America and China, a Korean refugee girl, an American nun, Korean and British journalists, a displaced Korean mother, a Seoul socialite, a Chinese interpreter at the truce talks.


The characters’ experiences—in cities destroyed by U.S. aircraft, as a witness to prisoners driven off to slaughter, as a bystander at a “people’s court” summary execution—provide the context for expanding on the war’s long-buried truths. The reader will see the real war through their eyes. Meanwhile, the broader story of the war’s progress will unfold month by month in the characters’ interwoven episodes.


The narratives are drawn from many sources—memoirs, biographies, diaries, letters, personal interviews conducted in South Korea and the United States, declassified archival documents, and other materials. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s reports provided additional crucial information.


It was important to enlist characters of diverse backgrounds, to offer the reader a wide array of perspectives on a war whose causes and conduct remain controversial today. But they were chosen, too, for the power and eloquence of their stories—late-in-life reflections of soldiers still burning with resentment or regret over the insanity of their war, the lifelong nightmares of aging women retold in tears, the unadorned accounts by journalists of unimaginable events. “Millions of people killed,” one young soldier concludes, “but nothing has changed except for the destruction of human lives and their dreams.”


A “Primary Sources” bibliography notes the basis for each character’s story. Because human memory can err, particularly in memoirs written or interviews conducted years or decades afterward, the accounts in this book have been checked as much as possible against the known facts and documentation of events described.


Casualty tolls from the Korean War have never been definitive, but it is estimated that at least 3 million lives were lost, most of them Korean civilians. Many of the dead were dumped anonymously into common graves. Many were left to decompose on the slopes and in the valleys of a mountainous peninsula. People in the countryside soon told of seeing hon bul, “ghost flames,” or “spirit fires,” flickering in the night over the killing fields. This may have been phosphorous from bones, kicked up by wind and rain, shimmering in the moonlight. But Korean lore also holds the deeply rooted notion that a ball of light, hon bul, leaves the body upon death. For many, the ghost flames of Korea became associated with the restless dead of the war.


This book is dedicated to the memory of those restless dead of a hidden war and to helping in a small way, perhaps, to ease their uneasy spirits.


Charles J. Hanley


New York, May 2019















A NOTE ON LANGUAGE



In transliterating from Korean and Chinese to roman letters, this book generally uses the systems that were current during the Korean War—that is, McCune-Reischauer for Korean and Wade-Giles for Chinese. In both cases, regarding personal names, the family name generally comes first, followed by the given name, which is hyphenated. It is customary for Korean and Chinese wives to retain their birth surname after marriage.
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KOREAN WAR CHRONOLOGY



1950






	June 25

	The North Korean army invades South Korea.






	June 28

	Seoul falls to the invaders.






	Early July

	Beginning of mass political executions by South Korean authorities; “people’s court” executions by North Korean occupiers.






	July 20

	U.S. Army units sent to help the retreating South Koreans are driven from the strategic central city of Taejon.






	July 26–29

	U.S. military’s massacre of refugees at Nogun-ri.






	August 4

	U.S.–South Korean forces establish the Pusan Perimeter defense line in the southeast. They hold off repeated attacks.






	September 15

	A U.S. amphibious landing at Inchon turns the tide of war.






	September 16–22

	U.S.–South Korean forces drive north from the Pusan Perimeter; summary executions by retreating North Koreans.






	September 26–28

	Seoul falls to the U.S.-led U.N. forces, who push on into North Korea.






	October–December

	Widespread South Korean executions of alleged northern collaborators.






	October 19

	U.S. troops seize Pyongyang; Chinese troops enter North Korea.






	November 1

	At Unsan, North Korea, Chinese clash with U.S. troops for the first time.






	November 10–26

	U.N. forces advance toward the Yalu River, the Chinese border.






	November 25–27

	The Chinese counterattack U.N. forces.






	December 8–24

	U.N. forces retreat below the 38th Parallel.






	December 31

	The Chinese launch an offensive to recapture Seoul.







1951






	January 4

	Communist troops recapture Seoul; U.N. forces retreat to the 37th Parallel.






	January 25

	U.N. counteroffensives are launched, the first against the Chinese.






	March 14

	U.N. forces retake Seoul.






	April 10

	President Truman relieves General MacArthur; General Ridgway succeeds him as Far East commander.






	April 22

	The Chinese open a major offensive, their fifth, driving U.N. forces back as much as twenty miles.






	May 16–22

	U.S. forces finally halt the Chinese and launch a counteroffensive.






	July 10

	Truce talks open in Kaesong.






	October 25

	Truce talks are transferred to Panmunjom.






	November 12

	Ridgway ends U.N. offensive action in favor of “active defense.”







1952






	January 2

	U.S. negotiators propose voluntary repatriation of prisoners of war.






	February 18

	To block such defections, North Korean POWs battle U.S. troops in the Koje-do camp; 78 prisoners die in one of several bloody POW riots.






	April 19

	U.S. negotiators tell the communists only 70,000 of 132,000 POWs want to return to North Korea or China.






	May 2

	The communists reject the idea of voluntary repatriation.






	May 7

	North Korean prisoners kidnap, and then release, the U.S. Koje-do camp commander; in the coming weeks, U.S. troops crush resisters, with dozens dead.






	June–October

	Hill battles rage, but the battlefront remains in stalemate.






	July 10

	On the talks’ first anniversary, all issues are tentatively resolved except exchange of prisoners.






	July–August

	Heavy American air strikes practically obliterate Pyongyang.






	October 6–24

	The Chinese are repulsed in their biggest ground attack in a year.






	December 2–5

	President-elect Eisenhower tours Korea.







1953






	March 5

	Stalin, an obstacle to a Korea truce, dies.






	March 23–July 7

	Battle of Pork Chop Hill.






	April 20–May 3

	Operation Little Switch exchanges sick and wounded POWs.






	June 4

	The communists effectively agree to all U.N. truce proposals, with a compromise on voluntary repatriation.






	June 18–19

	President Rhee unilaterally frees 27,000 North Korean POWs wishing to stay in the South, endangering the truce.






	July 12

	Under U.S. pressure, Rhee agrees not to obstruct the armistice.






	July 13

	The communists launch an offensive against the South Koreans, their biggest in two years. Lines stabilize by July 18.






	July 19

	Delegates reach final agreement at Panmunjom.






	July 27

	The Korean armistice is signed.






	August–December

	Operation Big Switch exchanges all POWs willing to be repatriated.




















THE CHARACTERS



In order of appearance, with their occupations and ages on June 25, 1950.
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Chang Sang—Refugee girl from North Korea, ten (on the right)
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Ri In-mo—North Korean communist party functionary, thirty-two (with bride Kim Sun-im)









	

[image: image]

Park Sun-yong—South Korean mother, wife of a law student, twenty-three (here at age seventeen)
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Yu Song-chol—North Korean People’s Army general, thirty-three (here in later years)
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Matthew B. Ridgway—U.S. Army deputy chief of staff, fifty-five
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No Kum-sok—North Korean Naval Academy cadet, eighteen
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Clarence C. Adams—American infantryman, twenty-one
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Sister Mary Mercy—American Maryknoll nun and physician, forty-seven
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Chung Dong-kyu—North Korean medical student, eighteen
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Leonard (Buddy) Wenzel—American infantryman, nineteen (here in later years)
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Bill Shinn—South Korean journalist, thirty




	

[image: image]

Alan Winnington—British journalist in Peking, forty (here with future wife Esther Cheo Ying)
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Hurh Won-moo—Seoul high school senior, seventeen
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Shin Hyung-kyu—High school student from Kochang, South Korea, sixteen (photo unavailable)
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Ahn Kyong-hee—Seoul university student, newspaper editor’s daughter, twenty (here in later years with husband Han Muk)




	

[image: image]

Chi Chao-chu—Chinese student at Harvard University, twenty (here in later years)
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Paul N. (Pete) McCloskey—U.S. Marine Reserve lieutenant, twenty-two (on the right)
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Gil Isham—American infantryman, eighteen
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Peng Teh-huai—Chinese People’s Liberation Army general, fifty-one
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Chen Hsing-chiu—Chinese army medic, sixteen























PART I



1950






Should the United States and the Soviet Union continue to reinforce the military strength in their zones of former occupation, the resultant Korean fighting may launch the final conflict of the world.


—Cornelius Osgood, author, The Koreans and Their Culture, writing in 1949






I light a cigarette, pretending calm.


I knew this was bound to happen.


And it has come at last.


—Cho Chi-hun, “Journal of Despair (June 25, 1950),” from Brother Enemy: Poems of the Korean War




A KOREAN ADAGE HAS IT THAT “SHRIMP GET BROKEN backs in a whale fight.”


In 1945 the Korean people celebrated liberation from thirty-five years of Japanese colonial rule and looked forward to the promise of independence, of Korea as a sovereign nation again. But those hopes were crushed in the Cold War rivalry of the Soviet Union and the United States, the two great powers occupying and sponsoring rival Koreas, a communist North and a capitalist South. The Americans and Soviets failed to meet a commitment to reunite Korea’s halves. Now, by the summer of 1950, border skirmishes between two Korean armies have brought the peninsula to the brink of war.


In the drizzly predawn of June 25, following a plan drawn up by Soviet military advisers, seven North Korean divisions invade South Korea. For the first time in a millennium, Korean armies will fight each other.


The southern capital of Seoul falls quickly, and the United States rushes in troops to bolster the retreating South Korean army. The decision by President Harry S. Truman to use military force to oppose the spread of communism is swift and unprecedented, done without approval of Congress.


The Americans, too, are driven back by the tank-led North Koreans, finally forming a defensive quadrant in the peninsula’s southeast corner.


From the very first days, the fighting unleashes the murderous impulses of an ideological civil war. South Korean authorities carry out mass executions of tens of thousands of suspected southern leftists. In their occupied territory, the North Koreans execute many southern rightists after summary “people’s court” trials.


At the same time, in their desperate retreat, American troops and warplanes open fire on columns of South Korean civilians fleeing the fighting. Rumors have spread that disguised northern infiltrators lurk among the refugees.


In late summer, overall U.S. commander General Douglas A. MacArthur strikes back, landing a large amphibious force west of Seoul, behind North Korean lines. American and South Korean forces then advance north from their southeast perimeter. In disarray, the northern army retreats and perpetrates a new round of atrocities against suspect southerners. When the South Koreans return to Seoul, they again stage executions, this time of alleged collaborators with the northern occupation.


The momentum of MacArthur’s counteroffensive takes his forces deep into North Korea, all the way to the Chinese border, setting the stage for an even greater war, the Cold War’s first armed collision of communist and capitalist powers.


















JUNE



SUNDAY, JUNE 25, 1950


In Seoul, ten-year-old Chang Sang awakens to war


“Sang-iyah. Wake up.” The urgent whispers stir Sang from sleep. “Sang-iyah. Something is happening.”


Rubbing her eyes open, she sees the white beard and the handsome tanned face of Grandfather Kim. The Bible says God made man in his own image. This is how God looks, the girl likes to think.


This morning the old man seems worried. An uprooted farmer lost in the teeming city, Grandfather Kim knows this clever grandchild can discover what’s behind the commotion in the streets outside. At age ten, Chang Sang is the oldest and brightest of a half-dozen cousins, refugee children from the North, crammed into a little house in old Seoul.


Obedient, curious, she quickly dons her white cotton top and skirt. She hurries out into the gray morning, trailed by a couple of little cousins, leaving a roomful of others asleep. It’s barely past dawn, the summer sun rising pale beyond low clouds. The feel of approaching rain is in the air. For so early on a Sunday, the streets are strangely active, people rushing here and there, or standing talking in pairs or small groups. The girl, tall for her age, and confident, darts from group to group, listening, picking up the news. She hurries back home, where the adults are returning from church, and announces to Grandfather and any who will hear:


North Korea is attacking South Korea. North Korean soldiers are coming to Myari, coming to Seoul.


The child’s words send a chill through the Kim household of northern-born Christians, one extended family among tens of thousands of people who have poured south in recent years, a human tide driven by social upheaval, fleeing the rise of communism in the northern half of a poor, backward land.


Someone turns on Uncle’s radio. All sounds normal until, at 7:00 a.m., Korean Broadcasting breaks in to report the attack.


“There is little cause for concern,” it reassures listeners. “The 100,000-strong Republic of Korea armed forces are sound and intact.”1


But beyond Seoul’s sprawl of mud-walled houses and tile roofs, of squat office buildings and antique temples, somewhere north of the two-thousand-foot-high mountains ringing the centuries-old capital, the South Korean army is falling to pieces in the thunder and lightning of artillery and heavy tanks pushing south, in drizzle and fog, through the valleys that point toward Seoul.


As the city’s 1.5 million people awaken, almost one-third of them refugee northerners, word of the sudden attack is alarming, but hardly a surprise.2 In the five years since World War II’s end, when the U.S. and Soviet victors divided this former Japanese colony into separate occupation zones, the two halves have followed divergent paths, communist and capitalist, under their Russian and American mentors, each forming a government claiming sovereignty over the entire five-hundred-mile Korean peninsula. And their newly organized armies have clashed repeatedly at latitude 38 North, the dividing line, especially since American occupation troops left Korea a year ago, a few months after the Soviet army withdrew from bases in the North.


On this Sunday, as news and rumors mount hour by hour about the fighting at the 38th Parallel, just fifty miles to the north, the people of Seoul hope this, too, is another border skirmish, soon to end.
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In North Korea, revolutionary Ri In-mo wonders, “Has the time finally come?”


“In-mo! In-mo!” His mother’s voice startles the exhausted Ri In-mo awake. “Listen to the news. It’s war!”


The young man collapsed in sleep just before dawn this Sunday morning. He now looks up from his mat. Beside his mother stands his young wife, arms wrapped tightly around their slumbering two-year-old girl. All fall silent and listen. The radio announcer repeats the news: the southern Syngman Rhee puppet clique, tool of American imperialists, has attacked North Korea from across the 38th Parallel.


Ri sits, shaking off his deep sleep, collecting his thoughts.


As propaganda chief for the communist Korean Workers’ Party in Hungnam, a port city on North Korea’s east coast, he spent the previous day in meetings at the local KWP headquarters. He is studying the new three-year economic plan promulgated from Pyongyang, the capital, in order to develop ways to promote it to the people.


Returning past midnight to their home in nearby Honam-dong, he found his mother, Kye-sun, and wife, Sun-im, waiting up for him. They talked into the small hours, Ri patiently explaining the visionary ideas of the great General Kim Il-sung, North Korea’s leader, a vision of a better future for poor Koreans like them. Their daughter, Hyun-ok, would be five years old at the end of the three-year plan, his wife remarked.


“Then we should buy a tricycle for her,” said the grandmother.


Her lighthearted words struck Ri, remembering how she regretted always that she could never buy her boy the playthings other children had. Their poverty deepened in 1917 when his father died from a mysterious disease, unable to pay for a doctor, seven months before In-mo was born, leaving her both a widow and a new mother at eighteen. In their hometown of Phungsan, in Korea’s mountainous far north, she scratched out a bare living farming rocky soil and weaving hemp clothing at night. Finally, in desperation, she had to entrust the boy to her schoolteacher brother and his wife, a childless couple, to be brought up as their own.


At age thirteen, running an errand, In-mo witnessed Korean nationalist guerrillas assassinate the hated local Japanese police chief. One gunman beckoned to the boy and told him Koreans could be free and prosper only when they rid themselves of such colonial oppressors. In-mo thought of his mother’s struggles and of the plight of so many others, reduced to eating pine bark in the spring when stored food ran out. In-mo and school friends began visiting a well-known local political agitator, a man who told them about “capitalism, socialism, Marx, Engels, Lenin and Stalin,” he recalls.


In-mo became a boy revolutionary, breaking police station windows, collecting firewood for the needy, reading leftist anti-Japanese tracts to younger children in a secretive “Red Reading Society.” By age sixteen, he was in jail. After his release, the young Ri spent the coming years as a student and worker on the surface and as an activist underground seeking to subvert Japan’s colonial regime. In August 1945 he was in hiding in the mountains when jubilant friends came and told him Japan had surrendered and Korea was liberated.


He and local comrades formed Phungsan’s first cell of the Communist Party, soon renamed the Korean Workers’ Party. As the party’s postcolonial focus shifted to purging landlords and pro-Japan collaborators, he rose in the ranks. The tall, handsome In-mo Tongmu (Comrade In-mo) also attracted the attention of young party enthusiast Sun-im, ten years his junior. She pursued him, and they fell in love. During their courtship, his gifts to her included a bound history of the Soviet Communist Party.


By 1947 the growing Cold War hostility between the Americans and Soviets doomed to failure the two powers’ vague plans to reunify Korea. In 1948 both North and South declared themselves independent states, as the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) in Pyongyang and the Republic of Korea (ROK) in Seoul.3 In that year, Ri was sent to join the Hungnam party committee, riding the eighty miles in the back of an open truck with his mother and his bride-to-be.


He now has put in two years of hard work with the Hungnam party, while the two Koreas have been locked in an increasingly explosive standoff, each threatening to take the other by force. On this Sunday morning, he wonders, “Has the time finally come?”







[image: image]










Young mother Park Sun-yong goes to church in Seoul


Park Sun-yong is dressing her two small children for church this Sunday morning. She has brought four-year-old Koo-pil and his two-year-old sister, Koo-hee, to Seoul to visit their father, taking the train up from a village in central South Korea, where they’re staying with her in-laws. He is studying law in the capital, and the little family fills his rented student’s room near the south bank of the broad Han River, across from central Seoul.


As she fusses over the children, she and husband Chung Eun-yong catch the sound of people shouting outside. They hear a siren. What’s happening? He finds neighbors gathered around a radio. A nervous announcer is reporting the news of a North Korean attack, adding the reassuring words, “All the nation’s people are urged to remain calm and carry on business as usual.”


The young couple are at a loss, like almost everyone in Seoul, uncertain of the seriousness of what they’re hearing. They have seen so much. Like most of their countrymen, the twenty-three-year-old mother, quiet and modest, and her husband, twenty-six, have lived through years of turmoil in the new Korea, where liberation in 1945 meant the collapse of institutions and of the colonial agricultural economy, the deeper impoverishment of millions in the countryside, the rise of political violence, and a rural guerrilla war inspired by the communist North.


A year ago in Shimchon, Sun-yong’s hometown, a small country village where her father is a government fiscal officer, guerrillas attacked a neighbor landlord with picks and sickles, killing him in broad daylight, stealing his grain, and burning down his house.


Her husband’s experience is more direct. Eun-yong joined the national police force in the final year of Japanese rule, and four years later, in 1948, he was sent to the southern island of Cheju to join the bloody suppression of a leftist revolt.


Cheju islanders, jealous of their autonomy and opposed to the breakup of Korea into two separate states, had staged demonstrations denouncing President Syngman Rhee’s policies, protests that were crushed by a new right-wing governor and militias sent south by Seoul. Islanders replied with vicious attacks on police. The government campaign that followed left Cheju villages in smoldering ruins and at least one-tenth of the island population dead—at least thirty thousand people, a bloodbath largely hidden from the outside world.4


Demoralized by what he had to do and see, and disgusted by police corruption, Eun-yong resigned from the force in 1949 and entered Seoul’s Chung Ang College.


It was during her husband’s time on Cheju, away from the young couple’s home in the central city of Taejon, that the worried Sun-yong was persuaded by a local pastor to begin attending services at his Presbyterian church. Christians remained a small minority, but the troubling times were driving more Koreans toward religion. The convert Sun-yong soon was there every Sunday, praying for her husband’s safety.


Now, on this Sunday, she gathers up little Koo-hee, takes Koo-pil by the hand, and walks to church once more. Sound trucks roll down the streets, dispatched by the army to order soldiers on leave to report for duty. Vehicles carrying troops roar toward the nearby Han River Bridge No. 1, heading into Seoul and beyond.


What will happen? Settling into her pew, her children at her side, Park Sun-yong is soon comforted by the familiar words of scripture. Then, in this cool and peaceful sanctuary as the day grows warmer, the pastor asks the congregation to join him in prayer, to call on their God to protect the men of the South Korean military.
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In their command cave, Yu Song-chol and other northern generals let out a cheer


Yu Song-chol knows the claim that South Korea attacked first this Sunday morning is a colossal lie, one preceded by an even more elaborate lie: that North Korean troop movements along the 38th Parallel the past two weeks, the preparation for invasion, were actually a training exercise.


That ruse was embellished with uncoded messages describing maneuver plans, praising some units’ work, chiding others, communications the northern commanders knew would be monitored by the South Koreans. Chinese master Sun Tzu counseled Asian warriors long ago: deception is your first weapon.


Yu, the thirty-three-year-old army operations chief, newly promoted to major general, has been awake for hours, and on edge. He has joined other young generals of the Korean People’s Army (KPA) and Soviet military advisers in a cave outside Pyongyang, at a place called Seopo, where they have set up their makeshift command post (CP) for the southern liberation campaign.


Junior officers are delivering reports on the battle situation, and in late morning one confirms that Kaesong, the ancient Korean capital and first city on the road to Seoul, has fallen to the KPA. Cheers echo off the cavern walls. The officers, including Kang Kon, KPA chief of staff, hug and slap each other’s backs in congratulation. The southern army is collapsing even more easily than expected, Yu concludes. The meticulous planning is paying off.


The planning was the work of those Soviet advisers, hardened World War II veterans, but Yu had a central role. As a Soviet Korean, grandson of Korean emigrants in Russia’s Pacific Far East, it fell to him, with others, to translate the strategists’ operational orders from Russian to Korean and to revise as necessary.


In early June the complex plan was passed up to Kim Il-sung. The North Korean leader scribbled a simple “concur” on the document. The fate of millions of Koreans was sealed. It will be many months before Yu Song-chol learns the background to his onetime guerrilla comrade’s decision to go to war.


It was a decision not universally applauded. The invasion should have been led by defense chief Choe Yong-gon, another Kim Il-sung comrade from their days fighting the Japanese in Manchuria. But Yu learned that Choe was passed over because he’d told the “Great Leader” he opposed all-out war, fearing intervention by the United States, a risk Kim deemed unlikely. Instead, command fell to the tall, imposing Kang Kon, at thirty-two even younger than Yu, but admired by colleagues for his aggressiveness and tactical know-how.


Yu and Kang worked together closely on the attack plan. Timing was crucial: a Sunday in late June, when many southern troops would be on weekend passes or on longer leaves to help with weeding in the rice paddies at home.5 The timing proved luckier than expected, since many frontline commanders of the Republic of Korea Army traveled to Seoul last evening for the grand opening of a new officers’ club. In fact, Major General Chae Byung-duk (Fat Chae), Kang’s southern counterpart, didn’t lay his famously rotund body down to sleep until about two this morning.6


Just two hours later, around four, massed North Korean artillery opened fire along the 38th Parallel. Over the next hour, at five major points, seven northern infantry divisions, more than seventy thousand troops, struck across the border, their mustard-drab columns marching south or rumbling down the rough roads in Soviet-made trucks, through darkness and rain.


The predawn barrages shook sleeping defenders awake, from the Ongjin peninsula in the west to the remote east coast, 180 miles away across the Taebaek Mountains. A mere four regiments of the ROK Army, perhaps ten thousand men, manned defensive positions at the parallel.7


General Kang’s invasion force isn’t totally modern. Oxcarts are transporting some supplies.8 But about one-third of the troops are tough war veterans, having fought with Mao Tse-tung’s victorious communist army in the civil war that ended in China just months ago.9 And the Soviets have endowed the KPA with 150 tanks, the T-34s of World War II fame, fast thirty-two-ton machines equipped with powerful 85-millimeter guns.10 More than 40 of these giants are leading the infantry push down Route 43 toward the crossroads town of Uijongbu.11


The South Koreans have nothing to stop them, no tanks of their own, no antitank guns potent enough to crack their armor.12 Directly fired 105-millimeter howitzers are striking them but not stopping them. Within hours the outnumbered, outgunned southern troops are too terrified to confront the armor-led columns and are pulling back, or dying, or scattering into the hills.
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In Honam-dong, Ri In-mo dresses quickly and hurries back down to Hungnam, to the Korean Workers’ Party headquarters he left just a few hours earlier. There he finds people crowded around loudspeakers, comrades nodding silent greetings to comrades as they arrive. Pyongyang Radio reads the announcement blaming the South for the hostilities: “Early on the morning of 25 June 1950, troops of the so-called ‘army of national defense’ of the puppet government of South Korea began a surprise attack on the territory of North Korea along the entire 38th Parallel.… At the present moment, the security forces of the Republic are stubbornly resisting the enemy.” It warns the southerners of “serious consequences.”13


Listening to the tinny speakers announce this over and over, Ri In-mo, onetime boy revolutionary, tells himself this is the longed-for opportunity to bring the socialist revolution to all of Korea.


“It’s war, at last.”
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In the streets of Seoul, dampened now by rain showers as early summer temperatures edge toward ninety degrees Fahrenheit, jeeps and army trucks speed urgently northward.14


Radios blare from open windows with the army’s emergency broadcasts. Strange planes buzz the city.


Inside their crowded home, the Kims sink deeper into uncertainty. What should they do?


The rest of the world is savoring peace five years after the greatest war mankind has ever seen. The political rivalries and border flare-ups of Korea are forgettable events in a distant corner of Asia. But to people like the girl Chang Sang and her family, they’re events that are shaking lives and shaping futures.


Sang is haunted by nightmares of the terrifying crossing of the 38th Parallel made with her mother under the guns of North Korean soldiers three years ago, when she was seven. She remembers, too, the earlier time when she witnessed a band of landless peasants waving scythes and hoes descend on Grandfather Kim’s small farm in North Pyongan Province, in Korea’s far northwest, declaring they were confiscating his land. First they sent Sang and other visiting children home, and then they chased Kim and his wife away with just some meager belongings.


Around the same time, in the early months after the 1945 liberation from Japan, the North’s newly emboldened tenant farmers and farmhands seized a much bigger prize, the large landholdings of Sang’s late Grandfather Chang, her father’s father. Decades earlier, he was an official in the court of the dying Yi dynasty, the monarchs who last ruled an independent Korea. He then became the highest-ranking Korean in North Pyongan after Japan annexed the peninsula as a colony in 1910.


Again, an angry throng arrived at the door of the fine Chang home and in the name of “the people” drove his widow away, off the family’s ancestral domain.


Chang’s widow was known as the first Christian in their town of Yongchon. The Christianity that missionaries brought, particularly to northern Korea, was viewed as something of a Western counterweight to Japanese colonialism, becoming associated with education and with the independence movement. But in a secular, communist North after 1945, the matriarch’s descendants found themselves ostracized as members of a Christian elite, as were the Kims, Sang’s mother’s family. Children like the precocious Sang learned that their lives could be blown in unexpected directions by forces outside their families, beyond their villages.


Kims and Changs, the purged grandparents among them, then filtered south in ones and twos, at first relatively easily through an open 38th Parallel, in later years more perilously as the communists closed the crossings.


Sang’s sister, Chang Ran, ten years older, came south early to study and found work in Seoul as a teacher. Mother’s younger brother, Kim Kap-hyun, also arrived early, by boat with his dispossessed parents, and landed a good job with the Seoul electric company, thanks to his education at Tokyo’s prestigious Waseda University. He speaks not only Japanese but workable English as well. His company has even sent him to the United States on business.


It is in Uncle Kap-hyun’s Seoul home that Sang, her forty-six-year-old mother, Kim Bong-hyun, a widow since Sang was a baby, and other Kims have crowded in recent months for temporary shelter. Now their hope for a new life seems suddenly under threat.







[image: image]










Amid the clatter of Pentagon teleprinters, Matt Ridgway ponders World War III


What might this mean? What are the Russians up to? What’s happening in Europe?


Matt Ridgway and other top American generals stand watch over teleprinters at the Pentagon.15 They are headline names from World War II, men who have seen the worst of war in places like Kasserine Pass and Omaha Beach. On this Sunday, a June morning growing unusually steamy along the Potomac, they’ve been summoned to deal with a new emergency, in a place few of them know.


Lieutenant General Matthew B. Ridgway, army deputy chief of staff, the man who on D-Day six years ago parachuted into Normandy with his 82nd Airborne Division troops, is worried about America’s unreadiness for another war so soon after the last. As the army’s hands-on “chief executive officer,” Ridgway knows its ranks lack manpower, training, and equipment, especially in the Far East.


He’s standing alongside General Omar Bradley, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, as operations and intelligence officers of the army, navy, and air force read the dialogue tapping out on the teleprinters with General Douglas A. Macarthur’s Far East headquarters in Tokyo.


When Tokyo is told it is authorized to use U.S. air and naval power to evacuate Americans from Seoul, Ridgway turns to Bradley to ask whether this means American ground troops won’t be used in this Korea emergency.


“Yes,” the chairman replies. Ridgway is relieved. After all, the chief U.S. military adviser in South Korea has previously reported to Washington that southern forces could handle any northern ground attack.16


In Seoul an order to evacuate women and children caps a confused, fearful day for the seventeen hundred Americans in the Korean capital. By six in the morning, senior officers of the Korea Military Advisory Group, the five hundred trainers left behind when the U.S. occupation army pulled out a year ago, knew the fighting represented a major North Korean attack.17


Still, early messages weren’t dire.


“No evidence of panic among South Korean troops,” the U.S. Embassy’s military attaché telegraphed MacArthur’s headquarters. At midday the U.S. ambassador in Seoul, John J. Muccio, went on the local U.S. armed forces radio, assuring listeners, “There is no reason for alarm.”18


Around the same time, however, four North Korean Yak fighters appeared over Seoul and strafed the railroad station, an armory, and other targets, killing a handful of civilians.19 Yaks also dropped down on Seoul’s Kimpo Airport, destroying a U.S. Air Force C-54 transport and seven South Korean trainer planes.20 By late afternoon, U.S. Embassy staff who ventured to the roof of Seoul’s seven-story Bando Hotel, which houses the mission, could hear the rumble of artillery to the north.21 The nervousness grew. Embassy communications staff wheeled out cartloads of documents and set them ablaze, the bonfire lighting up the night sky in central Seoul.22


Learning that North Korean tanks are at Uijongbu, just twenty miles from Seoul, Muccio has ordered the evacuation tomorrow morning of dependent American women and children, aboard two freighters docked in nearby Inchon Harbor.23


In Washington, where clocks are a half day behind Seoul time, first word of the North Korean attack arrived late Saturday. Secretary of State Dean Acheson, aroused at his Maryland farm retreat, immediately telephoned President Harry S. Truman, on a weekend visit home to Independence, Missouri.24 Then the late-night duty officers of the U.S. bureaucracy began tracking down the “must calls” on their crisis lists, high among them Matt Ridgway.


The big, balding, craggy-faced fifty-five-year-old general was on a getaway, a “busman’s holiday,” with Penny, his attractive thirty-two-year-old third wife, reviewing an Army National Guard unit in the Pennsylvania countryside. Awakened by the predawn call from the Pentagon, Ridgway told Penny after putting down the phone, “There goes our quiet, happy weekend.” They began the two-hour drive back to Washington.


The thirty-seven-year army veteran, who grew into a staunch anticommunist as the Cold War took hold, couldn’t help worrying that a new world war might be breaking out. Moscow has now developed its own atom bomb to match America’s. No one would want to see these two great powers clash. “Armageddon,” he thought. This could well be the beginning.


As the Ridgways sped down U.S. 15 under a rising sun, the night was clearing and a half-moon rising over Seoul, where Americans stuck close to their radios and the U.S. armed forces station for news.25 At one point, the record-spinning host played a new hit from Guy Lombardo and His Royal Canadians. “Enjoy yourself,” Lombardo’s voices sang, “it’s later than you think.”26
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No Kum-sok comes down from a mountain and finds war


My schoolmate was right, he tells himself. I never should have applied for the Naval Academy. War was inevitable. What I did was suicidal.


North Korean naval cadet No Kum-sok, age eighteen, had a privileged upbringing in Hungnam. As a boy, an only child, he had his own room and desk, a small library, and a phonograph with dozens of Korean and Japanese records. Under the Japanese, his father was a railroad executive in northern Korea, making a comfortable living, with a home to match, one heated by electricity, not by the poor man’s traditional ondol system of underfloor flues warmed by the kitchen oven.


Growing up, the boy was pulled this way and that by contending influences. His father was an admirer of America who played amateur baseball and greeted his son at breakfast with an English “Good morning!” As a young teenager, Kum-sok hung a pinup photo of a pretty American blonde on his wall. But the indoctrination in Japanese colonial schools shaped him as well. At age thirteen, one day at home late in World War II, he announced that he wanted to enlist as a Japanese air cadet and become a kamikaze pilot, sacrificing his life to help destroy the American fleet. His father was furious.


When Soviet occupation troops marched into northern Korea at war’s end, the entire populace grew furious. The undisciplined, often drunk Russian soldiers robbed, assaulted, and raped Koreans with near impunity. For his father, the outrages reinforced his businessman’s antipathy to communism, a disdain passed on to the son. The teenaged Kum-sok thought constantly, if unrealistically, of making his way to southern Korea, or even America. But he could be inspired as well in the new, liberated Korea.


At a grand assembly of workers and students in 1948, in a cavernous factory building in Hungnam, Kim Il-sung himself appeared, visiting from Pyongyang. Kim’s speechmaking and commanding presence, tall and brawny for a Korean, impressed the young man. The thirty-five-year-old communist chief had begun calling himself suryong, Great Leader. His portraits were appearing everywhere.27 Kum-sok could see how the former guerrilla commander, with his talk of a workers’ paradise, might stir the hopes of ordinary Koreans.


The seventeen-year-old Kum-sok’s own hopes were dashed a year later when his father died of stomach cancer. The grieving son and mother suddenly were without income, except for her part-time trade in buying and reselling food items. And the 38th Parallel had become perilously near impossible to cross.


His late father’s ambitions for his son demanded Kum-sok get a university education, but it now was beyond financial reach. Then in mid-1949 he saw a posting for applicants for the new North Korean navy’s academy for officers, a free three-year university-level education. His application was accepted, and in late July 1949 No Kum-sok entered the Naval Academy, soon to move to a site outside the port of Chongjin, in the far northeast.


He quickly came to detest the place. Cadets had no days off, no vacations, no visitors. They endured harsh discipline, grinding work details and guard duty, with insufficient sleep, short rations, cold water, and poorly heated barracks.


In Kum-sok’s mind it became a “penitentiary” more than an education. But he was careful: he earned top marks in the communist history course, staying in good stead with political instructors.


On this Sunday, Kum-sok’s twenty-five-man unit spent the day crawling on their bellies up a mountainside, with heavy rifle and backpack, in grueling infantry-style training. They have now marched back to base for the evening meal, coated with grime and soaked with sweat. But first a somber political officer stands before them outside the dining hall and announces that war has begun, that the treacherous South Koreans invaded this morning and advanced more than a mile before the People’s Army counterattacked and struck up to twenty miles into the south.


War. Filing in to their meager meal of rice and soup, the cadets are lost in thought, subdued. No Kum-sok remembers a year earlier overhearing one schoolmate warning another who was considering applying to the Naval Academy: “Are you crazy? War may start any day. You’d become a pawn and die.”


Now it has started, and No Kum-sok feels he has lost control of his life.
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The battle plan that Yu Song-chol helped develop calls for a double envelopment of Seoul. A main force in the west is to take Uijongbu, which commands a wide valley pointing to the capital, while a secondary force is to capture Chunchon, farther east, and then turn west toward Seoul.28


Beleaguered South Korean units are running out of ammunition. Communications are breaking down.29 Reinforcements are slow to organize and head north to the battle.30 As evening falls this fateful Sunday, the Korean People’s Army is pressing the defenders of Uijongbu from three sides. Northern artillery shells have set the town ablaze.31 The plan calls for the capture of Seoul within four days. As General Yu scans his situation reports in the shadowy Seopo cave, ninety miles from the gun smoke and fire of Uijongbu, he thinks they may beat that schedule. And then, he tells himself, this lightning war will be over.
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Clarence Adams, black soldier in a segregated army, hears the news


In three years in the U.S. Army, on occupation duty in South Korea and Japan, Clarence Adams has shown he is a born boxer.


He’s only 140 pounds, five-foot-six, but he punches with a fury that can dominate even heavier opponents. After going unbeaten in army boxing matches, he has been promised a professional tryout by a San Francisco promoter after his discharge. On this Sunday, back from Japan and counting the days at Fort Lewis, Washington, that’s what he’s working on, his army separation papers. His enlistment is nearing its end.


For a black teenager growing up in Memphis, Tennessee, son of a single mother, the army was literally an escape.


On the morning of September 11, 1947, eighteen-year-old Clarence Cecil Adams bolted out the back door of his family’s house as two Memphis police officers stood out front asking for him, billy clubs at the ready. He ran straight to an army recruiting station on Front Street, enlisted, and was on a train to an army transit camp in Biloxi, Mississippi, that afternoon. He never learned which offense brought the police to his front door: stabbing a black neighborhood bully in a fight or beating a white hobo with his street gang.


Running from the white police was a childhood sport for black boys in Memphis. Clarence was chased if he took out his box to shine shoes for a nickel on “white” Main Street. He was chased if he stepped into a “white” park. Segregation was total in the American South of the 1940s. Black teachers taught only black students. Black doctors treated only black patients. Black mailmen carried mail only for black neighborhoods. Southern blacks were among the most impoverished Americans. Clarence grew up in worn secondhand clothes, eating discarded chicken feet and soup made from castoff neck bones, scavenging for lumps of coal in a railyard. While white kids rode new store-bought bicycles, he had to scour junkyards for parts and build his own.


Working in the white world was risky and humiliating. Sixteen-year-old Clarence landed a summer job washing dishes in a white bar and grill, hidden away in the kitchen, but was fired after talking to a white waitress.


“You know, nigger, you’re not allowed to talk to that white girl,” he remembers being told by the owner. Like many black Americans, he grew ever more bitter.


He found the racial divide in the army little better. Blacks and whites were trained separately and served in black or white units. Ten months after Adams enlisted, President Truman issued his Executive Order 9981, mandating racial integration in the armed forces, but a reluctant army was slow to carry it out, especially in General MacArthur’s Far East Command.32


Adams’s first assignment took him to South Korea and a black military police (MP) unit, part of the post–World War II U.S. occupation army on the newly divided peninsula. In October 1948 he was transferred to the 24th Infantry in Japan, an all-black regiment.


Now on this Sunday in June, back in the States after two and a half years away, Clarence Adams, a high school dropout with no occupational skills, hopes he’s on the verge of a career as a professional welterweight. In the transient barracks, full of other young black Americans headed somewhere new, the public-address system suddenly comes to life, announcing that all units are put on alert, that war has broken out in Korea.


What does this mean for them? Rumors spread through the streets and mess halls of Fort Lewis in the coming hours and days. Finally, the army announces all soldiers’ enlistments will be extended by one year. The “Truman year,” they’ll call it. The boxing ring and Clarence Adams’s new life will have to wait.
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Sister Mary Mercy is desperate to get to Korea, “my first love”


Sunday looms hot and humid in New York City. Thousands head for the ocean breezes of Coney Island. Others will find relief in the air-cooled movie houses, taking in Annie Get Your Gun or The Asphalt Jungle.


Two dozen miles up the Hudson, in a hilltop Maryknoll Sisters convent overlooking the river, Sister Mary Mercy spends the day within earshot of the radio. The news from Korea grows more dire as the day goes on.


In reports this morning, American military advisers are quoted as saying the invaders took Kaesong, Ingu, and Pochon, and are pressing Uijongbu. Later, just after dawn Monday in Seoul, Yak warplanes flew in again from North Korea, one dropping three bombs on the city.33


The news is heartbreaking to Mary Mercy. A month ago, at her medical mission in Bolivia, she was notified that her superiors were at last going to send her back to Korea to open a clinic, ten years after she left temporarily, only to be barred from returning with the outbreak of World War II.


“I’m Korea-bound,” she wrote John and Rosemary, her brother and sister-in-law. “I’m deeply grateful to be returning, though it is not going to be easy to leave Bolivia. Korea is my first love—and I’ll be able to give myself whole-heartedly to souls.…’Tis a wonderful feeling.”


Now, at the Maryknoll motherhouse outside Ossining, New York, where she has returned to prepare for the Far East, her feeling is more despondent than wonderful, especially for “all the suffering Korean people.” She writes her other brother, Herb, and his wife, Myrtle.


“I presume you are talking much about Korea—as we are. There are many extra prayers being offered here,” she tells them. She tries to strike an upbeat note: “I’ll keep myself busy at Maryknoll for a while!” But for this devout, hardworking forty-seven-year-old nun—otherwise known as Elizabeth Hirschboeck, M.D.—even the busiest days to come are to feel almost wasted until she is back among the Korean people.


MONDAY, JUNE 26, 1950


Ten-year-old Chang Sang senses their lives, once more, will be upended


Seoul has spent a restless night listening to the engine roar and grinding gears of military convoys rolling through a blacked-out city, headed north with men and ammunition. In the predawn gloom on this second day of war, sleepless people toss over in their minds the questions: What should we do? Are we in danger? As the sun rises on a clear, warm day, they again hear the drone of approaching planes and then exploding bombs. Perhaps they’ve bombed Seoul Station again.34


Two miles from the rail terminal, beyond the eight-hundred-foot-high hill called Nam-san, South Mountain, in a one-story home with a heavy wooden door in Sindang-dong, a district of narrow streets and alleyways, the Kim household is making decisions. For ten-year-old Chang Sang, the hurried conversations, the packing of bags, the troubled look on Mother’s face all signal that their lives will again be altered.


Ever since they came south three years ago, with little more than a Bible, a hymn book, and the clothing they wore, mother and daughter have had to struggle. They first settled in a shantytown of northern refugees called Haebangchon, “Freedom Village,” spreading over empty fields on the western side of Nam-san, near Seoul Station.


They survived there in a hovel made of flattened tin cans. Mother worked at odd jobs, and their only real meal each day came from an American missionary kitchen. The bright little girl helped out, collecting scraps of wood for the fire, beating the slum boys at jegichagi, a street game whose winner takes the losers’ paper shuttlecocks, perfect kindling.


At first, there was no school for Sang, but her mother, a self-taught woman, was able to instruct her in doing sums and in reading, both in Hangul, the Korean alphabet, and in Chinese characters, before Sang was accepted into the American mission school.


By 1949 they had moved to a village north of Seoul where Sang’s older sister had a new teaching job. But when Sister grew ill and needed treatment, the little family moved back to crowded, noisy Seoul and into Uncle’s house. Now the Kims and Changs, refugees of the 1940s, must ponder becoming refugees again in 1950.


The government radio confuses the population.


This morning Shin Sung-mo, the defense minister, has gone on air, heralded by martial music, to claim the northern enemy is retreating before a ROK Army counteroffensive.


“Soon they will advance all the way to the Yalu River”—North Korea’s northern border—“and realize our people’s dream of national reunification.”35


Shin and General Chae, chief of staff, repeat this claim in meetings at the Defense Ministry and with National Assembly members.36 Skeptical generals urge that the army instead establish defensible positions on the southern banks of the Han, across the river from Seoul. Shin and Chae declare they’ll never abandon the capital.


But the counteroffensive planned for dawn, launched from Uijongbu, has in fact collapsed. Southern army units are too few, too scattered, too disorganized. By early afternoon, Uijongbu falls to the North Koreans.37


Panicked civilians, some leading oxcarts loaded with possessions, are streaming into Seoul from towns to the north, and city residents, bundles of bedding on their heads, belongings strapped to wooden back frames, or jige, have begun to flee the city, converging on Seoul Station or Han River Bridge No. 1.38


At the same time, army reinforcements in trucks or commandeered buses, young men in tan fatigues singing patriotic songs and waving South Korea’s white-red-and-blue flag, still roll northward, cheered by bystanders shouting Koreans’ traditional “Mansei!” (Long live!).39


Around four in the afternoon, the acting chief of the American military advisers, Colonel William H. S. Wright, radios MacArthur’s Tokyo headquarters that the invaders are now six miles south of Uijongbu, barely a dozen miles from Seoul. The defense, he says, is in “rapid decline.”40


In the Kim house in Sindang-dong, they remember the arrests they witnessed in the North, of Westernized Koreans, of landlords, of Christian clergy. If the invaders arrive in Seoul, they’ll be harshest on “traitors” like them who fled the North.


Kap-hyun and two other of Sang’s uncles, unmarried men, decide they must leave. Young men surely will be at particular risk, and they’re confident the northerners wouldn’t harm women, children, and old people. Before they go, however, amid the tears and reassurances of parting, they take one precaution, collecting Kap-hyun’s English-language books and magazines, clues to a family’s “capitalist” ties. They don’t destroy them but bury them in the back courtyard. All of this, many believe, might be over soon enough.
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Medical student Chung Dong-kyu learns belatedly his North Korea is at war


In Chongjin, the hilly port city in Korea’s far northeast, Chung Dong-kyu and the two hundred other students of Chongjin Medical School have been ordered to assemble on the soccer field to hear a message from “our hero,” Kim Il-sung.


With no radios in their dormitory, eighteen-year-old Chung and the others spent their Sunday day of rest—and study—unaware of what was happening 250 miles to their south, below the 38th Parallel. Now, a little after 9:30, more than twenty-four hours since their country went to war, they’re led in patriotic song for a few minutes, until the signal comes for silence. The loudspeakers erupt with a scratchy but urgent voice.


“Dear brothers and sisters!” It’s the North Korean leader, broadcasting from Pyongyang. Kim speaks of the war that has begun with “the Syngman Rhee clique” and of the need to liberate the South.


“The war we are forced to wage is a just war for the unification and independence of the motherland, and for freedom and democracy!”


At first confused, the medical students soon grow excited. When the loudspeakers fall silent, they shout with anger, punch their fists into the air. More patriotic songs follow. Chung Dong-kyu feels a muddle of emotions—shock at the news, a sudden swelling pride in his country, but also a kind of sadness, and foreboding. What will this mean for him?


It has been a difficult five years for his family since the worldwide war ended in 1945. Dong-kyu, his mother, and three sisters had to flee from their longtime home among the Korean emigrant community in Harbin, Manchuria, back to their ancestral area in Korea, Chu Ul, near the coast twenty miles south of Chongjin. Dong-kyu’s father, an unreliable, usually absentee parent, had worked for the Japanese occupiers of Chinese Manchuria. Reprisals were in store for such collaborators and their families. The father left Harbin earlier, hoping to find work in Seoul.


What the boy Dong-kyu hoped to find was an education as a doctor.


Ever since a Japanese surgeon saved his life as a thirteen-year-old, by removing a ruptured appendix, Dong-kyu dreamed of becoming a physician. Through sheer ambition and native intelligence, he won a place in 1946 at a new vocational high school in Chongjin specializing in health care. Two years later, he was promoted to the new professional medical school opening nearby. He was only sixteen, and looking younger at a diminutive five-foot-four.


His forty-seven-year-old mother, a woman who never learned to read and write and who makes a bare living in Chu Ul selling used clothing, takes immense pride in her only son. When he takes the one-hour train trip home on weekends, she tells him she knows he will become a keun saram, a “great man.” He thinks of her as his “anchor,” his “compass.”


But now, on this clear, hot Monday morning, Chung and his classmates suddenly face war. He should have seen this coming. First, last September, the authorities imposed pointless military training, every day, on these future doctors. Then, in early spring, Chung began seeing Korean soldiers passing through Chongjin, headed from Manchuria to the south. They were Korean veterans of China’s communist army, the shock troops of this new war, a war whose bloody reality is to confront Chung Dong-kyu in the days and weeks to come.
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“KOREA AT WAR”: Buddy Wenzel, 1st Cavalry trooper, has barely heard of the place


In these first hours of the North Korean invasion, General MacArthur at his Tokyo headquarters seems uncertain of the severity of what is happening across the Sea of Japan.


The official U.S. position has been that the North Koreans posed no serious threat to a tough, U.S.-trained southern army.41 Meeting with a visitor today, the seventy-year-old MacArthur, World War I hero and victorious World War II strategist, expresses his disdain for the invaders.


If he sends over his own prized 1st Cavalry Division to take them on, the Far East commander tells Truman envoy John Foster Dulles, “why, heavens, you’d see these fellows scuttle up to the Manchurian border so quick, you would see no more of them.”42


But across town, in that division’s comfortable brick barracks beside Tokyo Harbor, Buddy Wenzel and his fellow troopers are far from ready for war. His 7th Cavalry Regiment has been put through only limited maneuver training at company level and none at battalion and regimental level. In post–World War II cutbacks, army regiments have been reduced to two battalions from three and lost some artillery and armor support. Eighth Army, the regional command, now plans to take seven hundred sergeants from the 1st Cavalry Division to transfer them to the 24th Infantry Division, given higher priority in contingency planning.43


Private Leonard B. Wenzel first learned about the invasion on Sunday from an “extra” edition of the military’s Stars & Stripes newspaper. “KOREA AT WAR,” declared the huge headline. Wenzel and friends had barely heard of Korea. But they sensed something important was happening when 7th Cavalry jeep patrols began circulating in Tokyo’s back streets rousting men from the small homes, “hooches,” many shared with Japanese girlfriends.


The U.S. occupation army in Japan has performed more as a police force and parade army than as a combat-ready formation. Five years after Japan’s defeat, the soldiers’ life is easy and enjoyable—with cheap goods, liquor, and entertainment.


The curly-haired, pug-nosed Buddy Wenzel, nineteen, who sometimes joins in the partying around Tokyo’s Ginza, has had minor disciplinary problems, keeping him from promotion. He was bounced from a bugler’s job when he couldn’t master the somber notes of “Retreat.” But he’s a quiet recruit who seems to like best sitting atop his bunk writing letters to pen pals, mostly the sisters of barracks mates.


He’s counting the days—413 as of this morning—until his discharge. He enlisted at age seventeen as an “out” from a broken household in South River, New Jersey, where he dropped out of high school to care for two younger sisters after his mother walked out on the family. When his father died and she moved back into the house with her boyfriend, the teenager rebelled and joined friends in signing up, his mother gladly supplying the parental signature required for an underage army recruit.


Young Wenzel didn’t sign up for war. But as rumors spread that they’re Korea bound, some 2nd Battalion buddies sound eager, swaggering, buying long knives, getting menacing “Mohawk” haircuts, disguising any trepidation with bravado. One of Wenzel’s best friends, James Hodges, a farm boy from Florida whose sister is a Wenzel pen pal, isn’t disguising his fears. He writes home that “I’m in a dangerous position,” and he is increasing his soldier’s insurance to $10,000. “If I do get bumped off, the family will be sitting purty.”


TUESDAY, JUNE 27, 1950


Ri In-mo is inspired by the party’s call for wartime solidarity


At the Korean Workers’ Party office in Hungnam, on this third day of war, local propaganda official Ri In-mo sees a newly arrived message from the party Central Committee in Pyongyang. It’s reassuring. “The war for national independence and sovereignty against the reactionary forces will enjoy the warm support of the anti-imperialist democratic camp of the world including the great Soviet Union,” reads the letter to all party members across North Korea. It calls for putting party organizations “on a war footing.”44


The thirty-two-year-old Ri has seen membership in the communist organization explode since liberation. From fewer than 5,000 party members across northern Korea in late 1945, it approached 1 million members by early 1948, in a population of 9 million.


The key moment came in March 1946 when the Pyongyang leadership, with guidance from the Soviet occupation authorities, ordered redistribution of land to the landless peasantry.45


Korean agriculture was almost feudal in nature. In the 1930s, 3 percent of the agricultural families—Japanese and Korean—owned two-thirds of the cultivated land. Millions of peasants toiled as tenants, turning over much of their production as rent. Forced exports to Japan and periodic crop failures often pushed the rural population to near starvation.46


In just twenty-five days in 1946, the “Land to the Tiller” program redistributed 2.4 million acres of farmland to 710,000 peasant households. The wildly popular program boosted farm production in some provinces by as much as 50 percent. It also boosted KWP membership, along with such other popular measures as eight-hour workdays, equal rights for women, and the nationalization of industries, often Japanese owned.47


Ri In-mo, junior party official, grew more committed and worked harder for the KWP as time went on. Now unification of the entire peninsula, under the KWP, is at hand. An enthusiastic Ri tells his boss, the Hungnam party committee chairman, he wants to volunteer for the war front. The chairman rejects the idea. He’s needed in the rear, just as the Central Committee message says. But the chairman doesn’t have the last word.
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Bill Shinn must get his wife and son out of Seoul


The scene in Seoul since Sunday has been a confusing montage of conflicting claims, of defiance and defeatism, of government troops both retreating south and deploying north. Bill Shinn is trying to unravel it all. As the local Korean reporter for the U.S.-based Associated Press (AP) news agency, Shinn has been helping the lead correspondent, O. H. P. (Okey) King, get news of this sudden war out to the world.


The news this Tuesday morning is that advance units of the North’s Korean People’s Army are probing the outskirts of Seoul,48 and the seventy-five-year-old President Rhee, his Austrian-born wife, Francesca, and the presidential cabinet have abandoned the city, headed for Suwon, twenty miles south.49


Many who hear of their flight fall into a deeper panic, and the streets teem with people laden with their belongings, converging on the Han River Bridge No. 1, on Yongdongpo on the opposite bank, and then onto the road south. With ROK Army reinforcements still rolling in from the south on trains, trucks, and buses, the streets around the bridge and Seoul Station are tied up in chaotic knots of humanity.50 North Korean planes, meanwhile, are dropping leaflets demanding surrender.51


These are the last reports King files from Seoul. The Tokyo-based American journalist, without sleep for more than two days, is near collapse. At the same time, international communications from Seoul are breaking down.


King is to catch a ride with the U.S. Embassy staff evacuating southward. First, driving an abandoned embassy jeep, the correspondent finds the AP’s bank open and empties the office accounts, in U.S. dollars and Korean won. Spotting his assistant Shinn in the street, he stops and hands him a bundle of Korean currency.


“You’re on your own, Bill,” he tells him, and then drives off, only to find the embassy convoy gone, leaving him to make his way to Kimpo Airport, where U.S. Air Force planes are flying Americans to Japan and safety.52


Unable to file news reports to Tokyo, Shinn must think of his family first, his pregnant wife, Sally Kim, and their three-year-old son, Johnny. And he has the means of escape, his 1929 Model A Ford. The blue sedan is rolling evidence of the resourcefulness of this young reporter, whose journey since 1945 has taken him from his northern Korea home, to Seoul, to an education in America, and back to South Korea and an enviable job, with his own American automobile in his ship’s cargo hold.


Shinn and Sally must head south. First he stops by the AP office to gather files and notebooks, then drives to their home in northern Seoul.


Meanwhile, in late morning, in another live teleprinter conference with the Pentagon, General MacArthur reports from Tokyo that Colonel Wright, the chief U.S. adviser in Seoul, believes the North Koreans can take the city within twenty-four hours.


“Our estimate is that complete collapse is possible,” MacArthur says.53


The Pentagon chiefs advise their Far East commander that President Truman has authorized the U.S. Air Force to go on the attack against the North Korean force below the 38th Parallel. MacArthur quickly relays word of this to the advisory group, saying, “Be of good cheer. Momentous events are pending.”54


The glib wording leads to near disaster. The remaining U.S. advisers in Seoul have evacuated south across the Han earlier this day, following the South Korean general staff, but after MacArthur’s assurances Wright now orders three dozen of them to return with him to their posts in the capital. As they recross Han River Bridge No. 1, they see mounds of explosives under rice-straw matting, set to blow and bring down the steel-and-concrete span.55


A heavy rain falls on the city. The sounds of battle to the north grow more intense. Unknown hands are firing tracer bullets over downtown buildings.56 The radio speaks of help coming from U.S. warplanes and from a new combat command MacArthur is dispatching from Tokyo.57 American fighter planes flying in from Japan do shoot down six North Korean aircraft over Seoul, but B-26 bombers arriving overhead find the cloud cover too thick for them to locate the tank columns they’re told to target.58


On Seoul’s northern edge, windows and floors shake with the thunder of artillery and tank fire. Around eight in the evening, just as Bill Shinn is finishing his first meal at home in three days, a huge blast rattles the dishes, seemingly from the nearby Myari Pass, a northeastern gateway to Seoul.


“We had to flee at once,” he later writes. “We hastily packed our essential belongings and fled in the old Ford.” His younger brother and sister join them.


Headlights off, horn honking, hearing the sounds of war fade behind them, they speed through city streets toward Bridge No. 1, the lone pedestrian-vehicle span over the Han.


All the desperation of Seoul is funneling into the Hangang-ro approach to the bridge. The broad avenue is blanketed end to end by a sea of people clad in traditional Korean white, families fleeing on foot, people pulling carts, pushing loaded wheelbarrows, pedaling bicycles, riding in oxcarts, a lucky few in automobiles or trucks, engines revving as they edge through the jostling crowds.


Shinn drives slowly toward the span, only to reach a checkpoint where military police, trying to control the crush of humanity, turn him back at gunpoint. Reluctantly, Shinn heads the car east, upriver three miles to the Kwangnaru ferry crossing. There they find the throngs of civilians and wounded soldiers impossible to penetrate.


Turning back again and reaching the bridge once more, as the rain pours down, they’re met by a military policeman who threatens to shoot if they don’t stop. As Sally cowers in the corner of her seat with Johnny, Shinn shouts back that he’s a journalist.


“Shoot if you will!” he says as he steps on the gas. Minutes later, they’re safely across the half-mile-long bridge.


It is 11:45 p.m. Tuesday. They drive a few miles south to a small village, Shinwon-ri, and the house of a friend, where they fall into a deep sleep. They don’t hear a midnight signoff by government radio, a hoarse voice lamenting, “My country, my compatriots, my land!”59


Not long after, Shinn is awakened by massive explosions. It’s Han River Bridge No. 1, blown up while crammed with fleeing civilians and retreating soldiers.


WEDNESDAY, JUNE 28, 1950


Park Sun-yong, her husband, and their children begin a trek south


Like so many in Seoul, Park Sun-yong’s two small children cannot sleep. When the deafening roar shakes the floor of their rented room, Koo-pil and Koo-hee are wide awake. The burst of bluish light illuminates their small, frightened faces in the dark.


It is a little after two in the morning. Torrents of rain still fall, and few here on the Han’s south bank are venturing outside. Sun-yong and husband Chung Eun-yong have little idea what is happening across the river in central Seoul, where it has been a momentous and deadly night.


After the U.S. advisers withdrew from Seoul at midday yesterday, and then returned in the evening because of General MacArthur’s reassuring words, the sounds of battle on the city’s northern outskirts indicated the invaders were near. Past midnight, the Americans learned that General Chae, the ROK Army chief of staff, had ordered Han River Bridge No. 1—along with railroad bridges—to be blown up at two in the morning. Angry American officers rushed to army headquarters to demand a delay to allow evacuation of retreating Korean troops. Frontline commanders, whose units would be stranded with their backs to the river, made their own urgent appeals, and operations officers finally dispatched a colonel with orders to delay. His jeep, jammed in traffic, could not reach the demolition team in time.


Shortly after two, as masses of refugees and soldiers on foot and in vehicles slowly passed over the bridge, the explosives were detonated in a cataclysmic blast, dropping a huge span of Bridge No. 1 into the Han and sending hundreds of people plummeting seventy-five feet into the fast-flowing river. Panicked people pressing from behind pushed countless more into the newly opened gap and to their deaths.


Through the rest of this morning, as North Korean troops approach central Seoul, thousands of civilians and southern soldiers, and the American advisers, manage to cross the Han on a motley flotilla of ferries, small boats, and even makeshift rafts.60 Now, when Chung Eun-yong emerges from his building, the rain having stopped and the sun breaking through, he sees a river of white filling the road south from the Han.


On a neighbor’s radio, he hears a pleading message: “Citizens! Please stay at your jobs. Let’s defend Seoul.” But he knows it’s time to go, that he, Sun-yong, and the children should head to Chugok-ri, his home village one hundred miles to the south.


They pack up whatever they can carry and head down to join the white-clad multitudes. All around they find disheartening scenes, of fearful people shuffling along in rice-straw sandals, komu-sin flat rubber shoes, or barefoot, men hefting overloaded jige back frames, one man carrying his frail, elderly mother on his. Women in clumsy, long hanbok skirts try to keep children in line or in their arms. Some soldiers straggle along as well, dried blood on the bandaged wounds of many, few carrying weapons.


After walking all day, in hot but thankfully dry weather, the exhausted family reaches Suwon, where they find shelter at a school, sleeping atop classroom desks. Like millions of other Koreans at this moment, Sun-yong and Eun-yong trust the emergency will end in days or weeks, when they can resume their lives.
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In China, Alan Winnington follows the war from afar, for the moment


In the heat of a summer evening in Peking, hurrying through the Chinese capital’s swarms of bicycles, horse carts, and rickshaws, a British journalist heads to the main telegraph office to cable the news to London.


“Seoul, the capital of Korea, was completely liberated at 11:30 this morning, Korean time,” Alan Winnington reports. “The majority of the puppet troops in the city were annihilated owing to the speed and power of the People’s Army attack. Their fleeing remnants were pursued.” He cites a North Korean communiqué from 3:00 p.m. today, Wednesday.


Winnington’s newspaper, the Daily Worker, organ of the British Communist Party, beats others with the news. “Seoul is taken,” reads its front-page headline. Once more, the party’s decision to send Winnington to China in 1948 looks inspired. His reporting has been a rare Western window into Mao Tse-tung’s victorious communist revolution.


Seventeen months ago, the urbane, handsome Englishman rode into Peking with the People’s Liberation Army as it seized the city from Chiang Kai-shek’s defeated Nationalist troops without a fight. He earlier stormed the strategic town of Fengtai with commandos of the PLA’s 42nd Army. He has breakfasted on dried meal with troops in the field and lunched on finer fare with Mao himself.


Well educated to a point, widely read beyond that—“the Depression was my university,” he says—Winnington gravitated to the British communists in the mid-1930s. The twenty-four-year-old with the posh accent became a hero to the proletarian party in 1934 when he pulled off a daring stunt that ended with hidden protest banners unfurling down the facade of a leading London hotel. Here in China, where Winnington serves as a representative of the British party as well as the Daily Worker correspondent, PLA overall commander Marshal Chu Teh has playfully adapted the brawny Briton’s first name to the Chinese, addressing him as “Ah Lan,” translatable as “Little Orchid.”


Just a week ago, Winnington dined with army chief Chu, along with Mao and his top deputy Chou En-lai in the Chung Nan Hai, the government compound next door to the emperors’ sprawling old Forbidden City.


It was a “jolly” evening, he recalls, since things are going well in the new China. Inflation is dropping and plans are under way to demobilize much of the huge communist army left over from the civil war, while keeping an efficient and large-enough force to retake the island of Taiwan, where Nationalist remnants retreated last December. The People’s Consultative Assembly approved the military drawdown last Saturday.61


Then on Sunday, Mao was startled by the news of war in Korea.62 North Korea’s Kim Il-sung had visited Peking on May 13 and advised Mao he would move on South Korea at some point. But he didn’t indicate a date. This sudden new war strikes Mao as premature.63


He is even more surprised by news that President Truman decided to commit U.S. air and naval forces to defend South Korea and the U.S. Seventh Fleet to blockade the Taiwan Strait, in effect reentering the Chinese civil war on the Nationalists’ side, as was done in the late 1940s.64


In a statement yesterday, Truman declared, “Communism has passed beyond the use of subversion to conquer independent nations and will now use armed invasion and war.… Accordingly, I have ordered the Seventh Fleet to prevent any attack on Formosa (Taiwan).”65


Speaking to his Central Government Council in Peking today, Mao denounces the United States for “tearing to shreds” agreements on nonintervention in China’s internal affairs. China’s new leaders cannot forget that Japan’s attempt in recent decades to conquer China began with its colonization of Korea early in the century. America’s anticommunist fervor may lead it on a similar path.66


The United Nations Security Council also infuriated communists yesterday by calling on the world’s nations to aid South Korea “to repel the armed attack.”67


Winnington’s Daily Worker, echoing Moscow’s view, describes this as an “illegal” act, since the U.N. council adopted the resolution while the Soviet delegate, who could have vetoed it, was boycotting council sessions to protest its failure to award the China seat to the victorious communists.


The daily surprises are changing the “jolly” mood among Peking’s leadership. In the coming days they postpone plans to invade Taiwan.68


In Washington, in a weekly report, the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) concludes China is “not expected to play a major role in the Korean invasion.”69


At least one man in Peking does hope to play a role. Alan Winnington, busy at the moment conveying war communiqués to his British readers, is determined to get to the war himself.


THURSDAY, JUNE 29, 1950


A victorious Yu Song-chol sets foot in Seoul for the first time


As he rides over the hilltop in Myari in his Soviet-built jeep, Major General Yu Song-chol, more a son of Russia than of Korea, is impressed with his first view of Seoul. From the ridgeline he sees the fabled, centuries-old city of palaces and grand ceremonial gates spreading out toward the Han River. Descending toward the center of the capital, he also sees it’s a more prosperous city than he imagined. And the Korean People’s Army operations chief sees that Seoul has been little damaged by the four-day-old war.


The KPA’s 3rd and 4th Divisions, infantrymen led by the 105th Tank Brigade, took this same route into Seoul yesterday from Uijongbu, as ROK Army units collapsed before the assault of heavy armor.70 Some outgunned southern soldiers did put up a heroic resistance, slowing the advance. One company-size group held out for hours on Nam-san, the South Mountain dominating central Seoul, until all lay dead.


Disorganized ROK Army survivors then fled as best they could across the Han, leaving artillery, vehicles, and other heavy equipment behind. But thousands were trapped and were killed or captured. The invaders, meanwhile, paid their own price on the fifty-mile route from the 38th Parallel to Seoul. The 10,000-strong 4th Division alone lost more than 1,000 men killed, wounded, or missing.71


Today the city’s streets are filled with thousands of northern soldiers. Big T-34 tanks sit triumphantly at intersections. Red flags already flutter here and there. The conquerors were greeted yesterday by young southern leftists who emerged from hiding wearing red armbands, supporters who tried to rally neighbors to celebrate and who today are busy plastering walls with posters of Kim Il-sung and Soviet leader Josef Stalin. But most citizens remain behind closed doors, uncertain, fearful. Only 100,000 of the city’s population of 1.5 million were able to flee south before the main bridge was blown, trapping the remainder on the north side of the river.72


Yesterday’s news of Seoul’s capture thrilled General Yu and his staff at the command post outside Pyongyang. “The war has ended,” the young operations commander thought to himself.


Seizing the enemy’s capital has always signified the ultimate victory. But now, today, realities are sinking in. The Syngman Rhee government has not capitulated, and a promised uprising of the left in South Korea isn’t happening.


The southern communist leader Pak Hon-yong, serving in Pyongyang as vice premier and foreign minister, had guaranteed that 200,000 of his followers in the South, underground members of the South Korean Workers’ Party, would mount a powerful guerrilla campaign simultaneous with the invasion, swiftly winning over the rest of the South to the communist cause. But Pak apparently underestimated the impact of Rhee’s bloody crackdown on the left in the late 1940s, which has badly weakened the movement.


“Our war scenario was flawed from its basic conception,” General Yu comes to realize. Since the KPA’s invasion plans focused on seizing Seoul, the strategy beyond these first four days must now be improvised.


The improvisation begins immediately, as Yu and a KPA engineer commander hurry down to the Han River to survey crossing sites. Two railroad bridges remain serviceable, only partly damaged by the retreating army’s explosives. Engineers soon set about laying flooring over the rails for tanks and other vehicles to cross. Ferries and other watercraft, meanwhile, are being collected for troop crossings. Reconnaissance teams soon reach midriver islands.73


For Yu Song-chol and his commanders, the greatest obstacles loom in the skies and in their worst fears: the U.S. airpower suddenly deployed against them and the possibility that U.S. troops will enter the war. As Yu settles into a command post in the basement of Government House, the national capitol building, American B-29s for the first time bomb targets in Seoul, hitting the railroad station and Kimpo Airport and wrecking one of the remaining railroad bridges.74


Later, twenty-seven of the big bombers raid the northern capital of Pyongyang for the first time, dropping three hundred bombs, causing major damage and terrorizing the population.75 The war is taking a daunting new turn for the confident KPA leadership. Pyongyang Radio gives voice to those fears: “Aggressive American imperialists… take your bloody hands off our Fatherland immediately!”76


FRIDAY, JUNE 30, 1950


Park Sun-yong and family reach the shelter of Chugok-ri


The exhausted little family is finally home. Park Sun-yong, husband Chung Eun-yong, and their two small children have arrived at Chugok-ri. His parents are overjoyed as they spot the four coming through the front gate of their house.


The journey from Seoul has been wearing. After spending a night at the Suwon school, they struck out again on the road. A few hours later, reaching Osan, Eun-yong and Sun-yong saw what they hoped for, a train about to leave. It was overloaded with desperate people, inside and atop the cars.


Former police lieutenant Eun-yong, a slightly built but self-assured young man, managed to make room for his family on one car’s roof. As they clattered along on the main line south, darkening monsoon skies opened up and a heavy rain soaked the wretched refugees. Sun-yong and her husband pulled the children closer, huddling low against the pelting, chill headwind.


Finally, they reached Taejon and made their way to the shelter of Eun-yong’s older brother’s house. This morning they found a place aboard another refugee-crammed train, getting off at the Yongdong station and walking the last four miles to Eun-yong’s ancestral village.


The ri, or village, of Chugok is not just a refuge from war. It’s a return to the embrace of traditional life, the Korean way enshrined in twenty-nine thousand villages spread through the valleys of the mountainous peninsula.


The dirt lanes of Chugok-ri, a place of five hundred inhabitants, have been patted down by the feet of many generations of the same families. The homes of earthen walls and roofs of yellow-gray thatch, renewed and rebuilt from time to time, have stood on their plots for centuries. And the annual rhythm of the rice cycle has forever governed village life. That cycle now has residents out in the paddies weeding, as the young rice plants mature from the light green of spring toward the deep green of summer.


Sun-yong first came to Chugok-ri at age eighteen, in December 1944, the day after her wedding to Eun-yong, then twenty-one. As is the custom, the bride departed Shimchon, her home village on the other side of Yongdong, leaving her parents, two younger sisters, and younger brother behind, to move in with her husband’s family. As is also the custom, the marriage was arranged, by go-betweens who found the two families of compatible status and the two young people highly eligible.


The Chung clan, extended families of brothers, uncles, cousins bearing the same name, dominate Chugok-ri, as clan networks typically dominate villages across Korea. These blood ties are the social support system allowing these tiny farming communities to carry on almost independent of the world around them.


Sun-yong retreated to the Chung household late last summer, with year-old Koo-hee and three-year-old Koo-pil, when Eun-yong resigned from the police, they left their home in Taejon, and he began his law studies in Seoul. Now all four are back together in familiar surroundings, amid scenes of children at play along the village stream, of ancestral gravesites on the hillsides, of the nearby railroad’s familiar steam whistles.


Other Chung cousins, along with refugees of the Suh and Yang families, have been filtering in from the north, crowding into other Chugok-ri homes. They bring more hands for the backbreaking work of slogging through the paddies, pulling up and burying the weeds in the mud.


In quiet Chugok-ri, this sudden war can seem a million miles away. On this early summer evening, however, the first North Korean army units are crossing the Han River.77
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For all the lightning success in seizing Seoul, progress is slower on the central front. The North Korean divisions tasked with striking south and then heading west, to trap southern forces retreating from the capital, have been stalled by a determined ROK 6th Division.


That division’s commander didn’t fall for the North Korean ruse of “military exercises” in the days leading up to Sunday’s invasion. He correctly interpreted troop movements as preparations for an attack. He canceled leaves and maneuvered his artillery and infantry into strong defensive positions covering the narrow valleys leading south into Chunchon and to Hongchon beyond.


For days the 6th Division’s batteries and infantry ambushes inflicted heavy casualties on the northern units that struck across the 38th Parallel, destroying many T-34 tanks. The ROK division pulled back only slowly, finally abandoning Chunchon on Wednesday.78


Yu Song-chol has now rushed the forty miles from Seoul to inspect the lines before Hongchon. The KPA operations chief finds troops of his badly bloodied 7th Division sprawled, asleep, at the foot of a hill. The lead division is depleted and exhausted. He orders another, the 12th, up from the rear to pick up the attack.


The 12th Division’s commander, Senior Colonel Choe Chun-guk, is an old friend and comrade from the days of the Soviet-trained 88th Separate Rifle Brigade, the partisan unit in which they served with Kim Il-sung in the anti-Japanese guerrilla war of the early 1940s in Manchuria. Kim, five years Yu’s senior, had risen to battalion commander and came to rely on Yu as his Russian interpreter. In fact, Yu accompanied Kim on their return to northern Korea after World War II’s end, when the group lived above a noodle shop in the port of Wonsan, awaiting word on what the Soviets had in mind for them.


Yu was not alone in his surprise when General Terenti Shtykov, the occupation commander, chose the thirty-three-year-old Kim, highly ambitious but hardly qualified, to lead the emerging North Korean communist state. By 1948, when Kim declared the new Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, Yu and the others were taking leading roles in a new Korean People’s Army. And now Yu Song-chol, Choe Chun-guk, and their comrades are facing the challenge of their young lives.


Colonel Choe has joined General Yu as they oversee the exchange of divisions, riding along behind the front lines in Choe’s jeep, when they suddenly come under a South Korean barrage. A hilltop forward observer clearly has spotted their group and called in mortar fire.


The driver swerves off the road as they jump out to seek cover. But one shell lands directly on the vehicle as Choe stands, shredding his legs, mortally wounding him.


The officers abruptly become an ambulance team, commandeering another vehicle, loading the dying Choe aboard, and speeding north toward medical help. Yu hears his friend, in his final minutes, muttering a woman’s name, his wife’s. Riding along, distraught, Yu cannot help but wonder why the shell found Choe and not him. “In war,” he thinks, “what significance does one individual really carry?” He wonders how many individuals’ lives are now being snuffed out across a wide swath of Korea.


As KPA ground units cross the Han River at Seoul, followed by the first of the deadly T-34 tanks, rolling over a repaired railroad bridge, the fresh 12th Division punches through Hongchon and reaches the outskirts of Wonju, twenty-five miles farther south.79


The northern juggernaut is rolling south again. But the worry about the Americans is deepening.


The Soviet ambassador in Pyongyang is preparing a coded telegram to Stalin in Moscow, saying the North Koreans are indirectly sounding him out about a possible Soviet entry into the war, because of “the difficulties of conducting a war against the Americans.”80


The ambassador is the same General Shtykov who handed northern Korea over to an aggressive young Kim Il-sung five years ago, the same Kim who, Yu Song-chol knows, dismissed the risk of U.S. intervention in his war.







[image: image]










Before dawn this Friday in Washington, Matt Ridgway, deputy chief of staff, leaves Penny behind in their Fort Myer quarters with their sleeping Matty Jr., fourteen months old, and drives through the darkness the short distance to the Pentagon. He joins his boss, General J. Lawton (Joe) Collins, army chief of staff, and other officers in reviewing a long message from General MacArthur, who is back in Tokyo after a lightning visit to Korea and the Han River war front yesterday.


MacArthur’s tone is urgent. “The only assurance for the holding of the present line, and the ability to regain later lost ground, is through the introduction of U.S. ground combat forces into the Korean battle area,” the Far East commander tells his superiors in Washington.


He says the ROK Army is “in confusion,” lacks leadership, and has no more than twenty-five thousand effective troops, out of a prewar total of ninety-eight thousand. (In the coming days, as straggling units reappear, the South Koreans muster fifty-four thousand troops.)


The MacArthur cable goes on to a sketchy plan to deploy an army regimental combat team—perhaps five thousand men—to stop the North Korean advance south of Seoul, followed by two American divisions, twenty to thirty thousand troops, to mount a counterattack.


In the darkened conference room, the Pentagon generals now raise MacArthur and his staff on the teleprinter. The dialogue taps out on a projection screen for all to read. Collins reminds MacArthur his request would require presidential approval, taking “several hours.”


“A clear-cut decision without delay is imperative,” Macarthur replies.


MacArthur, sixteen years Collins’s senior, one of only three five-star generals in the army and a national hero from his World War II exploits, is much honored, if much disliked, among top ranks. The Joint Chiefs of Staff, chaired by General Bradley, have seemed skeptical of ground intervention in Korea, but now Collins, in the absence of the other chiefs, quickly accommodates MacArthur.


He telephones the army secretary, Frank Pace, who in turn calls Truman, already risen at five in the morning. The president, heavily influenced on Korea this week by a hawkish Secretary of State Acheson, immediately agrees to sending a regimental combat team into the war zone.


Pace relays approval to Collins, who advises MacArthur on the still-open teleconference.81 Within two hours, the Far East commander orders Lieutenant General Walton H. Walker, in command of the four-division Eighth Army, the U.S. occupation force in Japan, to ship his 24th Infantry Division to the port of Pusan, in Korea’s far south. First a vanguard “stopping force” should be sent by air, MacArthur says.82


As the morning hours pass, military and civilian leaders in Washington are astonished to learn about the speed of this move to all-out war, without the seeming constitutional requirement of congressional approval.83 But Matt Ridgway knows the shift toward decisive action probably began two days earlier, with the visit of another “five star,” Dwight D. Eisenhower.


The supreme European commander in World War II, now leading the year-old North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), Eisenhower was in Washington for a routine physical exam and met with Collins, Ridgway, and others at the Pentagon.


As army chief three years earlier, Eisenhower signed off on a Joint Chiefs memo dismissing Korea as of “little strategic interest.” But now he chastised his former wartime subordinates for indecisiveness, “in most vigorous language,” Ridgway noted in his diary. Eisenhower urged them to mobilize the U.S. armed forces and take the strictures off MacArthur in Korea.


After that lecture, Collins seemed simply to be waiting for MacArthur’s report from the war front.


This afternoon, after a series of meetings, Truman’s White House issues a terse statement reporting matter-of-factly that “General MacArthur has been authorized to use certain supporting ground units.” Despite the low-key language, the significance of the news isn’t missed. “U.S. SENDS GROUND TROOPS INTO KOREA,” the Washington Evening Star announces in an afternoon headline.84


Matt Ridgway has worried about an “Armageddon,” a clash of the atomic bomb–wielding capitalist and communist superpowers, ever since he was awakened last Sunday with news of the invasion. In its classified daily summary on Korea, the CIA dismisses the likelihood of Soviet involvement in Korea.85 But it cannot know that Ambassador Shtykov in Pyongyang is preparing his “extremely urgent” cable to Moscow raising just that possibility.


The shadow of Armageddon remains. In his Wednesday diary entry, Ridgway also noted that Eisenhower told his former lieutenants “even to consider the use of one or two atomic bombs” in Korea.86


As rapid-fire decisions are made in Washington, some two hundred Americans in Suwon, South Korea, are preparing to evacuate farther south, to Taejon, seventy miles away, down muddy nighttime roads through driving rains. Along with the U.S. military advisory group and U.S. Embassy staff, they include the dozen officers of ADCOM, an ad-hoc Advanced Command sent from Tokyo late Tuesday under Brigadier General John H. Church.87


South Korean commanders remain with a few U.S. advisers in Suwon, a town that now becomes the site of one of the war’s earliest mass atrocities, a bloodbath perpetrated by the South Korean national police.


Associated Press correspondent Okey King, who quickly returned to Korea after Tuesday’s evacuation to Japan, reports being told by a police chief that sixty jail inmates, South Koreans suspected as “leftists,” have been summarily shot and dumped into mass graves in Suwon.88 But his report is only a glimpse of the carnage.


An American adviser left behind in Suwon, Major Donald Nichols, an air force intelligence officer, eventually discloses he has witnessed “the unforgettable massacre of approximately 1,800 at Suwon.”89


South Korea has begun exterminating its own people, in a paroxysm of bloody ideological fervor, revenge, and the wartime fear that freed political prisoners will aid the advancing enemy.90


90
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SATURDAY, JULY 1, 1950


Bill Shinn slips out of North Korean hands, only to face South Korean guns


Where have they gone?


Through the morning rain Bill Shinn sees the thatched-roof homes of Shinwon-ri looking abandoned. He finds his old Ford sitting outside the friend’s house where he left Sally and the others yesterday. But the house is empty—no sign of them, no note.


Then his eye catches movement in the distance: three men on a hill beyond the village. They seem to be keeping watch. They’re in uniform. Could they be North Koreans? Then, far across the rice paddies, along the main road from Seoul, he sees other soldiers filtering southward. He freezes. He has stumbled onto the enemy.


How could he have been so foolish? Why did he think his family would be safe if he took a day in Suwon to reconnect with his employer?


At first, anyway, he thought they’d be safe, when he set out yesterday to walk with long lines of refugees the fifteen miles south to Suwon, fearing that driving his Model A would draw too much attention. At the makeshift Suwon command post, he found his Associated Press boss, Okey King, and briefed him on details of his final hours in Seoul, enough for the American to write a dramatic story on the city’s fall.


But Shinn grew more nervous as the day went on, as he heard the dire reports from the war front. Deeply worried, he left after dusk to trek back north and rescue his family, a small bag of clothing and essentials on his back. Fatigue finally forced him off the road to sleep in a barn through the small hours. And now he has arrived back in Shinwon-ri, too late.


Driving the Ford would be even more conspicuous now. He abandons it, tossing away his wallet full of incriminating items, such as his AP identification card, keeping only his South Korean driver’s license, and walks to the main road. He finds northern soldiers everywhere and lines of refugees being turned back to Seoul under escort. He has no choice but to join them.


As the afternoon wanes, they reach a ferry crossing on the Han River’s south bank. Frantic not to get trapped back in the city, he slips repeatedly to the rear of the waiting throng. Finally, he concocts a tale, telling a guard officer his weary, pregnant wife is resting among nearby houses and he must go find her. The soldier orders him sternly to return within twenty minutes. Shinn cautiously walks into the village as dusk descends.


Out of sight, finding a humble home on a back lane, he pounds on the wooden gate. An elderly white-haired woman opens it.


“I’m a refugee. Please let me stay the night,” he pleads.


She considers. “All right, just for one night,” she says. She explains that the rest of her family fled during a battle yesterday, but “even the communists will tolerate an old woman like me.” She fixes him a meal of rice, barley, and kimchi, Korean fermented vegetable, and Shinn soon falls asleep.


Awaking Sunday morning, he is at a loss. He hopes Sally and the others somehow reached South Korean–held territory with other refugees on Friday. But how can he elude the northerners? All he can do is hunker down, wait for nightfall, and try to walk overland.


By midafternoon, the din of a full-scale battle has erupted around the village. Troops of the KPA 3rd Division who crossed the Han yesterday are clashing with rearguard units of the South Korean 2nd Division.1 American warplanes streak overhead, hunting northern tanks and supply vehicles.


Shinn is now alone. Sometime during the day the old woman left the house and hasn’t returned. The stutter of machine guns and the roar of explosions send him crouching into a corner. Then he hears soldiers in the small front yard. Suddenly, they’re in the house. “Hands up!” a North Korean officer shouts, leveling his submachine gun at him.


The lieutenant hurriedly interrogates Shinn, studies the photo on his driver’s license, angrily dismisses his stammered story of trying to return to Seoul.


“Where are you from?” he demands, detecting Shinn’s accent, sign of a “traitor” from the North. He lies, saying he was born in the North but brought to Seoul as a child.


“Don’t lie!” the officer yells.


Just then, urgent shouts call the soldiers back outside. The enemy is closing in.


Shinn collapses with relief. But a firefight now rages directly outside. Bullets pierce the earthen walls. Facedown, hands over his ears, he presses his body against the floor. He’s resigned to die in this house.


The shooting lasts long minutes, and finally he hears, “Hurry! Hurry!” He dares to peer out through a hole in a paper window and sees northerners retreating toward the river, carrying wounded on their backs.


He hears a new shout, “Anyone in this house, come out! Or be ready to die!”


He looks: it’s South Korean soldiers. Shinn emerges, his bag on his back, holding up his driver’s license. The soldiers are nervous, wary.


“Show us a taegukki!” one demands—a South Korean flag. “I don’t have a taegukki,” he replies, and begins to tell them, rapid fire, about his work as a South Korean reporter for an American news agency.


“If he doesn’t have a taegukki, shoot him!” another soldier shouts.


Shinn shouts back still louder about his importance in getting news to America and military help from America.


“Take me captive and take me to your commanders in Suwon!” he tells them. Impulsively, he jumps onto an army truck, deciding this is his safest way south.


He finds two trembling North Korean captives already in the truck bed. He quickly pulls a notebook and pencil from his bag and begins interviewing them. The mood changes instantly. The guards on the truck seem to accept that this brazen fellow must, indeed, be a reporter.
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