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			The second law of thermodynamics dictates that every physical system tends toward maximum disorder.

		

	
		
			
Preface: 

		    Escape into Fantasy

			“Gimee tomorrow.”

			A Christmas Far from Home is less a unit-by-unit history of an extraordinary and moving episode in the Korean War, from Thanksgiving Day to Christmas in 1950, than a narrative of two fantasies. General Douglas MacArthur, Supreme Commander in the Far East, gambled that he could end the war by Christmas and send the bulk of his armies home. In too public a fashion he promised as much. His troops in the frozen, windswept north of Korea, in the worst winter of their lives, believed despite all the evidence to the contrary that “Home for Christmas”—or at least their being shipped out of danger and voyaging home—was somehow possible. After all, MacArthur, his medal-embellished career long celebrated by the press, was the senior fighting general in the Army.

			A more realistic wish was that of an embattled Marine in that frigid, barren waste who, when asked by LIFE combat photographer David Douglas Duncan, “If I were God, and could give you anything you wanted [for Christmas], what would you ask for?”

			“Gimme tomorrow,” he said.

			Those two words may be the most memorable in what has been erroneously described as the “forgotten war.” They will reappear when they actually happened.

			“Over half a century later,” David Halberstam wrote in 2004, “the war still remained largely outside American political and cultural consciousness. The Forgotten War was the apt title of one of the best books on it. Korea was a war that seems orphaned by history.” While working on his own compelling book about the war that year, he added, “I chanced into the Key West, Florida library; on its shelves were some eighty-eight books on Vietnam and only four on Korea, which more or less sums up its fate in American memory.”

			Perhaps the library shelves lacked Korean War books because they were out being read. Rather than forgotten, the war has evoked shelves of notable histories and personal accounts, some of the latter by survivors still able to recall their roles, however small. Even this writer produced a war memoir, in distant 1964, when the events were still so sharply remembered that, respecting the privacy of the living, he disguised the identities of some who served with him. As the years pass, the memories of participants, in interviews and memoirs, become less acute, or are recalled with different passions, or are imaginatively recorded by yet another writer. Even quoting someone who was there often bumps up against another recollection that differs from an earlier account. Such anomalies are nothing new in historical narrative. There are many conflicting, dubious and fantastic accounts, despite the authority long given to Homer, of the Trojan wars.

			Repelling naked aggression in the claimed national interest was the ostensible reason for Americans in Korea being seven or eight thousand miles from home. The proverbial line had to be drawn in the sand. Yet most soldiers in a combat zone, whatever the time and place, are not focused upon the complexities of geopolitics, patriot zeal, promotion in rank, medals and ribbons, nor even ultimate peace and demobilization. In the hierarchy of GI war aims, precedence always went to staying alive.

			Priorities beyond tomorrow began with loyalty to your unit and to the guys at your side. Everything else, beyond enduring the war, was almost irrelevant. Finishing a war was why you fought it, and that meant, at the end or earlier, going home. No one swathed in winter gear and under relentless fire in Korea seemed interested in slogans. “Remember . . . anything” as a goad to action was meaningless. Rallying round the flag was absurdly antique. “Anti- . . . whatever,” including despised Communism, was political talk motivating politicians who did none of the fighting and were only at hazard at the ballot box.

			The term “Police Action” is often associated, still, with Korea—and Harry S. Truman. However, the blame for labeling innocuously what was a real and bloody war does not belong to President Truman at all. At a crowded press conference in Washington shortly after the North’s invasion of the South and the beginnings of an American response, he was asked by a newsman, “Mr. President, would it be correct . . . to call this a police action under the United Nations?”

			“Yes,” said Truman, grateful for the euphemism. “That is exactly what it amounts to. We are not at war.” Of course we were. Although associated since with Harry Truman, the unfortunate tag had come by way of ultraconservative California senator William Knowland, a Republican, who on the Senate floor had described the response to North Korean aggression “a police action against a violator of the law of nations and the charter of the United Nations.” A reporter had picked the phrase up, and it made the newspapers. But what was not an official war declared by Congress under the Constitution was nevertheless a real war. It was General MacArthur who coined the only slogan, however since tinged with irony, worth remembering—“Home for Christmas.”

			Stanley Weintraub

			Beech Hill, Newark, Delaware
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A Turkey for 

		    Thanksgiving

			“Turkey: a theatrical production that has failed”

			“Organized resistance,” General MacArthur predicted confidently, not for the first time, “will be terminated by Thanksgiving. . . . They are thoroughly whipped. The winter will destroy those we don’t.” The “they” were the North Koreans—and the general’s boast was to President Truman, with whom he was conferring on Wake Island on Sunday, October 15, 1950. “It goes against my grain to destroy them,” Mac­Arthur deplored in mock sorrow, “but they are obstinate. The Oriental values ‘face’ over life.”

			After Thanksgiving, the general planned to return the Eighth Army, then moving up the western side of Korea toward the Yalu River frontier with Communist China, to Japan, “probably by Christmas.” He would keep Major General Edward “Ned” Almond’s X Corps, Army infantry units with a core component of the 1st Marine Division, then off the east coast waiting to disembark, as a security force until he returned order to a unified Korea. MacArthur neither saluted the President on arrival, despite long tradition, nor would he do so on Truman’s departure.

			After ninety minutes, the Supreme Commander reboarded his C-54, with SCAP emblazoned on its nose, to fly back to Japan and a late dinner at his posh, former Embassy home in Tokyo. With midterm Congressional elections approaching in early November, he did not want to be poster boy in the press for Harry Truman, who had only been a Missouri National Guard artillery captain in France in 1918 when MacArthur already was a division commander and brigadier general with a chestful of medals. “I have one more question,” said Truman, according to the conference transcript by the general’s aide, Colonel Laurence Bunker. “What will be the attitude of Commie China and the Russians to this? . . . Is there any danger of interference?”

			MacArthur scoffed. “We are no longer fearful of their intervention.” Red China, he claimed, had “no air umbrella” to shield its divisions should they cross the border from Manchuria. “There would be the greatest slaughter if China tried to put ground troops across. They would be destroyed.” Ostentatiously consulting his watch after a few further exchanges with General Omar Bradley and Admiral Arthur Radford, Mac­Arthur announced, “There are many pressing matters awaiting my return to Tokyo.” He offered to accompany the President to the ramp of his plane. Pausing there for a brief ceremony, Truman’s light fedora gleaming in the intense noonday sun eclipsed by the general’s scrambled-eggs brass on his peaked hat, the President pinned a Distinguished Service Medal (the recipient’s fifth) on MacArthur’s tieless tunic.

			The general boarded his plane and flew west, probably satisfied that every literate person in the United States scrutinizing a newspaper would notice that the President had to fly more than seven thousand miles to Washington from an isolated Pacific atoll while he had only a mere 1,900 miles back to his Dai Ichi* headquarters in Japan, from which he oversaw the Occupation. He may have recognized, in Truman’s political gaffe to go to Wake Island to meet him, Francis Bacon’s centuries-­old quip, “If the mountain will not come to Mahomet, Mahomet will go to the mountain.”

			By the time Omar Bradley returned with the President to Washington—a journey requiring two refueling stops en route—the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff could radio plaudits to MacArthur about his “grand job”—as exemplified in “this morning’s reports on the good news from Pyongyang.” The enemy capital reportedly had just been occupied. North Korean remnants were fleeing toward the Yalu River frontier with China. MacArthur’s forecasts appeared good indeed. Many GIs in Korea now anticipated Thanksgiving dinners back in Japan or on troopships heading further eastward toward Christmas at home. Yet the grandiose operations were already off schedule. As Pyongyang was being seized with little resistance, Almond’s X Corps shiploads hovering off the eastern coast of northern Korea were belatedly reaching shore.

			Despite open skepticism from the Pentagon, Mac­Arthur’s bold end-around strategy to land troops above Seoul at Inchon and cut off the North Koreans in the south had been, in September, thanks to Rear Admiral James H. Doyle, a conspicuous success. The general’s follow-up was far less brilliant. Rather than exploit his momentum, he had chosen to divide his armies by sending the newly created X Corps up the eastern coast. Reboarding their ships, troops were to sail around South Korea to make amphibious landings well north of the 38th parallel. The operation, including reloading vehicles, weapons, fuel and rations, had cost six weeks, permitting the NKPA to regroup its remnants as well as the Chinese above the Yalu River in Manchuria to muster a dozen divisions and covertly slip them across into Korea.

			Intelligence about Chinese troop movements was difficult to acquire, especially in Japan, where Major General Charles Willoughby at the Dai Ichi spun information his way. He listened to little of it from elsewhere. The Navy, not under MacArthur’s thumb, had a small CIA operation ongoing at its base in Yokosuka. There, William Duggan monitored tips from Taiwan, where colleagues received clandestine radio messages from former Nationalist troops forced into the Communist ranks. Mao’s Chinese were entraining toward Manchuria, toward the Yalu River border with North Korea. The refugee government in Taiwan had its obvious anti-Mao biases, but its contacts seemed genuine.

			Tokyo paid little attention to the warnings; yet by early November, press dispatches from Korea were reporting that “North Korean forces, aided by Chinese troops and new weapons, were maintaining their pressure on the right flank of United Nations units on the west coast. Enemy troops were within twenty miles of key coastal roads.” Since newsmen learned about it from General MacArthur’s headquarters, it was less than accurate. Rather than North Korean, the enemy was predominantly Chinese and had no “new weapons.” What they had was, to the complacent Dai Ichi bureaucracy, surprise. MacArthur soon charged, although the Chinese had given ample warnings about intervention, that “alien” Communist forces from Manchuria had crossed the Yalu River “without any notice of belligerency.”

			Long scheming to undermine the Truman presidency, ambitious Republicans like Harold Stassen, a perennial White House hopeful, charged with no supporting evidence that Truman had “a five-year record of coddling Chinese Communists, five years of undermining General MacArthur, [and] five years of snubbing freedom-loving Asiatics.”† Feeding the sudden panic in the nation, a ham radio crank in the Bronx sent some New Yorkers into a frenzy by broadcasting, ostensibly from a “Citizen Defense truck,” that “enemy planes” were approaching to drop atomic bombs on the city.

			As early as ten days after MacArthur’s Inchon success, General Nie Rongzhen, chief of the Chinese General Staff and its logistics expert, told K. M. Panikkar, Indian ambassador in Beijing, that the Chinese “did not intend to sit back with folded hands and let the Americans come to the border.” On October 3, foreign minister Zhou Enlai gave Panikkar added confirmation of that warning, which was transmitted to London, then Washington, and finally to the Dai Ichi. MacArthur considered the threat a bluff. Even Truman observed that the ambassador “had in the past played the game of the Chinese Communists fairly regularly.” Five days later, Chairman Mao Zedong, although realizing that intervention would postpone if not foreclose his gaining Taiwan, the island vestige of Chiang’s China, cabled Kim Il Sung, about to flee Pyongyang, that the Chinese would enter the war.

			Ignoring all warnings and blind to the increasing Chinese buildup across the Yalu River in Manchuria, MacArthur went ahead to pursue the unification of the two Koreas. “We were all deeply apprehensive,” recalled Secretary of State Dean Acheson, but no one in Washington dared insist to the general that he halt, prudently, at a defensible line short of the Yalu. The intelligence failures from MacArthur’s GHQ in Tokyo unsurprisingly coincided with his ambitions. “Neither the U.S. or the [South Korean] puppet forces have by far expected the entry of our Volunteers,” Chairman Mao boasted to General Peng Dehuai. “That is the reason why they dare to advance in two separated lines.” Nor did the Dai Ichi planners anticipate that the huge convoy to Wonsan on the northeast coast would be held up outside a harbor laced with enemy mines.

			Admiral Doyle fulminated that X Corps could have moved faster on “shank’s mare,” and indeed, Bob Hope and his traveling USO show had arrived in Wonsan, below the primary landing site at Hungnam, only to find that the troops to be entertained were still bobbing at sea. “The fact that we beat the Marines to the beach,” Hope recalled, “made the A.P. wire.”

			Rumors, however unfounded, arise easily and proliferate. Troops convoyed at tedious length around the peninsula to landfall above the 38th parallel soon shared an alleged explanation. The maneuver was to evade the fee that the corrupt Korean president Syngman Rhee charged for every American soldier transported anywhere on Korean rails. Maps, though inadequate, would have shown that however difficult were the mountain passes, no narrow-gauge tracks crossed the Korean waist from west to east. A ROK division did negotiate the rough terrain, on wheels and on foot, and was there, like Bob Hope, before the X Corps armada reached the coast.

			By the time X Corps was ashore and deployed from Wonsan, Hungnam, and Iwon, even farther northeast, early winter was setting in. North Korea acquired its severe chill from Manchuria and neighboring Siberia. Shuddering troops would soon be calling the below-zero gales “the Siberian express.” Hal Boyle in an AP dispatch quoted “a philosophic private” as saying, “Hell, it’s better to freeze going forward than to freeze on your rump”—he probably used a stronger noun, but AP served family newspapers—“waiting for the Chinese to make up their minds.” The troops, Boyle closed, “have great faith in General Douglas MacArthur. They feel that he is the Santa Claus in uniform who will lead them to final victory by Christmas.”

			MacArthur’s diminishing reserves of shrewdness were at odds with his disproportionate ego. He could not be wrong. To the general, wars didn’t ebb and flow and eventually reach accommodation. There was only victory or defeat. He had expected to intimidate Mao’s arrogant new China by creating irretrievable facts on the ground below the Yalu. Home by Christmas would be a personal public relations triumph as well as a sweeping victory over Communism. A presidential campaign was now little more than a year away. MacArthur hoped to be a candidate. Christmas meant little to the general yet much to the American electorate—and to his troops. Religious observance was never important to MacArthur except for exploitation as metaphors and slogans and for biblical cadences employed in his speechmaking—but for the catastrophe of Christmas 1941.

			Except in his communiques, which he largely wrote himself, his bungling the defense of the Philippines had reached its nadir just prior to the Christmas after Pearl Harbor, when he was forced to evacuate his headquarters and hotel penthouse and flee to the fortress island of Corregidor in Manila Bay. Except to intimates, he had kept secret his decision to declare helpless Manila an Open City, abandoning it to the Japanese without a fight. His young son, Arthur, not quite four, expected gifts from Santa Claus under his tree, like other American kids.

			As Christmas approached, Jean MacArthur unwrapped her own presents, hurriedly acquired and delivered the day before by Lieutenant Colonel Sid Huff on orders from her husband. “Sid,” MacArthur had told his aide, “I’ve forgotten to buy Jean a Christmas present.” Loyally, Huff had gone to shops still open for business where Mrs. MacArthur’s size in dresses and lingerie was known, and returned with red-­ribboned purchases less than useless on the beleaguered, tadpole-­shaped island. The general advised her to open the boxes right away. Christmas Eve would be too late.

			War tension was lost on Arthur IV, who would celebrate his next birthday in February in a dank tunnel on the fortress island of Corregidor in Manila Bay. Although it was past the child’s bedtime, his father announced a day early that it was already Christmas Eve. Eagerly, Arthur pulled the wrappings off his presents. One was a tricycle, which he pedaled happily around the penthouse and its balconies. On Christmas Eve, Sid Huff carried the tricycle from the trunk of MacArthur’s abandoned Packard, from which its four-star flag had been removed, to the interisland steamer Don Esteban, which weighed anchor from the Cavite docks at 7:00 p.m. The glow of harbor fires from enemy daylight bombing was receding. A few of the general’s staff aboard, unwilling to relinquish the holiday, sang “Silent Night” from the forward deck as the ship plowed into the bay in the darkness toward Corregidor.
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			Christmas 1950 augured to be more rewarding in occupied Tokyo, seven hundred air and sea miles from unanticipated disaster in North Korea. The commanding general of X Corps, deliberately created independent of Eighth Army to the west, was Major General Edward “Ned” Almond, MacArthur’s Far East Command deputy now distant from the Dai Ichi. Both generals were envisioning a third star for him. Neither expected to encounter massive, if any, intervention from Red China, and when a few Chinese were taken prisoner and minimized the dimensions of their infiltration, Almond advised troops that the intruders claimed only to be from battalions of volunteers. An Associated Press wirephoto in newspapers on November 7 depicted the general interviewing a Chinese prisoner through an interpreter on the same day that a headline in The New York Times reported, “MAC ARTHUR IDENTIFIES RED UNITS; FOE WITHDRAWS IN SURPRISE MANEUVER.”

			As the Chinese vanished as suddenly as they had entered, the Eighth Army regained ground in the west. The South Korean Capital Division, to little opposition, disembarked at Iwon in the far northeast and “moved up a coastal road toward the Soviet frontier [in Siberia].” The Red Chinese comings and goings seemed baffling in Tokyo. The press headlined, “U. N. UNITS RESUME ADVANCE IN KOREA ­AFTER SLIGHT LOSS.” Although the “units” were largely American, the emphasis from both Washington and Tokyo was on the international coalition, some of it token, to reverse aggression.

			The first military abbreviation for the “alien” enemy would be CCV. Chairman Mao referred to them as CPV—Chinese People’s Volunteers. No volunteers, they were conscripts, including former soldiers of Chiang Kai-Shek taken prisoner and forcibly turned. On October 8, Mao had instructed the military command, “The Northeast Border Defense Force is renamed the Chinese People’s Volunteers and it should get ready to move into the [North] Korean territory immediately.” There would be hundreds of thousands of “volunteers.”

			General Peng Dehuai had slipped over the Yalu with one of his units after dark on October 18. By sunrise, thousands of foot soldiers were quietly across and concealed, and they kept coming nightly—four infantry armies, three artillery divisions and an anti-aircraft regiment. A concrete road atop the massive dam at the Suiho power plant remained intact and was used after dark. MacArthur had been ordered, to avert a provocation with Mao, to leave the Chinese side of the river unbombed. Even his orders to attack “the Korean end” were contravened briefly by Washington, which reminded Mac­Arthur of the need to consult the British before taking any action affecting Manchuria. (Apparently the British were protecting their interests in indefensible Hong Kong.) The Pentagon’s maintaining the letter of that agreement was sheer blindness, inviting intervention without penalty. Precise high-altitude bombing of the Korean ramps without collateral damage was an absurdity, and MacArthur must have realized that if he chanced it, a claimed targeting error could be apologized for yet the necessary damage done. It would not be the first time in warfare, and the Chinese were in no need of excuses to involve themselves. In reality they had already intervened.

			When B-29s dropped flares in the darkness on the Korean side, no Chinese troops could be identified in reconnaissance photos. The Chinese knew how and where to hide when over the Yalu—and how to cross unseen. According to Xue Li of the 4th Engineering Corps, his commanding officer, Du Ping, was ordered to construct additional crossings which could not be bombed because they could not be detected. His prefabricated wooden bridges, painted “the color of the water,” were submerged just below the surface. Trucks could cross at night at wheeltop depth with their cargoes, and hardy troops could wade on the platforms through the icy water.
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					Peng Debuai, left, commander of the Chinese Communist Forces, meets with Kim Il Sung, premier of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea. Marine Corps Historical Center

				

			

            Although the temperatures hovered at subzero levels, Chinese soldiers and officers, fortified by “strong wine,” worked in the darkness nearly naked, allegedly shouting to each other, “It isn’t cold! It isn’t cold!” When they emerged for rests, Xue and others rushed to them with dry padded overcoats, and “when we poured wine into their mouths, the teeth of these heroes clattered and they could not hold on to their flasks.” A Chinese account gushed that “in temperatures lower than-10C in a winter light, . . . volunteer soldiers with ice hanging on their bodies emerged from the river like gods in silver armor.” Troops had crossed “without hesitation, taking off their padded trousers, shoes and socks, and tieing them to their backs, . . . even the female soldiers responsible for first aid.” By order of General Peng, the locations of the submerged bridges were kept secret. After river water had frozen hard, the hidden spans were no longer needed, but when in use they forded tens of thousands silently southward.‡

			
			Mao had prescribed that “every day the troops should start crossing the river at dusk, cease action at 4:00 A.M., and finish covering up before 5:00 A.M., and every unit must strictly and carefully follow up that plan.” Like the engineering cadres, they hid by day and moved by night. They concealed themselves in hillside caves, railway tunnels, mine shafts and village huts and then proceeded in darkness on foot. Eighteen divisions of about 180,000 men crossed in the west; in the east twelve divisions of about 120,000 men somehow took cover during October and November and waited. The X Corps landings were long expected by the enemy, as the convoys, impossible to hide, were not contested—but for the unanticipated mines. It would have taken little strategic imagination—yet there was none—to predict that MacArthur’s divisions were being sucked into a trap. “When it paid to be aggressive, Ned [Almond] was aggressive,” an operations officer recalled. “When it paid to be cautious, Ned was aggressive.”

			In their first encounters with the Americans and South Koreans moving inland, on October 25, the Chinese employed their “pocket artillery” of grenades and satchel charges, attacking by night after eerily summoning their forces with bugles, cymbals and whistles and firing flares into the night. The Red offensive was low in technology but effective in timing and surprise. The “volunteers” took prisoners as astonished forward units pulled back, sometimes abandoning vehicles, guns and supplies. Assembling captives, a Chinese captain identifying himself as Lao tried out his long-unused mission-school English, and a Marine, discovering he was a prisoner of the Chinese rather than the North Koreans, exclaimed, “For God’s sake! This isn’t your war!”

			“It is now,” said Lao.

			The initial attacks on both Korean fronts, west and east, had ended abruptly. The Chinese withdrew, partly to regroup, now that they understood American tactics and weaknesses, but more significantly to create a vacuum into which they could entice and ambush the better-equipped enemy. Peng wanted to give the enemy the false impression that “we are being intimidated into retreat.” In a few cases the enemy retreat was real. Moving up to the Chosin Reservoir region in the east, Colonel Homer Litzenberg’s 7th Marines had encountered a regiment of the Chinese 124th Division. Five days and nights of artillery barrages and air strikes had driven the Chinese from the hills south of the Funchilin Pass, on the zigzag uphill road to Koto-ri and the ominously dragon-shaped and Japanese-built Chosin Reservoir. (The Japanese had occupied Korea from 1910 until the end of the Pacific war in 1945. The Korean name for the reservoir was Changjin, but the U.S. Army had reproduced the maps it had.§) Chosin was reputed to be the coldest place in Korea, a rare region where rice, the staple of the national diet, could not grow.

			In the first encounters, about 1,500 Chinese in their quilted winter uniforms and earflap caps and canvas shoes with rubber soles lay dead, frozen awkwardly where they fell. Each had what remained of a five-day supply of rations, mostly precooked rice and beans, to eliminate the need for identifying fires. About fifty Marines lay dead, and two hundred were wounded.

			In a light L-5 reconnaissance plane General Almond touched down with an aide to inspect the scene and noticed the barrels of eighteen regimental howitzers poking up at high angles to fire over the nearby hills. “I didn’t know,” he remarked blindly to the puzzled Litzenberg, “that you had anti-­aircraft guns up here.”

			Commanding the 1st Marine Division was Major General Oliver Prince Smith, a lean, prematurely white-haired veteran of bloody Peleliu in September 1944. Intending to be ready for the worst, Smith, with the cooperation of Major General Field Harris, who ran Marine air operations, resorted to what he felt certain was only a respite in the war to prepare a runway on the outskirts of Hagaru, sixty-four miles of rugged, winding road upland from the harbor at Hungnam. When completed, the crushed stone airstrip, Harris assured Almond, would accommodate transport of equipment and supplies as well as evacuation of casualties.

			“What casualties?” Almond asked. The Chinese incursion, seemingly a feint or a failure, seemed over. The few of O. P. Smith’s dead and wounded were hardly worth notice. Almond’s lack of alarm coincided with the smug skepticism in the Dai Ichi.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				
					Major General Oliver P. Smith, commander of the 1st Marine Division during the Chosin Reservoir campaign. Department of Defense

				

			

            Despite Almond’s confidence, Smith and Harris had arranged for Army engineer captain Philip A. Kulbes to bring seventy-seven GIs and ninety ROKs to convert the frozen, boulder-strewn bean field into a runway that would take sturdy twin-engine C-47s, the commercial DC-3. Exploiting the lull, floodlights were employed to continue work after dark. Smith foresaw a tough campaign ahead and, fearing entrapment, quietly ordered his regimental commanders to move cautiously toward the jump-off locations for the assaults north from the crooked, mountain-shrouded Reservoir. He also wanted to concentrate his forces west of Chosin, insisting upon the deployment of some 7th Division troops on the east. Almond considered Smith’s precautions as obstructionism.

			
			In his command diary for November 6, with more than two weeks to go before MacArthur’s grand design was to be initiated in the increasing pre-winter cold, Almond continued to ignore the Chinese, although now more than a threat, instead writing in his field diary happily about his posh headquarters amenities: “Inspected the Pullman and [the] coach car which are to be prepared for the use of the X Corps staff.” Also flown in to the Yonpo airbase south of Hungnam, from Inchon, where it had been shipped from Japan, was his personal van—a large trailer equipped with bathtub and shower, flush toilet, refrigerator, fine linen complete to napkin rings, and silverware and fine china. Flights from Tokyo airlifted fine wines, fruit, fresh vegetables and steaks. Troops who slept in flimsy tents and dined on C-rations and hasty cookstove fare resented his openly cushy Dai Ichi style.

			To ingratiate himself with the Marine command once his amenities had been installed at Hungnam, Almond had invited Smith and his three regimental commanders to a dinner at which the four Marines sat in shock. Enlisted men in white jackets provided the service and Japan the rest. Almond had imported the Tokyo tone to the wrong place and time. Colonel Lewis “Chesty” Puller of the 1st Marines suppressed his usual obscenities in deploring the compound as “an unconscionable waste in a war zone.” Profligacy on a larger scale was Almond’s overstaffed Corps headquarters, which Puller estimated, a bit broadly, could populate a regiment. It was the Dai Ichi way of war.

			MacArthur, whose lifestyle lacked no comforts and who never spent a night on Korean soil, remained outraged by the JCS mandate to avoid provoking China. Reluctantly acknowledging the Chinese presence, he had warned on November 7—still the 6th in Washington—of a possible “calamity of major proportions” if China had a free hand and went unpunished—a term he used provocatively to suggest whatever might harm Mao’s regime.

			Although Washington permitted MacArthur to cross the 38th parallel, which the Chinese regime considered provocative, the Joint Chiefs of Staff directive of September 27 had cautioned the general not to send American troops close to the Manchurian border—to use only Koreans. Even that was too much for Zhou Enlai. On September 30, he charged, “The Chinese People will not look on idly while their neighboring country is being barbarously invaded by Imperialists.” Zhou was reversing the reality, for the neighboring country to the north had initiated the aggression. Modifying his position on intervention, Mao had warned on October 23, “If U.S. forces do not advance toward our frontier, the Chinese People will not fight or resist them.” Yet his troops had already crossed the Yalu into Korea in secret without at first engaging the Americans.

			Mao expected MacArthur to ignore both Washington and Beijing. The general’s alarmist message once the Chinese had come in, intended to promote attacks on Manchurian targets, prompted agonized reconsideration by Truman and the JCS. MacArthur’s air chief, Lieutenant General George Stratemeyer, was reluctantly authorized to bomb the Yalu spans but only on the Korean approaches. However, the Yalu was freezing over, minimizing the importance of the bridges. If MacArthur could inhibit massive Chinese involvement, he thought, the war might end quickly. He had no idea how many Chinese were already in Korea.

			Early in November, General Peng radioed Mao that the preliminary “counteroffensive” was now on hold. His troops had pulled back out of artillery range. For the next phase, Peng had to move men, munitions and supplies into position. Roads were few and narrow, and early winter had set in. It was “increasingly difficult to preserve the strength of our troops who have to sleep outside and in the snow.” The Third Field Army’s Russian-made heavy machine guns froze in the bitter cold, and many of the troops, veterans of the civil war in eastern China, had never experienced below-zero weather. (On November 20, as the ostensible lull in the northwest continued, Colonel Mariano Azurin of the Philippine-reinforced battalion, complained to the EUSAK¶ command, “The morale of our troops is very low. They have never been in even a mild climate before. I will not remark on the shortage of winter clothing.” Yet he did.)

			When the 7th Marines began the new day’s operations below the Chosin Reservoir on November 7, troops had found that the Chinese opposite them the day before were out of close contact just as they had disappeared above the Chung­chon River opposite the Eighth Army in the west. No one in the distant Dai Ichi, from which the two commands were ineffectively coordinated, perceived anything significant in what had to have been planned, simultaneous Chinese pullbacks. For several days, brief exchanges of fire on both fronts continued, then silence. The Chinese had come and gone.

			After having been called off by Washington then permitted after an appeal from MacArthur, on November 8, a flight of B-29s from Japan plus three hundred fighter-bombers in several sorties attacked the Yalu bridges in the northwest. Ramps on the Korean side were damaged and the river town of Sinuiju largely destroyed. The raids seemed less in support of holding EUSAK gains in the north than in provoking a collision with Mao’s forces that might release MacArthur from UN restraints. Despite years of Air Force brag, bombsights guarded like gold ingots were inaccurate, and bombs went awry in any case from wind turbulence. Although the Chinese complained about explosives detonating on their side of the Yalu, they viewed the targeting errors in the same vein as MacArthur, who sought provocation although the Pentagon did not.

			The next day, MacArthur sent a top-secret cable to Washington requesting the rubber-stamping of his end-of-war objectives. He planned to drive the Chinese back across the Yalu and reunify Korea and to begin his parallel offensives before Thanksgiving Day. “I plan to launch my attack for this purpose,” he announced, as if a hard winter was not already setting in, “on or about November fifteenth. . . . Any program short of this,” he went on in his penchant for extreme rhetoric, “would completely destroy the morale of my forces and its psychological consequences would be inestimable. It would condemn us to an indefinite defense line in North Korea and would unquestionably arouse such resentment among the South Koreans that their forces would collapse or might even turn against us.”

			MacArthur predicted even further horrors if the Pentagon “deserted” him, invoking Munich and the sellout of Czechoslovakia in 1938, lecturing Washington on the “lessons of history.” Yet the Chinese would soon rout the ineffective ROK troops, and MacArthur’s own forces, rather than struggling in mountainous subzero conditions below the Yalu and uninterested in history, would rather have gone home for Christmas, leaving a shaky defensive line somewhere for the flight-prone South Koreans.

			An ocean and a continent away, unaware of the realities and without adequate intelligence from the war zone, was MacArthur’s only peer in the command structure, Defense Secretary George C. Marshall, Army chief of staff from 1939 to 1945. Duped by MacArthur’s shrill anxieties, Marshall replied in a “very personal and informal” message sympathizing about the problems “in trying to direct a multinational army in a war fought in difficult terrain” with “limiting” diplomatic factors. The conflict, nevertheless, had to be restricted to Korea. “Everyone here, Defense, State, the President, is intensely desirous of supporting you.” Yet the delicate international balance could not be disrupted, even if Korea was Josef Stalin’s proxy war. That equilibrium had already been strained by MacArthur’s reckless push toward the Yalu and repeated threats from Red China.

			In Tokyo, MacArthur wavered between hysteria over the Chinese intervention and the puzzling pullback as well as his intelligence chief’s soothing misreading of the apparent and unfathomable Chinese withdrawal. His ambitions wavered between unifying Korea at the Yalu and provoking a wider war, drawing in reluctant allies, to further his dream of reversing Communism in Asia. General Willoughby’s advice was always what MacArthur wanted to hear. On the evidence of General Peng’s relative quiescence, MacArthur’s operations chief, Brigadier General Edwin K. Wright, sent a message for Mac­Arthur to Ned Almond, with copies to Major General Walton Walker at the Eighth Army and to the Pentagon, urging that X Corps, limited in numbers, exploit the pause to do everything possible to assist Walker’s forces across the forbidding Korean spine to the west.

			Upbeat despite the worsening winter conditions his troops faced, Almond replied that he could best help EUSAK by continuing north beyond the reservoir highlands to the Manchurian border, after which his divisions could turn west to support “Johnnie” Walker. Although Almond emphasized the drawbacks of the stark wintry terrain, MacArthur, encouraged that the Chinese could not be located by reconnaissance flights, urged a quick close to the war, before arctic weather would handicap both sides. Lieutenant Colonel John H. Chiles, Almond’s operations deputy, flew Almond’s X Corps plan, which Marine commander Smith was at first not shown, to Tokyo. From there, to assist Walker on paper, MacArthur redrew the proposed boundary between Korean commands to stretch the Marines further west. (Smith had resisted separating his troops.) Despite the seemingly brief Chinese scare, MacArthur was eager to initiate his end-the-war offensives to push to the Yalu and preempt the looming Chinese. An exit by Christmas was still on.

			Some brass in Korea believed him. Reporting from the Chongchon River front in the EUSAK west, Colonel Ernest V. Holmes, an Ohioan, told Hal Boyle, who put it in an AP dispatch dated November 15, that he believed the war would end the first week of December. “I doubt that we will ever go near the Manchurian border. Some damn fool might cross it and cause trouble. I will see you in Hawaii on Christmas Day.”

			Mao and Peng had cultivated MacArthur’s illusions. Dai Ichi intelligence had no idea what numbers the Chinese had put across and assumed that they had little armor or artillery, limited motor transport and hardly any aircraft. Although no Soviet planes had been downed (Stalin had ordered nine MIG-9 and MIG-15 divisions to Manchuria), it was assumed from overheard air-to-ground conversations that Russians (instructing the Chinese) were flying along the Yalu frontier, whatever the MIG markings. The MIG-15, based on a wartime German design, had appeared in November and was so much faster than the F-80C that it could climb away from the now-inadequate Shooting Star, according to an Air Force historian, “as if it were anchored in the sky.” Seldom making more than two passes, a MIG would then streak back across the border. Anti-aircraft fire based upon a Soviet radar warning net came from across the border in Manchuria. Counting upon MacArthur’s public boasts about an end-by-Christmas offensive, Mao confidently radioed Peng on November 9 that he expected “one or two battles on the eastern and western fronts between late this month and early December to destroy another seven or eight regiments.”

			Returning to Beijing on the 13th, Peng told a conference of generals which Chairman Mao had convened, “We will employ a strategy of luring the enemy forces into our internal lines and wiping them out one by one.” He would “fundamentally” turn the war around. For the entrapment he envisioned, the other side had to push forward. He would encourage that movement.

			Reluctant to shift from an amphibious force to slogging inland infantry, O. P. Smith had to accept, nevertheless, orders from MacArthur via Almond which seemed, in the frozen terrain, utterly stupid. Moving forward with caution, to Almond’s exasperation only about a mile a day, the Marines established operational and supply camps at Chinghung-ni, at the base of the climb into the Taebek range, and at Hagaru-ri, into the hills just below the Chosin Reservoir. On a flying visit to Smith at Hagaru on the 15th, Almond pointed to the north and urged, “We’ve got to go barreling up that road.” Then he flew back to his posh compound.

			“That road”—the iced-over dirt-and-gravel route from Hungnam, Hamhung and the sea—reached Hagaru over the Funchilin Pass, a narrow hairpin stretch over a chasm through which four huge conduits carried water from the reservoir to a power plant a half-mile under a narrow concrete bridge. Had the enemy blown the bridge, American tanks, trucks and motorized artillery could not have continued to Chosin and beyond. That the span remained intact—for the moment—suggested either a bizarre tactical blunder by the enemy—or a shrewd inducement to proceed riskily beyond. Smith worried that it was not a lapse but a lure.

			“As I indicated when you were here,” he wrote with unconcealed concern to the Marine commandant, General Clifton Cates, now back in Washington, “I have little confidence in the tactical judgment of the [X] Corps or in the realism of their planning. . . . Manifestly, we should not push on without regard to the Eighth Army. We would simply get farther out on a limb. . . . I believe a winter campaign in the mountains of North Korea is too much to ask of the American soldier or Marine.” Smith had bypassed his immediate chief in Tokyo, assuming correctly that Lieutenant General Lemuel Shepherd was in MacArthur’s pocket. Cates would claim later to have mislaid the letter before he could respond to it, recovering it, conveniently, only the next February. It was more politic than to contest the Dai Ichi.

			The “limb” was real. To the north, under cover of the long pre-winter night, the Chinese 20th, 26th and 27th Armies, with 150,000 men, continued crossing the iced-over Yalu. Unseen, they deployed in the Chosin Reservoir highlands while thousands of Chinese service personnel moved supplies on foot southward and also, in near darkness, repaired roads, highways and bridges. They exploited intelligence from village informants and from their own advance men, supplemented by press and radio reports picked up from American correspondents, often complete to identification of units and soldiers. (The folks at home wanted to know how their boys were doing, and naming names was morale boosting.) When Lieutenant Colonel Robert Taplett, commanding the 3rd Battalion of the 5th Marine Regiment, helicoptered forward on the east bank of the reservoir, unhindered by ground fire, he could see crisscrossing tracks in the mountain snow and the deep shadows of foxholes. Flying low, his pilot confirmed the evidence. “Those damn holes,” he agreed, “are just crawling with people.”

			Returned below the Yalu from Beijing on November 16, General Peng ordered each of his armies to continue the deception “that we are being intimidated into retreat.” Meanwhile, according to the memoirs of Nikita Krushschev, Peng “composed lengthy telegrams [to Mao] expounding elaborate battle plans. . . . The enemy would be surrounded and finished off by decisive flanking strikes.” Mao wired copies to Stalin. To spread further disinformation, Peng ordered the circulation of “safe-conduct passes”—a device employed in every war by every combatant. They included an image of a dead soldier on one side and a bloated, cigar-smoking, wine-swilling capitalist on the other, with the caption, in English,

			Korea’s where the GIs die,

			Home’s where the politicians lie . . . 

			Left by infiltrators or co-opted villagers, they offered assurance that troops surrendering would find “peace and safety,” be permitted to write to their families, and receive food and medical care. “We have already set free many American and British prisoners, the “pass” promised. “You will certainly be freed and get home in the end.”

			The “trick”—in Peng’s terms—followed up a suggestion he and his staff had made to Chairman Mao on November 17, 1950:

			We are proposing to release 100 American and puppet Rhee’s prisoners . . . including 30 Americans and 70 puppet prisoners. . . . Our main objective is to publicize our lenient treatment policy toward POWs in order to overcome the enemy troops; for fear of being murdered once captured. We plan to send these prisoners back through the front line positions during the night of the 19th. Please instruct us immediately whether it is all right.

			Mao approved. As Peng explained to General Du Ping, “We can tell the prisoners that we are short of food supplies, that we are starving, and probably are going to withdraw back to China. . . . To hook a big fish, you must let the fish taste your bait.”

			
				
					*		The building was the prewar office of the Dai Ichi (“Number One”) Insurance Company.

				

				
					†		Presumably meaning Chiang Kai-Shek and his dwindling followers.

				

				
					‡		In their brief Mongolian-Manchurian war of 1939 with the Japanese, the Russians built bridges across the Halha and Holsten Rivers with their surfaces ten to twelve inches below the water level so enemy aircraft could not spot them. Although the Red Chinese military, some of them Soviet educated, may have learned from that example, the stealthy strategy dates back to antiquity.

				

				
					§		The Navy settled the name matter on its own in 1992 when it christened the fourteenth Ticonderoga class guided missile cruiser USS Chosin.

				

				
					¶		Eighth United States Army, Korea.
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