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This is an introduction to the five principal high-level American commanders of the Korean War and to the six most crucial command decisions of that conflict that were primarily United States responsibilities. The choices were based on the author’s research and reflections of many years on the high command of this strange war of 1950-1953. The commanders herein are limited to the commander in chief, the three theater commanders, and the officer who doubled as head of naval forces and of the armistice delegation. The command decisions are restricted to the ones that the author considers to be the key turning points in the military, not diplomatic, developments of the conflict.

The term “command decisions,” interestingly, is not defined in the Dictionary of Military and Associated Terms of the Department of Defense (Joint Chiefs of Staff Publication no. 1, 1974). Thus, a stipulated definition will have to serve in lieu of a standard one: a decision, usually in the form of an order, by a commander to bring about a particular operation or series of related actions by military forces. In this book, the stipulated usage is further limited to decisions at the level of high command and usually involving large-scale operations. As stated, however, above these in the hierarchy of such decision-making were the shapers of policy, who, especially in the cases of the wars in Korea and Vietnam, included civilians without command authority but whose actions mightily affected military affairs, for better or worse.

Three characteristics of the Korean War will be stressed: First, the focus is on high command, but since command decisions evolved from policy formulations, the impact of the Department of State, especially of Dean G. Acheson and the Policy Planning Staff, has to be considered. Quite unlike the Second World War, Acheson and his lieutenants heavily influenced military policy, military strategy, and even their operational implementation by the armed forces.

Second, like most previous wars, the conflict of 1950-1953 was influenced by the previous major hostilities in which the United States was engaged. The Korean struggle had two distinct military phases, the first of which was the war against North Korea alone, June-October 1950, which tended toward becoming by that autumn a refighting of the Second World War, wherein American forces went for such extreme objectives as annihilation of the enemy army, total war, decisive victory, and unconditional capitulation.

Third, with the war’s next phase, the entry of the Communist Chinese, however, the American military and civilian officials who assumed the chief responsibility of the United Nations’, really the U.S.-dominated coalition’s, strategy and operations in Korea changed to an endeavor to coordinate military and diplomatic efforts toward achieving their aims while also terminating the hostilities. Gradually there developed in both camps of belligerents unspoken and unwritten agreements, usually for wholly different reasons, to place significant restraints on their own conduct of ground, sea, and air operations.

Thus emerged the first limited war between the Cold War powers, both directly and by proxy. It was complicated by its dual nature in also being a civil war that mixed nationalism and communism in ways largely incomprehensible to either side. Yet somehow the remarkable understanding on self-imposed limits held long enough to achieve an armistice, which, however tenuous, kept the Korean peninsula and, indeed, the world from suffering the massive destruction that a refighting of the Second World War portended. The commanders and the tactics, as well as many of the troops and weapons, were largely from the global war of 1941-1945, but thanks mainly to some wise men on both sides who formulated the silent, implicit agreement on limits, the legacy of World War II was abandoned as the world was led uncertainly into a new era of limited and unconventional warfare.

Acknowledgment is extended with deep gratitude for the assistance given by the staffs of the following repositories: the MacArthur Memorial, Norfolk, Virginia; the George C. Marshall Research Library, Lexington, Virginia; the Seeley G. Mudd Library, Princeton University, Princeton, New Jersey; the Mitchell Memorial Library, Mississippi State University, Mississippi State, Mississippi; the Harry S. Truman Library, Independence, Missouri; the Dwight D. Eisenhower Library, Abilene, Kansas; the Herbert C. Hoover Presidential Library, West Ames, Iowa; the U.S. Army Military History Institute, Carlisle Barracks, Pennsylvania; the Air Force Historical Research Center, Maxwell Air Force Base, Alabama; the Office of Air Force History, Washington, D.C.; the Naval Historical Center, Washington, D.C.; the Marine Corps Historical Center, Washington, D.C.; and the National Archives, Washington, D.C. Most helpful in obtaining photographs were the George C. Marshall Research Library, the MacArthur Memorial, and the National Archives. Picture credits all are U.S. Army or U.S. Army Signal Corps. The Administration, Foundation, and Department of History and Politics of the Virginia Military Institute have been most helpful in the logistical assistance they have given.

Ms. Anne Sharp Wells has been indispensable in every step of the making of this book, ranging from basic research to final revisions. My wife, Erlene, has contributed generously and significantly to the project in proofreading, reorganizing, and other helpful ways. I am also appreciative of the strong support and sound counsel provided by Joyce Seltzer, my editor.

Virginia Military Institute   D. CLAYTON JAMES
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REFIGHTING THE LAST WAR


 PROLOGUE
The Last War Revisited


The differences between the Second World War and the Korean conflict are numerous. While World War II was the greatest global struggle in the annals of warfare, Korea was a war fought with a unique and complex set of restrictions that precluded its escalation into a general war. The Korean conflict incorporated, especially in its early stages, many similarities to the previous war, some actual and others assumed. Due to their training and experience, the civilian and military leadership of the United States was especially prone to see the Korean emergency from the perspective of the 1939-1945 ordeal.

The beginnings of the two wars offer some interesting parallels. The failure of American intelligence to recognize the noises and the signals of the impending Japanese attacks on Pearl Harbor and Clark Field is matched by the intelligence blunders that failed to warn of the North Korean invasion in June 1950 and the Communist Chinese intervention that autumn. America was caught off guard in other ways as well, in both wars. The American government and public in 1941 were alert to the probability of war with Germany, but U.S. entry into World War II was precipitated by unexpected action in the Pacific. Likewise, in 1950, American attention was focused mainly on the menace of a Red Army takeover of West Europe and certainly not on the little-known and strategically unimportant peninsula of Korea. In both cases, the United States was concentrating on Europe and neglecting signs from Asia. The highest strategic priority of the United States and its chief ally, the United Kingdom, was “Europe first.”

The assumed motivation of North Korea in its aggression was that it was functioning as a satellite force representing the Soviet Union in its effort to spread communism and become globally dominant. It was easy for Washington leaders, civilian and military, to equate this with Nazi Germany’s naked use of force to spread its ideology and become a world state. It was assumed in 1950 that yielding to such an aggressive global-minded power would incite the Kremlin-directed communist monolith to further aggression. The notion of appeasing the North Koreans was compared to the infamous Anglo-French appeasement at Munich in 1938 that did not satiate the Nazi appetite, despite the vastly different historical circumstances of the two situations.

It was not hard to understand the reasons for these analogies. From Washington to the American Far East Command, the officers from field-grade to flag-officer levels, as well as senior civilian officials, had seen extensive duty in World War II. The President and commander in chief in 1950 was the same man who had headed the nation’s huge armed forces during the final stages of the defeat of Germany and Japan in 1945. Even at lower levels in the armed services, such as junior officers, noncommissioned officers, and enlisted men, there were many called into service for the Korean War because they still retained their reserve or National Guard positions after serving in the European or Pacific wars. Only five years had passed from the end of World War II to the eruption of conflict in Korea. It is not surprising that the large combat-experienced manpower reservoir created by the earlier war would lead and fight in the Korean conflict.

In addition to the men who had served in World War II, there were the materials. With the outstanding exceptions of helicopters and jet fighters, the weapons and equipment of the American forces in Korea were all of World War II vintage or modified versions of them. The early defensive and counteroffensive operations against the Soviet-supplied North Korean Army were made possible primarily because of the convenient proximity of large stocks of war matériel that had been stored in occupied Japan. In one of his more farsighted decisions during the late 1940s, Douglas MacArthur had inaugurated a massive roll-up program whereby weapons, vehicles, and all sorts of military equipment and nonperishable supplies at Pacific bases and battle sites were brought to Japan. There, these materials were renovated, largely under contracts with Japanese firms and employing mainly Japanese skilled workers. This process of roll-up, renovation, and storage in Japan and then shipment to Korea of World War II items continued throughout the Korean conflict. Japanese contractors and workers enjoyed a lucrative business of repairing weapons and equipment thereby giving a tremendous boost to their nation’s economy. The impetus of this ongoing enterprise would help propel Japan to major-power status economically in the ensuing decade.

On the other hand, what benefited Japan may have retarded American and United Nations Command (UNC) tactical innovations at the front. With a large measure of the American-led forces made up of men and matériel from World War II, it is not surprising that the tactical doctrine and techniques employed against the North Koreans and Communist Chinese were conventional and quite typical of those used in operations of 1941-1945 by American infantry, artillery, armor, and land-based and carrier-based aviation, together with units involved in naval gunfire support and amphibious warfare.

In the important area of ground-air support, which had been neglected between 1945 and 1950, a fresh start had to be made. As in World War II, the Far East Air Forces (FEAF) had to relearn tactical air warfare—indeed, reinvent its tactical organization—and adapt to the unique characteristics of the Korean battleground. Necessary tactical techniques included close coordination with carrier air strikes and use of ground control operatives with American, ROK, and Allied ground units. As in the war against Japan, the most effective ground-air support was demonstrated by the Marines, whose ground and air units were accustomed to training together. It took a while, but gradually tactical air power became as vital to UNC ground operations as it had been to Allied armies by the latter half of World War II. In both wars, ground troops sometimes cursed the airmen for their mistakes in targeting, but more often the soldiers were relieved by their timely support.

The heavy American reliance in World War II on motorization and mechanization, especially mobile artillery and armored vehicles, was carried forward into the Korean operations. This put a premium on operations along the roads, especially in the valleys, leaving the high ground in the largely mountainous peninsula as the domain of the infantry. As in World War II, American infantry were often handicapped in rugged uncharted terrain which the enemy knew as familiar and populated by friendly inhabitants. Long American supply lines were susceptible to interdiction by infiltrating or enveloping forces, and the Chinese proved superb in exploiting the mountains, using tactics of rapid infiltration and bypassing. The seemingly enormous advantage of the UNC in mechanization and motorization was often offset by dependence upon the peninsula’s roads, which at best were barely adequate and often were little more than trails. On a number of occasions the Chinese were able to ambush road-bound columns from higher ground and leave the columns highly vulnerable after blocking the road by putting the lead vehicles out of commission.

Douglas MacArthur’s mindset about the Pacific war heavily influenced the strategic course during the first year of fighting in Korea, when battlefield conditions were still fluid. Accustomed to fighting in the Southwest Pacific, he perceived Korea as an island and was convinced that his air units could effectively seal it off from the mainland. During his Southwest Pacific offensives, he had been won over by General George C. Kenney to the miracles that his powerful Fifth Air Force could perform. MacArthur had become filled with such an uncritical admiration of air power that, five years later, he was persuaded that his FEAF and Seventh Fleet aircraft could isolate the Korean battleground from Communist Chinese penetration. Moreover, both MacArthur and his current air chief, George E. Stratemeyer, were convinced that strategic bombing could bring the enemy forces in North Korea to their knees, as well as destroy both the North Korean and Communist Chinese governments’ will to continue the fight. As in World War II, such unbounding confidence in strategic bombing as a decisive element in defeating the enemy proved disappointing.

Fortunately for the UNC naval forces, the Soviets did not supply the North Koreans or the Communist Chinese with naval craft beyond the level of small coastal defense vessels, though they did provide a weapon that gave the UNC ships considerable difficulties. The American Navy and its Allied components, as in World War II, were indispensable in shore bombardment, carrier air raids, and transportation and support of troops and supplies in amphibious assault and evacuation operations. But since there was no significant enemy naval force, the UNC naval units, chiefly the U.S. Seventh Fleet, faced no surface engagements. Neither had the Soviets made submarines available to North Korea or Red China. Soviet-built mines, however, proved to be a continual problem. As in the Allied navies’ coastal operations in the Mediterranean, North Sea, and Bay of Biscay in 1940-1945, along with several coastal actions in the Pacific war, the UNC naval forces were never supplied with an adequate number of minesweepers. In both wars, mine fields accounted for losses in men and ships beyond expectations, yet mines weeping was never given the priority such losses warranted. In view of the critical need for production of other types of ships, such as carriers, minesweepers were continually far down the list in construction during both conflicts.

As in the previous war, the enemy came to be characterized in terms of evil and alien. Advancing UNC forces found numerous cases of atrocities, committed mainly by North Korean troops on a scale of ruthlessness that equaled Japanese brutalities against captured soldiers in the previous war. In addition, the biases exhibited by both sides, based on ethnocentrism and racism, brought a high level of savagery to the Korean conflict—again, as had happened during the war in the Pacific. Many on the UN side, especially Americans, believed that they were fighting on the side of good and world peace against ruthless evil atheists who were bent on spreading their diabolical ideology by aggression. American anticommunism had reached a fever pitch at home. In the case of American fighting men in Korea, it did not take long for many of them to develop a deep hatred of the enemy and his alleged cause. The troops, like the American public, seldom bothered to distinguish between nationalism and communism.

The United States anointed itself as the leader of the coalition that took on the aggressors in 1950 and, as during the years 1941-1945, by virtue of its arsenal and force strength, the United States arrogated to itself the directorship of strategy-making, its allies being permitted a modicum of input on the direction of the war. Like World War II, however, the British, even before the wily Winston S. Churchill returned as prime minister in 1951, managed to exert more influence on American policy in the Korean conflict than their actual contribution in troops and war matériel warranted. The British influence pushed America toward moderation rather than acceleration of the combat operations, mainly for fear that America would deploy more military resources to Korea than to Europe. Likewise in World War II, Churchill and the British chiefs of staff had worked hard—and usually successfully—to keep the preponderance of American strength engaged against Germany rather than Japan.

Throughout the Second World War, the Anglo-American Combined Chiefs of Staff had been divided along national lines on the basic issue of whether to fight a war of attrition, as the British preferred, or to adopt the bloodier and more decisive American aim of annihilation. So too in the Korean conflict, it was the United States that eagerly spearheaded the UN response to North Korea’s invasion. America also led the way in not only ousting the invaders from South Korea but in boldly trying to conquer all of North Korea and to reunite Korea forcibly under a noncommunist regime. During the Second World War it was America’s allies, especially Britain, the Soviet Union, Nationalist China, and Australia, who throughout the hostilities focused on the shape of the postwar world and the fate of their national interests in it. The Americans, meanwhile, devoted primary attention to winning the war and put off until later the settling of political issues. In an interesting parallel, in 1950-1953, the United States at first appeared to want to fight a war of annihilation and then, with the Chinese intervention, endeavored to terminate the hostilities by a strictly military agreement, choosing again, as in 1945, to postpone efforts to settle major East Asian political differences. This second failure within a decade to link military and nonmilitary objectives is one of the key factors that would lead the United States into its tragic entanglement in Vietnam. Senior American officers had not been well schooled in the distinctions between military and national strategies before World War II. This failure of the curriculum and teaching of the top service schools was not corrected after 1945 and was reflected in the muddled strategy in Korea. (Astonishingly, the senior military colleges offered virtually nothing about the lessons of the Korean conflict and the confusion of military and national strategic objectives to prepare the upcoming senior leaders of America’s forces in the Vietnam War.)

In spite of professing little prior strategic interest in Korea, the Truman administration plunged with haste and confidence into the war to drive the invaders out of South Korea. The communist leadership in Moscow, Pyongyang, and Peking had badly miscalculated the American response, however logically and lucidly the signals from Washington may have indicated no military reaction would be forthcoming. Having defeated the North Korean Army below the 38th parallel, the American-led coalition plunged into a crucial escalation of the war by trying to save what they perceived as an occupied North Korea from her communist oppressors. As MacArthur’s forces began the “liberation” of North Korea, an aura of excited anticipation pervaded Tokyo and Washington that was reminiscent of the glorious days when France and the Lowlands were freed from Nazi rule. North Korea, however, was not like Holland, where people had longed for release from their Nazi occupiers. Instead, it proved to be a tightly controlled society and Soviet satellite that was utterly hostile toward the West and virtually impenetrable by Western intelligence means.

Despite well-meaning, if ineffective, efforts to communicate to Peking’s leaders that the UNC advance across North Korea spelled no security threat to Red China, fear and rage engulfed the leaders and the people of the world’s second most powerful communist nation. When the Korean War erupted, Red China had been regrouping its forces for a summer invasion of Formosa and the decimation of the remaining Nationalist Chinese forces that had fled there the previous autumn. By mid-1950, Communist China possessed an enormous army, which consisted of not only the victorious communist troops from the mainland civil war of 1945-1949 but also a surprisingly large number of veteran Nationalist troops who had defected as Chiang Kai-shek’s regime retreated to Formosa. With the unexpected intervention of this nation that was so rich in manpower and so ready to expend its troops, UN (largely American) plans to save South Korea and then to seize the communist satellite above the 38th parallel quickly turned to ashes.

In the late autumn of 1951, when the war of maneuver ground to a halt and the front line was stalemated, American artillery and air firepower reached bombardment levels comparable to those of World War II. The last two years of the war were characterized on the front lines by both sides’ heavy usage of trenches, bunkers, and tunnels, with frequent night-patrol skirmishes and intense artillery barrages. It began to look more like World War I. By then, however, with the enemy deeply dug in, the predominance of American and Allied firepower, ground and air, could not dislodge or destroy the bulk of the enemy. Regardless, UNC directives did not permit attempts at massive penetration of the few enemy positions that had been severely weakened by artillery and air bombardments. This situation was familiar to General Mark W. Clark, who had experienced many agonizing months of costly and indecisive static warfare along Field Marshal Albert Kesselring’s brilliantly conceived Gustav, Gothic, and other German defensive lines in the mountains of Italy.

Suddenly it was no longer another scenario from World War II, and the American side could not overwhelm and defeat the enemy with greatly superior production and firepower. The most important numbers, troop strength, were in the enemy’s favor, the alleged lower priority of the North Korean and Chinese opponents on human life boded ill, the enemy’s unconventional style of warfare was well suited to the Korean situation, and the enemy peasant soldiers proved able to fight and endure under terrible conditions. So, the Chinese threw the UNC out of North Korea. Although the American, ROK, and Allied forces eventually pushed a short way into that country again, neither Tokyo nor Washington had any real hope of reaching the Yalu or conquering all of North Korea. The belligerents found themselves locked in a bloody stalemate which offered the awful prospect of becoming a microcosm of World War I, an indecisive killing ground without meaning.

For the two superpowers in Moscow and Washington, this depressing battlefield situation carried the possibility of exploding into another world war. To avert this global suicide, the warring sides had to begin talking about mutually acceptable terms for an armistice. Further, in order to avert a world explosion, the two sides had to work with their allies and satellites to make sure that the conflict stayed limited. In an unusual understanding that was implicit rather than explicit, the major powers agreed to limit ground, sea, and air operations. The most overt acknowledgment of this mutually self-imposed restraint was made in May 1951 at the Senate hearings on MacArthur’s relief when Generals George C. Marshall and Omar N. Bradley clearly emphasized “a virtual commitment by the Truman administration to keep the war confined to the Korean peninsula so long as the Communists did likewise.”1 These much-publicized hearings were attentively followed by communist leaders in Moscow, Peking, and Pyongyang.

This unwritten understanding was more important in the long run than the much-debated legalistic document that the warring powers finally signed and called an armistice agreement. The Korean conflict is unique in the history of warfare because with little spoken or written communication, both belligerent camps worked out limitations that signaled to the other the parameters of risk-taking that they were willing to accept. This potentially disastrous process of limitations through silent understandings and unspoken assumptions somehow spared the world from destruction in this most dangerous East-West collision of the Cold War era.


 Part I
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THE SENIOR COMMANDERS



 CHAPTER 1
Truman: The Right Thing to Do




FROM CONTAINMENT TO CONQUEST


“By God, I’m going to let them have it!” exclaimed President Harry S. Truman to several top officials upon returning to the nation’s capital after learning of the North Korean invasion across the 38th parallel. Secretary of State Dean G. Acheson, Secretary of Defense Louis A. Johnson, and Under Secretary of State James E. Webb, who were in the limousine with him from the airport to Blair House, had proposals ready regarding the U.S. response. Truman said that “of course” he would listen but warned that “you know how I feel.”1 They knew that after he gave vent to his feelings, he would consider their recommendations; and then he would make his decisions with speed and no later regrets. Actually, he knew little about the internal strife between the North and South Koreans, but he was acquainted with the tension-plagued relations between the Soviet and American occupation forces on the peninsula following World War II. He saw the North Korean action as Moscow-directed aggression that called for a strong American response. If communism was on the march, Truman responded as he would to the spread of some evil force; it must be stopped, for by its nature it could not be appeased. It was not long before the President was recalling how Hitler’s expansionism could not be satiated in the 1930s.

“Help me to be, to think, to act what is right, because it is right; make me truthful, honest and honorable in all things; make me intellectually honest for the sake of right and honor and without thought of reward to me.” Thus Truman recorded in his diary in August 1950 a prayer he had said “over & over all my life.”2 He had emerged from his farm and small-town beginnings in the Mid-west with an image of himself as a simple person committed to doing right and working hard. He had developed a view of the world as an essentially moral battleground where individuals and nations played out their destinies according to such absolute principles as integrity and justice. But by the time he took the oath of office as President, a month before his sixty-first birthday, he was not a simple man and he had come to see the world as very complex. During his years in the White House, however, he would often act as if people and issues were as uncomplicated as they had seemed throughout his childhood and youth in Missouri.

As a banker, artilleryman, clothier, judge, and U.S. senator from 1935 to 1945, he had demonstrated traits of personality and leadership style that would characterize him as President. At most times he was highly principled, decisive, gutsy, unpretentious, and commonsensible. His “horse sense” became legendary not only in Missouri but also on Capitol Hill, particularly during his shrewd leadership of the Senate’s investigation of the defense program in World War II. Nevertheless, he could be cocky, impetuous, and petty with certain persons and groups, and excessively deferential and compromising toward others. While believing sincerely in the moral absolutes on which he had been reared, Truman exhibited his brightest and darkest skills when playing the simultaneous roles of master politician, interest-group broker, and horse trader. Such a political creature, blending enormous power and judgmental morality behind a facade of folksy simplicity, was not to be underestimated, a fact some of his adversaries would learn too late.

Somewhere between his combat experience as a junior officer of field artillery in World War I and his Senate subcommittee’s inquiry into the waste and mismanagement of the military-industrial complex in World War II, Truman cultivated an ambivalent attitude toward things military. He was intensely patriotic and believed in the citizen-soldier’s obligation to defend his country. Indeed, he had served commendably in battle himself. He accepted the necessity to use force or the threat of force, becoming the only head of state ever to order atomic warfare and serving as commander in chief in two of America’s major wars. Two of his three most influential advisers and confidants in foreign affairs were military: General of the Army George C. Marshall and Fleet Admiral William D. Leahy (the third being Secretary of State Acheson).

Nevertheless, Truman’s strong propensity to fulfill the domestic reforms set forth in his Fair Deal program left him frequently at odds with the military establishment, whose annual budgets were slashed severely in the five years after the Second World War. He clashed with his service chiefs over strategic priorities and new weapons systems, particularly General of the Army Dwight D. Eisenhower and Admiral Louis E. Denfield, and he differed sharply with his military occupation commanders in Germany and Japan, especially General of the Army Douglas MacArthur. The President’s relations with the first secretary of defense, James V. Forrestal, were sometimes less than harmonious and became volatile with his successor, Johnson. In fact, by the eve of the Korean War, most leaders of the armed services laid blame for the military’s precipitous decline in strength and combat readiness on President Truman’s apathy, even hostility, toward the defense hierarchy, and on his favored treatment of liberal programs expanding or extending President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal.

Truman’s dreams of civil rights measures, federal assistance to education, and other Fair Deal objectives could not be realized if the United States maintained its post-1945 armed forces on a large scale. Yet American troops in numbers unprecedented in peacetime were deployed in many areas of the globe after World War II either on occupation duty or at bases where they could be used to deter or halt aggression by the Soviet Union and its new communist satellites. If his domestic reforms were not to be hampered by the military burdens imposed by the new global threat of communist expansion, it was imperative that he find nonmilitary responses to Premier Joseph Stalin’s perceived probes and incursions in the Cold War. As alternatives to increased military spending, Truman promoted economic assistance to endangered nations, such as the Greek-Turkish Aid Act, the European Recovery Program, and the Point Four Plan, and he organized collective-security arrangements, particularly the Rio Pact and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO).

His ideal was for the United States to assume only limited liability for the economic and military costs of containing Soviet and Communist Chinese expansionism. During the first five years of his presidency, Truman became increasingly concerned that the Anglo-American alliance be strengthened, that the whole North Atlantic community of nations unite against communism’s spread, and that the United Nations serve as a reservoir for multilateral economic and military efforts to combat global communism. Some of the Truman administration’s efforts in organizing collective opposition to Soviet menaces were successful, notably the Marshall Plan and the Berlin air lift. Such successes, however, strengthened the President’s faith that Stalin’s moves could be countered with methods and means other than unilateral American military power. But he was soon to learn that coalitions could be illusory and disappointing creations. By the eve of the Korean War, the effectiveness of the American military had been sacrificed in large part to the President’s priorities: promotion of the Fair Deal at home and concentration on collective security and economic aid abroad. The situation boded ill if a shift from a cold to hot war should occur.

That change did occur suddenly, on June 25, 1950, when powerful armor-led North Korean Army units crossed the 38th parallel, which marked the boundary drawn in 1945 to separate Soviet and American occupation zones. They rapidly advanced into South Korea against ineffective resistance by the small, poorly trained, and inadequately armed defending troops. Within a week, President Truman ordered into action first air and naval, then ground forces of the United States in defense of the Republic of (South) Korea. The standard historical perception of the President during those first days of the emergency is that of a commander in chief acting boldly, courageously, and decisively to do what was right to repel blatant communist aggression and to save the weak, beleaguered South Korean republic. The commitment was undertaken at the executive level without consulting Congress, much less obtaining a formal declaration of war. Not until months later, when American involvement was still escalating and the tide of battle was turning toward disaster or costly attrition did important opposition leaders on Capitol Hill begin to criticize Truman for acting precipitously and imperially and thereby severely limiting the opportunity for bipartisan support of the war effort.

Truman himself regarded the intervention of the United States in the Korean conflict as the “toughest decision” of his career,3 but, in truth, Secretary of State Acheson was the actual initiator of most of the key early decisions. Truman was at his home in Independence, Missouri, when he heard of the outbreak of war along the 38th parallel, and Acheson rapidly made the initial basic decisions in Washington. When Truman got back to the nation’s capital on June 26, he concurred in Acheson’s prompt action to obtain the United Nations Security Council’s resolution calling for a cease-fire in Korea and the withdrawal of the North Korean invaders from South Korea. Although he liked the strategic recommendations his secretary of state put before him, he realized they pointed toward quick involvement of American troops. Acheson also understood the consequences. “It looked as though we must steel ourselves for the use of force,” he later said of the conclusion he had reached even before Truman’s return. Acheson admitted that before he went to Blair House on the night of June 26 to confer with the President and other key executive advisers, his own mind “was pretty clear on where the course we were about to recommend would lead and why it was necessary that we follow the course.”4

In the next days of tense conferences between Truman and his top advisers, the President went along with virtually all the proposals put forth by Acheson, who, in turn, was framing the early strategic and diplomatic initiatives of the United States in the Korean War. Acheson, not Truman, was the most fervent proponent of committing American air, naval, and ground forces to the Korean action, and it was the secretary of state who was the instigator of the Security Council’s resolution on June 27 calling upon member states to contribute men and matériel to the defense of South Korea. Moreover, Truman’s bypassing of Congress was undertaken upon the persistent advice of Acheson. So strong was Acheson’s influence on Truman that none of the foremost military officials who were involved in the Blair House sessions that final week of June, including boisterous Secretary of Defense Johnson and much-respected Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Omar Bradley, challenged the secretary of state’s main ideas, even on military matters.

Truman surely deferred to Acheson’s judgment in taking the United States into the Korean conflict, but the President made the ultimate decision himself and alone. He agreed with Acheson because he thought what he advocated was right, and both men viewed appeasement of North Korea’s aggression as wrong and fraught with consequences as disastrous as the infamous appeasements of the 1930s. Truman later remarked, “It was my belief that if this aggression in Korea went unchallenged, as the aggression in Manchuria in 1931 and in Ethiopia in 1934 had gone unchallenged, the world was certain to be plunged into another world war.”5 The free world had failed to meet Adolf Hitler’s challenge when he crossed the borders of Austria and Czechoslovakia, and World War II was the result. Now, the North Korean attack across a clear-cut territorial boundary recalled the totalitarian expansionism of the 1930s and carried a parallel threat.

Actually, the North and South Koreans had been engaged in bloody clashes for several years on an escalating scale of violence. The 38th parallel was accepted by neither as more than a temporary occupation border imposed by the United States and the Soviet Union. The Korean War originated in chaotic conditions marked by tensions not only of the global Cold War but also of the indigenous civil war. However, Truman’s primary concern was to contain the great evil, communism, and he saw intervention as his only option. He tended to see choices in black and white and not to evaluate fully the gray areas in between. This precluded an assessment of alternative courses.

Truman’s next decision of monumental significance in the Korean situation was to authorize General of the Army Douglas MacArthur, commander in chief of the United Nations Command (CINCUNC), to advance into North Korea, liberate it from communist control, and bring about the reunification of the Korean nation. Twelve days had passed since MacArthur’s strategically brilliant amphibious assault at Inchon on September 15 that led to the rapid rout and disintegration of the North Korean Army operating below the 38th parallel. The Joint Chiefs of Staff, with Truman’s enthusiastic endorsement, issued a new directive for MacArthur, proclaiming his aim now to be the “destruction of the North Korean Armed Forces.” He was “authorized to conduct military operations north of the 38th Parallel in Korea, provided that at the time of such operations there has been no entry into North Korea by major Soviet or Chinese Communist forces.”6 On September 29, General of the Army George Marshall, who had succeeded Johnson as secretary of defense the previous week, sent a cordial, supportive cable to MacArthur, apparently with the President’s sanction: “We want you to feel unhampered tactically and strategically to proceed north of the 38th Parallel.”7 MacArthur’s self-assured response was a harbinger of things to come, proclaiming that he considered “all of Korea open for our military operations.”8

South Korean troops marched into North Korea on October 1, and that day MacArthur broadcast an unconditional surrender ultimatum to North Korea. Truman concurred wholeheartedly as Acheson and the U.S. delegation at the United Nations drafted a resolution that, in essence, would give UN approval to MacArthur’s forces liberating North Korea and reuniting the two Koreas as an independent, democratic state. The UN General Assembly adopted it on October 7 by a lopsided margin of forty-seven to five, with seven abstentions.9

With the President’s vision of the Korean debacle as a Cold War issue and with Washington euphoric after the spectacular Inchon triumph, Truman and his military chiefs moved boldly, if prematurely, to launch the liberation of North Korea from communist control. Surprisingly little attention was paid to possible Communist Chinese reactions as official Washington focused on the Soviet Union’s response and potential problems involved in the reunification and rehabilitation of the two Koreas. Truman and his advisers did not anticipate the withdrawal of Allied support in the face of an enormous escalation of fighting and the threat of World War III. The United Kingdom, the British Commonwealth nations, Turkey, and the other countries who had sent men and matériel to defend South Korea now might back away from involvement in a mounting conflict that Truman had initially characterized as a “police action.”

In shifting America’s objective from saving South Korea to rescuing North Korea, Truman also risked the chance of sacrificing the Fair Deal reforms at home, which were always more important to him personally than the outcome on the Korean peninsula. After the invasion of North Korea and the subsequent Chinese intervention, the media in America and in Allied countries frequently spoke of “Truman’s War.” Thus Truman found himself identified with a radically new and impossible objective, the liberation of North Korea, and an unpopular war which would become a bloody stalemate that he could neither win nor terminate. His hasty decisions had led him into an uncharted and undesired war that would ultimately lead to his political demise. The quixotic goal of seizing an entire state was the most absurd case in the Korean conflict of American leaders reveling in the vision of glorious triumphs as in the days of the Second World War.



EUROPE’S PRIORITY AND JAPAN’S OPPORTUNITY


Besides the American entry into the Korean War and the abortive effort to liberate North Korea, Truman played an extremely important role in creating the post-1945 network of collective security arrangements of the United States. Like Acheson and W. Averell Harriman, one of the most trusted White House advisers, Truman believed it was crucial for the United States to exert its military strength in Korea under the cover of the United Nations Command. He extolled the peace-keeping function of the United Nations, particularly since the General Assembly and Security Council could usually be counted upon to vote the way America wished. The identification of American security interests with those of the United Nations seemed beneficial to Truman. It bolstered the image of the United States in world public opinion and made the machinations of Moscow, Peking, and Pyongyang appear to be beyond the pale of international legitimacy. Truman took full advantage of the UN Charter’s section on collective security to create defense pacts with Japan, the Philippines, Australia and New Zealand, Latin America, and, most significantly, the nations of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization.

During the worst crisis of the Korean War, when Communist Chinese armies were expelling MacArthur’s troops from North Korea in December 1950, Truman named General of the Army Dwight Eisenhower as the first supreme Allied commander of NATO military forces. He also announced that American troops in Europe would be strongly reinforced and would serve as the nucleus of the new NATO military arm. This was a serious disappointment to MacArthur, who had been asking for four additional Army divisions to stop the Chinese advance. Senator Kenneth S. Wherry of Nebraska, the Republican floor leader and an ardent supporter of MacArthur, introduced a resolution in early January 1951 stating that “it is the sense of the Senate that no ground forces of the United States should be assigned to duty in the European area for the purposes of the North Atlantic Treaty pending the formulation of a policy with respect thereto by the Congress.”10

Wherry’s resolution precipitated the Great Debate, a long, acrimonious argument in the Senate and in the national media that centered on the President’s power to send troops to NATO without the approval of Congress and to set the strategic priority of the United States on West Europe rather than on the Korean struggle. With Senator Robert A. Taft of Ohio, the most prominent of Republican conservatives, endorsing the Wherry resolution, the Senate’s Armed Services and Foreign Relations committees began joint hearings on the issues in late January. On Capitol Hill, Generals Marshall and Eisenhower, as well as Acheson and other administration leaders, came to the assistance of President Truman in support of building NATO’s military strength against the contingency of a Soviet incursion into West Europe.

In spite of the news of increased fighting and soaring casualties in Korea, Secretary of Defense Marshall, with Truman’s public support, announced in mid-February 1951 that four American Army divisions were being transferred to West Europe. That April, Eisenhower established the new supreme Allied headquarters of NATO outside Paris. Meanwhile, the Senate tabled the Wherry resolution and accepted another that supported Eisenhower’s NATO appointment and the shipment of the four divisions to West Europe, although it added some rather weak provisions to restrict the American commitment to NATO, such as a caveat to the President to consult Congress before sending more American forces to Europe. The finale of the Great Debate was the Senate’s passage of this resolution in early April. It delighted Truman, who would attain another of his much-desired objectives the next week when he replaced MacArthur with General Matthew B. Ridgway as head of the United Nations, United States Far East, and Japanese occupation commands.

The President had been steadfast and courageous in his advocacy of the strategic priority of West Europe in American global planning. His position was not new, for he had been zealously striving for an Atlantic alliance to contain Soviet expansionism throughout the crises of 1947-1949 that led to the Marshall Plan, the Berlin air lift, and the birth of NATO. There is no question that Truman, while often making ultimate judgments in favor of positions earlier developed by such close advisers as Marshall, Acheson, and Harriman, was the crucial decision-maker in holding to the European priority. He preserved this through a crucial, chaotic period of Asia-first excitement in America when the pressures of the Korean War, McCarthyism, and the China Lobby were at their zenith.

The President’s judicious oversight of the occupation policies and administration in Japan since 1945 contributed to reshaping that nation and, if inadvertently, preparing it to serve as the invaluable base of operations for American and UN forces during the Korean conflict. Truman strongly supported the work of the State-War-Navy (and later Air Force) Coordinating Committee that formulated the basic policies for the American-dominated occupation of Japan. During the critical “reverse course” phase in policy shifts in 1947-1948, he was intensely interested in and committed to changing the occupation objectives from demilitarization and democratization to economic rehabilitation so that Japan could be molded into “the workshop of the Far East” and the economically strong ally of the West in the Cold War. The economic recovery of Japan had progressed slowly to 1950, so devastating had been the war’s impact on the country. But the seeds of the incredible economic boom of the ensuing decades were planted during the Korean War, thanks to farsighted efforts of the Truman administration. Its influence on Japan’s greatly improved business confidence and her new place in international trade was provided by the American-dominated formulation of the peace treaty with Japan that was signed at the San Francisco Conference in September 1951, over which Truman proudly presided.

On the advice of MacArthur as well as the Joint Chiefs, Truman approved major changes in occupation economic policy that unshackled Japanese big business from earlier restrictions. They allowed Japanese industry to provide many of the material needs of the huge buildup of United Nations Command personnel and facilities in the four main home islands. For the duration of the Korean hostilities, the Japanese economy was greatly boosted by eased loan credits, tax cuts, and other favorable policy alterations. Japan quickly became not only a powerful base of operations for the forces committed to the Korean peninsula but also the “arsenal of democracy” for the United Nations Command, reminiscent of the U.S. role toward Britain in 1940-1941. The huge influx of American special procurement orders for military materials and services, as well as loans and various forms of economic assistance from the United States, along with the personal spending of hundreds of thousands of American and Allied servicemen, brought a great surge in prosperity to Japan.

Prime Minister Shigeru Yoshida praised the Truman administration in an address to the Diet in early 1951 and noted that “the Korean War provided more stimulus for Japanese economic resurgence than did all the occupation efforts.”11 Many of the key American economic consultants sent to occupied Japan were men who had worked closely with Truman and were selected by him, one of whom was banking leader Joseph M. Dodge, who developed a vigorous program to stabilize Japan’s post-1945 economy and prepare the foundations for Japanese business to take advantage of the opportunities that came with the Korean War. (Earlier, Truman had sent Dodge to West Germany, where he had formulated a successful currency reform program.) Researchers have not yet given Truman the credit he deserves for his appointees who tried to help Japan and West Germany toward economic recovery. Truman was not an authority on economics, but in many of these selections he proved to be an uncannily keen judge of men, especially those with horse sense.



PROBLEMS OF WAR, NEGOTIATIONS, AND COMMANDERS


Though generally admiring Truman’s pugnacious stand against communist expansionism, a number of high-ranking American military leaders deplored his decision to open truce negotiations in July 1951. Earlier that summer Communist Chinese troops were suffering heavy losses in combat, facing serious supply shortages because of increased air raids, surrendering in unprecedented numbers, and attempting futilely to check the slow but steady advance of the UN forces. General James A. Van Fleet, commander of the U.S. Eighth Army, was vehement in his criticism of the orders from Washington prohibiting large-scale offensive operations when the truce talks got under way.

Inflexible and uncompromising toward communists, Ridgway at first saw the negotiations as “not unwelcome,” but he later became bellicose about the communists’ negotiating tactics of distortion and obstructionism. In September 1951 he complained to Army Chief of Staff J. Lawton Collins that the negotiations showed “the clear pattern of a consistent search for measures, whereby in one form or another, we accede to Communist demands…. There is only one language the Communists understand. Unfortunately we have yet to speak that language and conform our action to our words. We have yet to tell them ‘Here we stand and here we stay,’ and then to stay.”12 When Ridgway left Korea in 1952 to take command of NATO forces, he was not at all certain, to put it mildly, that the truce efforts were the wisest course.

Some maintain that Truman’s plan to virtually cease hostilities and move to the truce table in mid-1951 was a blunder because it presented the enemy with an unexpected opportunity to regroup forces and strengthen positions. They argue persuasively that it was erroneous for America and its coalition to conclude that a limited war had to end in a draw. It was not out of the question to achieve a limited military triumph or a negotiated peace that was more favorable than the armistice of 1953. If the Anglo-American alliance of World War II attained total victory but dubious postwar political gains, perhaps it was expecting too much for their leaders to adjust so quickly to limited conflict that they could perceive strategic assets being derived from it.

Vice Admiral C. Turner Joy, commander of U.S. Naval Forces, Far East (NAVFE), 1949-1952, and head of the American delegation during the first half of the prolonged Korean negotiations, believed that “the greatest handicap under which we negotiated was the apparent reluctance or inability, in a number of instances, of Washington to give us firm and minimum positions which would be supported by national policy. In other words, positions which we could carry through to the breaking point of negotiations if necessary.”13 Truman understood his presidential position clearly when he said “the buck stops here.” His roles in beginning the truce talks and inadequately supporting Joy and his successor on the overall American policy picture leave him quite vulnerable to criticism. His old Missouri standard of choosing the right thing was not all the counsel he needed in coordinating truce and combat moves and in dealing with communist negotiators.

Nevertheless, Truman’s exercise of his sense of right could be impressive. U. Alexis Johnson, a longtime senior official of the State Department, recalled a session with the President and his top lieutenants in the summer of 1952 when the “tough, hard issue” of voluntary repatriation of prisoners of war in Korea was discussed long and heatedly. “Truman made, at the [end of the] meeting, a very clear, unequivocable decision that he expressed to everybody there, that we were going to stand for voluntary repatriation, because that was the moral and the right thing to do.”14 In a later statement Johnson elaborated further:

With that clear-sighted sense of higher moral duty that guided him throughout his Presidency, Truman held out for the right of communist prisoners to refuse to be sent home to a life they hated and possibly to a firing squad. Had he taken the easy way out, I believe an armistice could have been signed well before the 1952 presidential election.15

Surely the President’s most courageous decision during the Korean War was to relieve MacArthur of his commands over U.S. and UN forces in the conflict and over the Allied occupation of Japan. Despite the fame of the Truman-MacArthur controversy, it is still a surprisingly little-known fact that the two men met only once—for a few hours on Wake Island in mid-October 1950. By then each had largely accepted the stereotype of the other that his assistants had long described.

Whereas MacArthur’s inner circle of generals at his Tokyo headquarters viewed Truman as a second-rate liberal politician with no knowledge of strategy or military affairs, they greatly underestimated Truman’s intelligence, cunning, determination, toughness, and especially his deep dislike of arrogance and pretension. On the other hand, Truman’s lieutenants who were most influential in his war-related decisions of 1950-1951—namely, Acheson, Harriman, Marshall, and Bradley—generally saw MacArthur as a vain, exhibitionistic, politically ambitious commander whose aggressiveness could trigger a third world war. Except for the dramatic triumph of the Inchon operation and the traditional respect among warriors for a senior and successful member of their clan that Marshall and Bradley still nourished, Truman’s principal advisers found little to praise about “The Big General,” as they and Truman sometimes called him. The President, echoing the sentiments of his confidants, also referred to the sometimes overbearing, presumptuous, and self-righteous officer as “The Right-Hand Man of God” and greatly oversimplified his removal of the Far East commander: “MacArthur left me no choice—I could no longer tolerate his insubordination.”16 In truth, neither the President nor the general tried very hard to establish effective communications with the other.

Truman did send a good friend and able representative, Major General Frank E. Lowe, to serve as liaison between the White House and the high command in Tokyo. He yanked Lowe home, however, when he removed MacArthur from Korea, mainly because Lowe had become more sympathetic to MacArthur’s views than to Truman’s on the conduct of the war. Afterward, Lowe retained a strong esteem for both men and was convinced that Truman and MacArthur “actually saw things alike” on many matters, but “the two were deliberately pulled apart and pitted against each other by third parties” in the White House and General Headquarters, Tokyo.17 In retrospect, the Truman-MacArthur collision was precipitated not only by differences over strategy and civil-military relations but also by an unfortunate breakdown in communications between the two men, as well as between MacArthur and the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

Ridgway succeeded MacArthur in April 1951 and, in turn, was followed by General Mark Clark in May 1952 as head of the United Nations Command, United States Far East Command, and United States Army Forces, Far East.18 Truman had comparatively few problems in his dealings with Ridgway. The President observed later that Ridgway had done “a fine job of carrying out the administration’s policy. General Ridgway did not always agree with policy or with the Joint Chiefs of Staff, but he was meticulous in carrying out directives.” Truman particularly praised Ridgway’s “firm and effective” leadership of the occupation in Japan and his relations with President Syngman Rhee and other ranking South Korean civil and military leaders.19 Ironically, the next President, five-star General Eisenhower, would encounter great difficulties with Ridgway as Army chief of staff, and the latter would resign his post after two tempestuous years.

The third and final wartime head of the UN and Far East commands was General Mark Clark, for whom Truman had developed considerable respect during and since his dogged leadership of American forces in Italy in World War II. He named Clark as Ridgway’s successor in Tokyo in May 1952; Clark retained the position until after the Korean armistice in July 1953. Truman seemed satisfied with Clark’s performance, though it was a tense period of balancing truce moves with limited combat operations that was frustrating for Clark and his forces. Later, Clark commented, “In carrying out the instructions of my government, I gained the unenviable distinction of being the first United States Army commander in history to sign an armistice without victory…. I believe that the Armistice, by and large, was a fair one—considering that we lacked the determination to win the war.”20 By the time of the truce, of course, Clark was serving under a new commander in chief—Eisenhower.

Ridgway and Clark enjoyed harmonious relations, for the most part, with the Truman administration because of two factors lacking in the Mac Arthur-Truman relationship. First, they had served in high-level military positions in Washington and Europe during the early years of the Cold War and had been involved in or kept well informed on the formulation of America’s postwar strategy, of which the centerpiece was containment in Europe. MacArthur, to the contrary, had not been on duty in the States since 1935, was not closely in touch with the Cold War strategists’ thinking, and was identified with critics of the Truman administration’s East Asian policy. Second, Ridgway and Clark had the good fortune, if serving during a stalemate can be so labeled, to hold the Far East theater command when American policy objectives in Korea had become fairly stabilized and consistent. On the other hand, the objectives of the United States in Korea changed at least four times between May 1950, the eve of war, and April 1951, when MacArthur left Tokyo. The American positions ranged from the prewar one of pronouncing Korea strategically useless to the later one of forcefully liberating North Korea from the communist sphere.

MacArthur may not have had a valid grievance when he charged that the Truman administration had no clear policy on Korea, but he had grounds for complaint that the policy shifts were too frequent and too abrupt, and that he was not kept fully informed. It may well be that neither Ridgway nor Clark could have survived the roller-coaster effect of American policy changes in Korea during the period when MacArthur presided over the first phase of U.S. and UN operations. As America’s first modern limited war and the first armed clash between the Cold War opponents, the Korean War was a unique challenge to Truman and his officials; experimentation and flexible responses may have been necessary. But there is little question that, with the flawed communications between Mac Arthur and official Washington, he was not kept as abreast of the intent of his superiors as were Ridgway and Clark. Demonstrating patience and understanding toward pompous, defiant generals was not Truman’s forte.
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