
[image: Cover: The Darkest Summer, by Bill Sloan]



[image: Images]





Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: The Darkest Summer by Bill Sloan, Simon & Schuster]






To Alana Alyeene Henderson Sloan—my anchor, my armor, my compass, and the love of my life. Thanks for being there.





[image: Images]





CHAPTER 1 [image: Image] SUDDENLY, A NOT-SO-SUDDEN WAR


AS DARKNESS FELL on Saturday, June 24, 1950, it was “party time” in Seoul, capital of the fledgling Republic of South Korea. The afternoon had been oppressively hot and humid, but by dusk, storm clouds were gathering above the mountains to the north, and a celebratory mood, nurtured by hopes of rain, blossomed among the ancient city’s 1.5 million residents.

A bountiful rice harvest depended on the torrential downpours of the summer monsoon season. Without them, famine would sweep like a plague across the Korean peninsula, one of the poorest and most primitive areas of Asia. The spring had been unseasonably dry, but now it appeared certain that the indispensable rains were on their way.

In anticipation, Republic of Korea Army headquarters had authorized fifteen-day leaves for thousands of enlisted men to allow them to help their families in the rice paddies. Many other troops in the ROK defensive force stationed at the 38th Parallel—the line, just over thirty-five miles north of Seoul, that divided South Korea and the Communist North—had been given the weekend off as a reward for serving through months of hostile incidents and false alarms along the frontier. These were comforting, perhaps necessary, gestures toward the troops, but their effect was to leave fewer than a third of the 38,000-man ROK force assigned to border defense on duty at the parallel.

The Republic of Korea Army brass, meanwhile, were celebrating the opening of a new officers’ club in Seoul, where they were joined by virtually all the American officers of the 500-member Korean Military Advisory Group (KMAG), charged with helping the ROKs achieve combat readiness. Later in the evening, the Americans would return the favor by hosting the South Koreans at the regular Saturday night dance at the lavish KMAG officers’ open mess. Having completed his tour of duty, Brigadier General William L. Roberts, retiring commander of the KMAG, had sailed for the States that very afternoon. Otherwise, he doubtlessly would have been at the center of the festivities.

In embassy bars and other elite venues, the 2,000 members of the American diplomatic mission in Seoul also came out to play. Since the arrival of the first Americans in South Korea in 1945, the mission had grown into the largest such U.S. contingent in the world, but only a handful of the staff was involved in military matters. Most were there to support the struggling economic and political systems of a nation that, after generations of outside control, had virtually no experience in administering its own affairs.

The diplomats’ cocktail conversations focused on the recent visit to Seoul and the 38th Parallel by John Foster Dulles, U.S. ambassador to the United Nations. They joked about Dulles’s remarks on South Korea’s progress toward “responsible representative government” and a “vitalized economy,” both still distant goals. There was almost no mention of rice harvests or monsoons, much less the possibility of a North Korean invasion.



On the eve of his retirement as head of the KMAG, General Roberts had boasted in an interview with Time magazine of his group’s success in molding the ROK military into a force capable of meeting any threat posed by the North Korean People’s Army (NKPA). “The South Koreans have the best damn army outside the United States,” Roberts had said flatly. He also maintained that tank warfare was impossible among the narrow roads and boggy rice paddies of Korea. His superiors in Washington and Tokyo took the general at his word, despite damning evidence to the contrary. He could not have been more wrong.

In terms of sheer numbers, the ROK Army was actually a bit larger than its northern counterpart, with total manpower of about 145,000—nearly 50 percent of whom would become casualties within the first six weeks of the war. It encompassed eight divisions, half of them clustered along the 38th Parallel or in the vicinity of Seoul, but most ROK infantry units were armed with nothing more formidable than M-1 rifles, light machine guns, and small-caliber mortars. Backing the infantry were five battalions of field artillery, but they were equipped only with obsolete, short-range 105-millimeter howitzers of a type the U.S. Army had scrapped several years earlier.

The ROKs didn’t have a single tank or combat aircraft. They had no heavy artillery, large-bore 4.2-inch mortars, recoilless rifles for antitank warfare, or spare parts for their vehicles. Up-to-date weaponry had been withheld from the South Koreans on orders from Washington for fear that overzealous ROK officers might use it to attack North Korea. Nevertheless, U.S. Ambassador John Muccio’s first secretary, Harold Noble, had confidently assured the powers at home that “The ROKs can not only stop an attack but move north and capture the Communist capital in two weeks.”

Washington apparently took Noble at his word, and on this last night of peace on the Korean peninsula, almost no one in Washington was very interested in the ROK Army anyway. That was about to change with heart-stopping suddenness.



Steady rain began falling after midnight, saturating parched rice paddies across the countryside and gaining steadily in intensity until it was cascading down in endless sheets. Wet but happy workers sang in the early morning as they splashed across the bridge over the Han River, grateful for the reviving downpour. For American and ROK officers, soldiers on leave, and minor diplomats, the festive atmosphere began to fade. Last call came at the embassy bars and the KMAG officers’ open mess, and weary or inebriated celebrants toddled off to their beds (or to someone else’s).

What had been a fine night for a party became a fine predawn for a refreshing sleep. Soon, most of Seoul joined in, oblivious to what was happening just over thirty-five miles to the north.



Poised within a few dozen yards of the 38th Parallel on that rainy Sunday morning stood 90,000 North Korean troops—seven infantry divisions, plus another infantry regiment; an armored brigade; a motorcycle regiment; and a brigade of border guards. Despite their exceptionally large numbers, they were apparently unnoticed by the ROKs or the KMAG—possibly because the attention of the South Korean and American officers was focused elsewhere. The NKPA troops were supported by 150 Soviet T-34 medium tanks, 200 combat aircraft, numerous 122-millimeter howitzers, 76-millimeter self-propelled guns, and heavy mortars. They’d been standing by ever since Friday, June 23, awaiting final orders to invade South Korea at five key points along the frontier. Their officers were mostly young but experienced veterans of combat against the Japanese and the Chinese Nationalists, and now they were tense and eager as the moment neared to surge across the parallel. Three of the massed infantry divisions, led by tanks, would strike directly toward Seoul.

The smell of diesel fumes rose in the murky darkness as the Soviet T-34s began cranking their engines. They were heavily armored, battle-proven, and formidably armed, each mounting an 85-millimeter cannon and two heavy machine guns. These were the same kind of tanks that had halted the Nazi assault on Moscow, and they had been the standard of Soviet armored divisions ever since. There was nothing in the thinly manned, ill-equipped ROK lines to the south that could possibly slow them down, much less stop them.



Captain Joseph Darrigo, the only member of the Korean Military Advisory Group who hadn’t joined the Saturday night revelry in Seoul—and therefore the lone remaining U.S. officer at the 38th Parallel on Sunday morning, June 25, 1950—awoke with a start at about 4:00 AM to the thunder of heavy artillery. Darrigo’s housemate, Lieutenant William Hamilton, was spending the weekend in the capital city, along with the rest of the KMAG.

As Darrigo sat up in bed, listening intently, the young captain from Darien, Connecticut, felt very much alone.

At first, he thought the firing might be merely another in an ongoing series of border incidents involving rival patrols and gunners on opposite sides of the parallel; dozens of such incidents had flared along the frontier in recent weeks. But as the sounds intensified and the ground shuddered beneath the stone house where he and Hamilton were quartered, Darrigo realized he was witnessing something much larger—and ominously close.

Darrigo had been stationed at the parallel for six months, a near record for members of the high-turnover KMAG. During that time, he’d become increasingly convinced that the 135,000-man North Korean People’s Army was planning a blatant attack on the South, aimed at reuniting the two Koreas by force. In Darrigo’s mind, the only remaining question was when the NKPA would strike.

He bounded out of bed and grabbed his trousers, pulling them on as he raced outside for a better look and wondering, Is this it? Is this the start of the war I’ve been expecting?

The answer was soon obvious. Darrigo saw scores of artillery muzzle flashes reflecting off low-hanging clouds to the north. Even more alarming, he heard the distinctive clatter of automatic weapons fire nearby and getting closer. By the time he could run back to snatch up his shoes and shirt, jump into his jeep, and careen down a dusty road toward the town of Kaesong, a few hundred yards away, machine-gun and small-arms rounds were pinging off the stone walls of the house.

At a traffic circle in the center of the town, he jerked the jeep to a halt and stared in amazement as a train packed with a full regiment of North Korean infantry pulled into the railway station, and the soldiers poured off the cars and into the streets. They spotted Darrigo almost immediately, and it seemed to him as if every one of them began firing in his direction at once. With bullets whining past him, Darrigo floor-boarded the jeep and streaked south toward the headquarters compound of the ROK First Division to sound the alarm.

As far as can be documented today, Joe Darrigo had just become the only American military eyewitness to the invasion of South Korea by massive forces from the Communist North. He would always consider it a miracle that he survived to tell about it.



To Lieutenant Jin Hak Kim, a young officer of the ROK First Division, also stationed near Kaesong and a short distance from Captain Darrigo, the blitzkrieg-style attack by the NKPA seemed to come as abruptly as a flash of lightning. As he slept in a dugout carved into the side of a hill and topped with sandbags, the force of the first enemy shells knocked Jin out of his cot and sent dirt and debris pouring down on him.

“The war began with a sudden eruption of artillery fire,” he recalled years later, “a barrage laid onto our lines all along our sector of the frontier. One minute there was rain and silence; the next, a hellish din and explosions all around us.”

Jin struggled into his clothes and ran outside. The first thing he saw was one of his sergeants sprawled near the door of the dugout and groaning in agony. When the stunned lieutenant reached down and tried to move the wounded man out of his path, the sergeant’s whole right arm fell off. “It had been severed near the shoulder,” Jin said. “He groaned again and was dead.”



Despite the shock felt by Jin and countless others, there was nothing sudden about the invasion. Storm clouds of war had been gathering over the Korean peninsula for well over a year, and Joe Darrigo was far from alone in expecting the Communist North to launch a full-scale assault against its southern neighbor.

Many other on-site observers had watched and listened uneasily for months as ominous warnings, bellicose threats, and border incursions by both sides inflamed relations between the two Koreas. In May 1949, ROK forces had been guilty of one of the most inflammatory border incidents when they crossed the parallel, advanced more than two miles into North Korea, and attacked several villages. By December 1949, the situation had deteriorated to the point that Major J. R. Ferguson, a British military attaché in Seoul, reported his grave concern to the Foreign Office in London.

“On the question of aggression by the North,” Ferguson warned, “there can be no doubt whatever that their ultimate objective is to overrun the South; and I think in the long term there is no doubt that they will do so.” He went on to add, however, that subversion by Communist sympathizers in the South seemed a likelier vehicle for a takeover than open aggression by the NKPA.

There were, in fact, many in the South who wished to unify Korea by embracing communism and joining the North, and they played a key role in laying the groundwork for the invasion through sabotage and harassing guerrilla actions. Simultaneously, the Soviet Union and the new Communist rulers of China, who had recently ousted Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalists from the Asian mainland, were also pouring military equipment and expertise into North Korea. The equipment was plainly offensive in nature, and 3,000 tough, seasoned Soviet officers were busily teaching the NKPA to use it to maximum advantage.

Only hours before the invasion, Captain Vyvyan Holt of the British Legation had advised British civilians to leave Seoul for safer areas to the south. For weeks, U.S. Intelligence had also heard, and duly reported, ongoing rumors of impending conflict, but Washington had paid little heed. High-ranking officials in the State Department—and the Truman administration in general—as well as top American military commanders in the Far East continued to turn blind eyes and deaf ears to increasingly volatile signals.

In his memoirs, published in 1956, Truman utilized the advantages of hindsight to excuse his administration’s failure to heed those signals. He acknowledged receiving warnings from the Central Intelligence Agency throughout the spring of 1950 that North Korea might “attack at any time.” But there was nothing in the information to provide any clue, Truman wrote, “as to whether an attack was certain or when it was likely to come.” Furthermore, he added, Korea was merely one among “any number of other spots in the world” where the Soviets or their allies were capable of launching an attack.

Rather than reacting to increasingly obvious threats from the north by beefing up the ROK Army and U.S. combat forces in the region, Washington’s major concern was that the South Korean military might itself resort to aggressive force. Published remarks such as those of the KMAG’s General Roberts only added to this concern and reinforced the Pentagon’s decision to withhold up-to-date weaponry from the ROK Army.

Hence, even if South Korea’s border defense force had been at full strength, it would have been no match for the NKPA and its tanks. For the Soviets’ part, they had scant reason to fear interference in Korea from the same U.S. government that had meekly stood by the previous year as Nationalist China, a principal American ally in World War II, was overrun by Mao Zedong’s Communist armies.



The prevailing mood across the United States in the late spring of 1950 could be described as a mixture of smug indifference to tensions brewing in the Far East and determination not to allow any foreign disturbances to spoil the public’s indulgence in peace, prosperity, and propagation. It had been five years since Americans had led the Allies to victory in World War II, the largest conflict in history; now, as citizens of the mightiest superpower ever created, they were intent on enjoying the fruits of peace.

The postwar “baby boom” was in full blossom. Young, growing families were tightly focused on obtaining new houses, new cars, new appliances, and other long-denied consumer goods. They were consumed with nest-building, child-raising, and “getting ahead.” After a decade and a half of privation and sacrifice, America was experiencing its “best years.” People in general had never felt freer or more optimistic about the future. The last thing on Earth they wanted to think about was another damn war.

The attitude on Capitol Hill closely mirrored the public mood. With the full approval of President Truman and much of Congress, Defense Secretary Louis Johnson was busily downsizing, and demoralizing, the U.S. military establishment with drastic budget cuts. Many political leaders—and even some generals and admirals—believed that America’s clear superiority in nuclear weapons was enough to prevent any serious armed threat to U.S. power anywhere in the world.

America’s vast conventional war machine and huge armies that had defeated the Nazis and Japanese in World War II were now considered obsolete relics of the past. The same military that had paid in blood for the Allied victory was now cast as a self-indulgent national villain, guilty of wanton waste and senseless duplication, and thus a deserving target of federal cost cutters.

In the transition to peace, significant reductions in military spending were, without question, amply justified. But Washington’s budgetary axmen didn’t stop with trimming the fat; they also hacked away dangerous amounts of muscle and bone. As a result, by June 1950, the nation’s armed forces bore no resemblance to what they had been in September 1945. During that fifty-seven-month span, military manpower had shrunk to approximately 8.5 percent of its peak wartime strength, and most of what was left was minimally trained, poorly conditioned, and meagerly equipped for conventional warfare.

Meanwhile, although the Soviet bloc had yet to confront U.S. arms directly, it had blatantly pursued a Cold War aimed at worldwide Communist domination, repeatedly challenging American resolve around the globe. It had gobbled up Eastern Europe by force, tried to strangle West Berlin with a blockade, aided Communist rebels in Southeast Asia, and helped Mao’s armies seize control of the Chinese mainland.

The official U.S. response to all this ranged from the nonconfrontational determination of the Berlin Airlift to the bland acceptance of Communist China. Dean Acheson, Truman’s dovish secretary of state, insisted on a conciliatory policy toward the Red Chinese that included cutting off aid to Nationalist forces on Formosa. Members of the Senate’s conservative “China lobby” were enraged, charging both Truman and Acheson with being “soft on communism,” although they were unable to do anything of substance to toughen or alter the administration’s position. They were less upset, however, in January 1950, when Acheson pointedly left Korea out of a projected American defense zone in the Far East.



The series of events that had led to the division of Korea at the close of World War II seemed at the time to occur haphazardly, almost by accident. But these events, which continue to impact international politics today, were actually products of a well-calculated land grab by an opportunistic Soviet Union and a marked lack of control or planning by an indifferent United States.

The shattering defeat of czarist Russia in its 1905 war with Japan had left a forty-year-old wound in Russian national pride that lingered long after the czar had been overthrown and replaced by a Soviet Socialist regime. Among the territories lost in the Russo-Japanese War was the Korean peninsula, seized by Japan in 1910 and held until 1945 as a captive nation in which every facet of Korean industry, agriculture, government, and society had been ruled by the Japanese for the sole benefit of Japan. Now the Soviets wanted those lands back, and Korea, lying at the center of a “strategic triangle” bordered by China, Japan, and Russia, was the major prize at stake.

Throughout its history, Korea (or Chosen, as it was known under Japanese rule) had never enjoyed true independence or self-rule because it was always dominated by one of its powerful neighbors. China had held sway on the peninsula from ancient times until 1895, when Japan wrested Korea away. But the very next year, intervention by several European powers and an alliance between Russia and China had forced the Japanese out and given the Russians control of Korea through a long-term “lease.” Less than a decade later, however, Japan’s victory in the Russo-Japanese War had nullified that arrangement.

In the late summer of 1945, the Soviets saw a golden opportunity to regain control of Korea—and this time they intended for the lease to be permanent.



Two days after an American atomic bomb incinerated Hiroshima, the Soviets knew the time was ripe to make a last-minute entry into the Pacific conflict. By declaring war against Japan on August 8, 1945, the U.S.S.R. tacitly fulfilled a pledge made months earlier by Joseph Stalin to President Franklin Roosevelt at the Yalta Conference. At the same time, with a notable absence of forethought, the Americans had agreed that the Soviets would be allowed to accept the surrender of Japanese troops in the northern part of Korea while U.S. forces did the same in the South. From the seeds planted by this arrangement, massive armed conflict would erupt on the Korean peninsula less than five years later.

If the Kremlin’s declaration of war on Japan had come three or four months earlier, when U.S. troops were caught up in the bloodbath at Okinawa, it might have materially hastened the end of hostilities. But as it was, the Soviet declaration was of no military value to the United States. The “war” between the U.S.S.R. and Japan lasted exactly one week.

On August 11, a second U.S. atomic bomb devastated Nagasaki, and four days later, Emperor Hirohito told his countrymen by radio that Japan had accepted Allied surrender terms. At that point, thousands of Red Army troops were poised just across the Korean border in Manchuria and ready to claim whatever share of the victors’ spoils might be available.

Until a few days before the Pacific war ended, the Pentagon had shown little or no long-range strategic interest in Korea, and few Americans knew—or cared—anything about the little-known land. During the Soviets’ rapid, almost unopposed advance through Manchuria in the final days of the war, however, U.S. military leaders belatedly decided that America needed to retain a sizable stake in postwar Korea. Their reasoning was based less on any strategic value attached to the Korean peninsula than on a desire to test the intentions of the Soviets in the Far East. The Americans suggested that the 38th Parallel become the informal boundary line of the moment between the U.S. and Soviet occupation zones, despite the fact that the Red Army was clearly in a position to occupy all of Korea, if it chose, before U.S. occupation forces could reach the country in strength. To Washington’s relief, Moscow accepted the line without hesitation. One key reason may have been that Stalin was aiming for bigger game—namely a Soviet-controlled sector of Japan proper, similar to the one held by the Red Army in Germany, but Truman refused even to discuss such an arrangement.

At any rate, by September 8, 1945, when the first token American military unit landed at the Korean port of Inchon, Soviet troops had been encamped at the 38th Parallel for several weeks. A few Red Army units had temporarily moved farther south, toward Seoul, but when they were informed of the approved demarcation line, they hastily—and quietly—withdrew.

In this period of preliminary sparring leading up to the Cold War, Washington was anxious to see how Moscow would react if some sort of permanent and binding limits were set on Soviet territorial claims. Consequently, on the night of November 10, 1945, a coordinating committee composed of representatives from the State, War, and Navy departments hastily designated the 38th Parallel as the formal dividing line between the Soviet and American sectors of control. The parallel, which ran across the middle of the Korean peninsula, dividing it into approximately equal halves (although the North contains some 8,500 more square miles of space than the South), seemed the most logical point of demarcation.

At first there was concern that the Soviets wouldn’t agree. A young Army colonel named Dean Rusk, a future secretary of state and one of two committee members who initially recommended the 38th Parallel, worried that the line was too far north for the American military to enforce. But at the same time, Rusk said he “felt it important” to include Seoul, as the capital of Korea, in the area of American responsibility.

There was also concern among American diplomats that the Soviets might balk because most of Korea’s light industry and best farmland lay within the proposed U.S. zone, and the population of the South was more than double that of the North (21 million to 9 million).

Even before the end of World War II, Rusk and others in the War Department had expressed concern about Soviet territorial ambitions in Asia, warning that Korea might offer “a tempting opportunity” for the Soviets to acquire ice-free ports and strengthen their economic resources in the Far East. In this case, however, the Soviets readily acquiesced.

As British historian Max Wells would observe some three decades later, “To neither side, at this period, did the peninsula seem to possess any inherent value, except as a testing ground for mutual intentions. The struggle for political control of China herself was beginning in earnest. Beside the fates and boundaries of great nations that were now being decided, Korea counted for little. Stalin was content to settle for half.”

The Soviets weren’t nearly so charitable in Eastern Europe, where they focused their attention for the next few years on welding together the Iron Curtain. In North Korea, they simply installed a native Marxist named Kim Il Sung as their surrogate head of state and made liberal use of their armaments and expertise to build a formidable army to support Kim.

Below the parallel, meanwhile, Major General John R. Hodge, who had commanded the Army’s XXIV Corps in the Battle of Okinawa, was welcomed to Seoul by wildly cheering crowds. Hodge’s orders from Washington were to treat the Koreans as a “liberated people” and help create a government “in harmony with U.S. policies.”

Hodge had proved to be a tough, courageous battle commander, but he was, in the words of one historian, “a tactless man unsuited to any diplomacy beyond the barracks level.” He committed a crucial blunder on the first day of the American occupation by allowing Japanese police in Korea to remain armed and in charge of maintaining order. Many Koreans who had cheered the Americans’ arrival a short time earlier now joined mobs of rioters in the streets to protest Hodge’s action.

Hodge himself seemed unconcerned. Far from viewing the Koreans as a “liberated people,” he classified them as “the same breed of cat” as the Japanese and made it clear that he regarded them as conquered enemies. The Japanese police were disarmed and disbanded only after Army Chief of Staff General George C. Marshall ordered Hodge to do so and warned him to refrain from further insults to the Koreans, but the American occupation was off to a shaky start.

By December 1945, Hodge was so demoralized by the lack of stability and progress in Korea that he urged the U.S. Far East commander, General Douglas MacArthur (who forwarded Hodge’s report to President Truman), to press for removal of all U.S. and Soviet troops. Hodge would remain in Korea as U.S. vice consul for four years, however, and his opinion of the Koreans never showed any signs of significant change during that period. Neither did the Koreans’ opinion of him.

Admittedly, Hodge—who had no experience in governing civilians or trying to stabilize an economy, a society, and a political system in chaos—received little guidance from Washington, and few members of his staff even spoke Korean. Among his primary responsibilities was establishment of a police force that would form the nucleus of a South Korean military. It was a huge task at best, and one hampered at every turn by mutual distrust and inadequate communication between Americans and South Koreans.

Into this fractious atmosphere, in mid-October 1945, came Syngman Rhee, a fiery Korean anti-Communist who, as the war ended, had proclaimed himself head of an unrecognized “provisional Korean government” while living in exile in America. He was brought to Korea at the behest of General MacArthur, who saw him as a leader who could rally widespread public support, and with the support of Chinese Nationalist leader Chiang Kai-shek and influential Korean exiles.

One of Rhee’s major strengths in the beginning was that few Koreans knew very much about him. Most other prominent political figures in South Korea were stigmatized by a history of collaboration with the Japanese. Another strength was that the Americans, who were struggling to comprehend an alien culture and society, felt comfortable with Rhee. He spoke flawless English, was familiar with America and its institutions, and seemed an ideal father figure for South Korea despite his acerbic personality and uncompromising nationalism.



By 1948, Korea had become, in most surface respects, two separate nations, and the South seemed to be moving, albeit in fits and starts, toward something resembling independence. In May of that year, despite Communist terror tactics that left 100 people dead, nine-tenths of South Korea’s registered voters went to the polls to elect Rhee the country’s first president. By July, a constitution had been written and enacted.

From the beginning of his administration, Rhee’s vehemence about uniting all of Korea under a democratic government and his castigation of his American sponsors for allowing the North to be controlled by the Soviets were major points of U.S. concern. The North Koreans also wanted the country united but under their own totalitarian regime, and toward that end, they had sent many saboteurs and collaborators into the South. For this reason, the idea of countrywide unification elections, proposed by some in the United Nations, had little appeal to Washington at this point.

What the Pentagon seemed to want more than anything else, once Rhee was installed in office, was disengagement. America’s military leaders, increasingly pinched by ever-tightening budgets, began petitioning for withdrawal of the 40,000 U.S. occupation troops remaining in South Korea. Both the CIA and top State Department officials feared that without a significant ongoing American military presence to prop it up, the Rhee government couldn’t survive, but the Pentagon was determined, and large-scale troop withdrawals began within weeks of Rhee’s election.

By November 1948, amid a growing climate of violence and oppression by the government, Rhee tried to maintain control by imposing heavy restrictions on the Korean press and ordering the arrest of hundreds of citizens for political crimes. Kim Ku, widely regarded as Rhee’s most creditable rival for the presidency, was assassinated the following June by suspected Rhee henchmen.

In stating the Pentagon’s position, Undersecretary of the Army William H. Draper Jr. echoed the previously expressed sentiments of Secretary of State Acheson, describing Korea as of “little strategic interest” to the United States and emphasizing that the U.S. military withdrawal would be total. Leaving a reduced contingent of American troops in Korea—one small enough to be overwhelmed in a large-scale NKPA attack—would merely be inviting trouble, Draper contended. After months of study, the National Security Council agreed, expressing fear that if U.S. forces should be destroyed in Korea or forced to abandon the country in the face of an attack by the North, American prestige would be “seriously damaged.”

Furthermore, Draper added—and this was the clincher—there was no money in the Army’s budget for maintaining a substantial U.S. force in South Korea past early 1949.

Before the end of June 1948, the last U.S. occupation troops were gone from South Korea, leaving only the 500-member Korean Military Assistance Group to train the ROK Army. But since the Soviets had already removed all Red Army troops from the North, Washington turned a deaf ear to Rhee’s demands for a larger continued U.S. military presence.

By any measure, the Soviets’ unprecedented eagerness to rid Korea of all foreign troops should have been a clear indication of Moscow’s belief that the North Korean People’s Army was now potent enough not only to keep Premier Kim Il Sung in power but also to conquer South Korea all by itself. Still, U.S. disengagement from the South was now a fait accompli, and America’s military leaders clearly had no intention of backtracking.



Five years after the end of World War II, Moscow’s priorities had shifted dramatically. Eastern Europe was securely under the thumb of the Red Army and various Soviet puppet regimes, and Communist armies had completed the seizure of mainland China. Stalin was no longer content with half of anything.

North Korea had more than enough spies and saboteurs in the South to recognize the weaknesses and excesses that plagued the Rhee government. To the bitter disappointment of those who had backed Rhee to lead South Korea, the Korean people themselves developed a deep and growing distrust of their president and his rigid, totalitarian policies—and, by extension, for the Americans who had made it all possible.

Although Rhee clung ruthlessly to power, his steadily dwindling popularity was dramatically illustrated in May 1950 in elections for a new National Assembly. Right-wing candidates supported by Rhee won only 49 seats in the assembly—fewer than 30 percent—while independents and other parties captured 174.

“With the advantage of hindsight,” wrote British historian Max Hastings, “it is evident that United States policy in postwar Korea was clumsy and ill-conceived. It reflected not only a lack of understanding, but a lack of interest in the country and its people beyond their potential as bricks in the wall against Communist aggression. This failure… lay close to the heart of the United States’ difficulties not only with Korea, but also with China and subsequently with Vietnam.”

In June 1950, when the target of Communist expansion became South Korea, it was merely the latest chapter in a long, repetitious story. The Soviets still weren’t eager to challenge American arms directly, but based on past experience, Moscow and Peking had no reason to fear massive American intervention on the Korean peninsula. They assumed that the subjugation of the South would be completed in days. Meanwhile, they expected the United States to protest loudly to the United Nations, seek toothless UN resolutions condemning the attack, and perhaps threaten various empty economic sanctions. And that, they believed, would be the end of it.

This time they were wrong. This time Truman would make the strikingly bold decision to block further Communist expansion by committing U.S. ground forces to combat for the first time since VJ Day. But thanks to his own administration’s relentless spree of cost-cutting, most of the troops at Truman’s disposal were pathetically unprepared to fight in Korea or anyplace else.

“By June 1950, Harry Truman and Louis Johnson had all but wrecked the conventional military forces of the United States,” charged historian Clay Blair. “The fault was Truman’s alone.”

By this point in his administration, however, there was no question that Truman possessed extraordinary inner resolve and a rare ability to make difficult decisions in times of crisis. To sidestep the need for congressional approval of U.S. military intervention in Korea, Truman refused to define the conflict as a “war.” It was, he insisted, merely a “police action” taken under the auspices of the United Nations.

The bloody struggle to halt a Communist takeover of South Korea would eventually bring more than 1.3 million U.S. military personnel to Korea, claim more than 33,000 American lives, cost a total of 142,000 American combat casualties, and drag on for three years. It would cause the deaths of at least 1 million Koreans and untold thousands of Chinese. But it would never actually end the hostile stalemate between North and South. As this is written, no peace treaty has ever been signed between the belligerents, whose forces continue to face each other across a demilitarized no-man’s-land where armed clashes still flare occasionally. In effect, the undeclared, not-so-sudden war that began in a divided Korea on June 25, 1950, continues today. Six full decades after Truman initiated his “police action,” no permanent resolution is yet in sight.

These negatives notwithstanding, the Korean War could well have ended on a far more somber and damaging note for the United States. As the long, frenetic summer of 1950 unfolded, American forces’ initial attempts to halt North Korea’s aggression were both feeble and futile as the invaders swept south with impunity. But by the time that pivotal season faded into autumn, the war would see a stunning reversal of fortunes, one engineered by courageous U.S. Marines and Army GIs, who overcame seemingly hopeless odds to win the victories that saved South Korea from oblivion.






CHAPTER 2 [image: Image] AN ARMY IN DISARRAY


SHORTLY AFTER TEN o’clock on Saturday evening, June 24, 1950 (Sunday, June 25 in Korea), President Truman was relaxing in the library of his family home in Independence, Missouri, where he’d come for the weekend to attend to some pressing personal business. When the telephone rang and Truman lifted the receiver, he heard the distraught voice of Secretary of State Dean Acheson on the line.

“Mr. President, I have very serious news,” Acheson said. “The North Koreans have invaded South Korea.”

After Truman caught his breath, his first impulse was to return to Washington immediately, but Acheson persuaded him to wait until the next morning, when more detailed information would be available. In the meantime, Acheson would ask for an emergency meeting of the UN Security Council to condemn North Korea’s aggression and demand a cease-fire. He would also alert the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the secretaries of the Army, Navy, and Air Force that Truman wanted to meet with them as soon as possible.

Back in the nation’s capital the following day, Truman faced his top military advisers and digested their grim assessment that an all-out attack on South Korea was under way.

“I don’t think the Russians are ready to start a war with us, Mr. President,” said General Omar Bradley, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, who had returned a few hours earlier from a trip to the Far East with Defense Secretary Louis Johnson, “but they’re obviously testing us. The line has to be drawn somewhere, and I think we ought to draw it now.”

“I agree,” Truman said. “The Russians are trying to get Korea by default. They’re gambling that we’re too afraid of starting a third world war to offer any resistance, but I think we’re still holding the stronger hand—although it’s hard to tell how much stronger.”

Over the next two days, the situation deteriorated with sickening speed while UN demands for a cease-fire were ignored by the hard-charging North Koreans. On June 27, a message reached Truman’s desk from General Douglas MacArthur, supreme commander of U.S. forces in the Far East, who had just returned from a flying visit to the battlefront near the city of Suwon. The message was rife with alarming information. Soviet-built tanks were entering the suburbs of Seoul. President Syngman Rhee and his government were fleeing south, to the city of Taegu. ROK units were in full retreat and “entirely incapable” of resisting an onrushing enemy supported by armor, artillery, and aircraft.

“The only assurance of holding the present line… is through the introduction of U.S. ground combat forces into the Korean battle area,” MacArthur warned. “Unless provision is made for the full utilization of the Army-Navy-Air team in this shattered area, our mission will at best be needlessly costly in life, money, and prestige. At worst, it might even be doomed to failure.”

MacArthur concluded by urging that a regimental combat team be rushed to Korea at the earliest possible moment, to be followed as soon as possible by two U.S. infantry divisions.

On that same day, Truman issued his first official public statement on the Korean crisis, which read in part, “The attack upon Korea makes it plain… that communism has passed beyond the use of subversion to conquer independent nations and will now use armed invasion and war.”

In his memoirs, Truman would later add, “There was now no doubt! The Republic of Korea needed help at once if it was not to be overrun.”
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Finding that help, however, wouldn’t be easy. Initially, Truman ordered all available U.S. air and naval forces in the area to provide whatever support they could to an ROK Army that seemed perilously close to disintegration. (MacArthur estimated that the ROKs had only about “25,000 effectives” remaining in the field, less than one-fifth of their preinvasion strength.) Getting the first American combat units on the ground in South Korea would take at least several days, and no amount of bold pronouncements could change that fact.

Even so, Truman politely declined Chinese Nationalist premier Chiang Kai-shek’s offer to send 33,000 troops to Korea from Formosa if the United States could arrange transportation. After mulling it over, Truman decided that any potential benefit gained by accepting Chiang’s proposal was heavily outweighed by the risk of drawing troops from mainland China into the Korean conflict.

Only as the full scope of America’s deepening dilemma sank in on the president would he begin to realize how weak and ineffectual his “stronger hand” actually was.



Some of the gravest damage inflicted on U.S. military capabilities in the nation’s history resulted from Truman’s appointment in March 1950 of Louis Johnson to succeed James Forrestal as head of the recently created Department of Defense, which combined the old cabinet-level Departments of War and Navy.

A large, forceful, wealthy lawyer from West Virginia, Johnson already had a deserved reputation as a disruptive publicity hound. During World War II, he had been fired by President Roosevelt as an assistant secretary of war because of his self-serving meddling.

But Johnson had been a key supporter and fund-raiser for Truman during the 1948 presidential campaign, in which Truman was a heavy underdog. When Truman won, to the surprise of almost everyone, he returned Johnson’s favor by naming him defense secretary, a job Johnson hoped to use as his own stepping-stone to the presidency. In the meantime, Johnson’s main priorities were to slash military spending, make “heads roll” at the Pentagon, and help Truman realize an obsession to “unify” the Army, Navy, Air Force, and Marines into a single, cut-rate military organization—a plan bitterly opposed by each service.

To Johnson, “unification” was synonymous with radical downsizing, and he set out to shrink the military by ruthlessly shutting off its funding. He pursued the task with tireless zeal and achieved what might best be termed a disastrous success. By June 1950, thanks to Truman, Johnson, and other budget cutters in Congress, total authorized manpower in the U.S. armed forces had plummeted from its 1945 high of more than 12 million personnel to just 1,070,000. During the same period, the annual defense budget had gone into free fall, plunging from $82 billion to $13 billion, with additional cuts anticipated at the time of the North Korean invasion.

While Johnson made political hay and received widespread public applause for these dramatic “savings” to American taxpayers, U.S. infantry divisions in the Far East were shorn of 62 percent of their firepower, and troops in Japan were left with barely a forty-five-day supply of ammunition. Virtually every Army regiment was reduced to only two battalions instead of the prescribed three, and every company lost one of its three authorized rifle platoons. Tanks and all other types of heavy equipment were in pathetically short supply, and often what was available was pathetically obsolete.

The dire lack of funds and equipment hovered like a vulture over the American military in the summer of 1950, and every member of every combat unit felt its impact. As young Second Lieutenant Addison Terry, an artillery forward observer with the Army’s 27th “Wolfhound” Regiment of the 25th Infantry Division during the early fighting in Korea, would later muse:

“The jeep that my… party was assigned had come out of the ordnance depot in February 1942. This was the vehicle on which our lives depended day in and day out. The radio our party was carrying had come out of a depot in 1943. It was… declared obsolete and replaced in 1946 by… a more compact and efficient model. We had not seen any of these, however. Incidentally, in sixty-two days of combat, this particular radio worked for only one mission.”

Whenever Terry thought of Secretary of Defense Johnson, he also thought of the ancient howitzers that his unit was forced to use; of the fact that the guns were truck-towed instead of self-propelled, like those of the NKPA; and of the myriad personnel problems facing the Army.

“Only six months ago,” he observed, “many fine reserve officers had been relieved of active duty, not ‘cutting an ounce of muscle, only the fat’ (in Johnson’s words). Yet at this very same time, of the four divisions in Japan, not a one was up to two-thirds strength. When we were ordered to Korea, it was necessary to rob [other divisions] to fill the 25th.…

“This was the ‘powerful, well-equipped, well-trained, and well-manned Eighth Army,’ ” Terry added sarcastically, “of which our president, secretary of state, and secretary of defense were so proud and confident.”

In light of such sad circumstances, Truman’s decision to intervene in Korea with all available force and speed showed remarkable grit. Unfortunately, it also revealed the president’s failure to grasp how incapable the financially starved U.S. Army was of expeditiously carrying out his commands. He was banking on the active involvement of armed forces from a dozen or more UN member nations to fill the gap, but this would take time that South Korea didn’t have.

Truman had never risen above the rank of artillery captain during his Army service in World War I, yet he often claimed, in private conversations, to know more about military strategy than his “dumb, spendthrift” generals and admirals. In the years after World War II, historian Clay Blair observed, “Truman allowed his obsessive fiscal conservatism to dominate his military thinking and decisions.”

To Truman’s critics—and there were many—the attitudes and reactions of the nation’s commander in chief remained those of a spiteful junior field officer whose view of the “big picture” was distorted by distrust and dislike of “brass hats.” By some accounts, Truman delighted in putting his “spoiled, arrogant” admirals and generals in their place and keeping them there, a sentiment that figured strongly in his heavy-handed cuts in military funding. And in this effort, Defense Secretary Johnson was more than willing to serve as chief hatchet man.

T. R. Fehrenbach, an Army battalion commander in Korea and author of the 1963 book This Kind of War: A Study in Unpreparedness, described Johnson as “the most tragic figure” of the Korean War era. But Fehrenbach added pointedly, “When Louis Johnson began to cut the armed forces, it must be remembered [that] he was giving the bulk of the American public… precisely what it wanted.”

Now, overnight and of urgent necessity, public priorities had to be set aside. On the afternoon of June 29, as chaos reigned across South Korea, the Joint Chiefs of Staff recommended unlimited retaliatory air and naval attacks against North Korean targets above the 38th Parallel. They also approved the immediate deployment of an Army regimental combat team (RCT), not to join the fighting north of the city of Suwon (a mere twenty-five miles due south of Seoul), as General MacArthur was urging, but to defend the vital port and airfield at Pusan, at the extreme southeastern tip of Korea, both of which were already in jeopardy.

In retrospect, MacArthur’s idea that a single regimental combat team—with a strength of approximately 3,000 troops—could deploy and dig in in time to block the NKPA advance down the Suwon–Seoul corridor was pure fantasy. In the first place, even at this point, four and a half days into the war, it was already too late. By then, NKPA troops had crossed the Han River, occupied Seoul, and were driving south on Suwon. In the second place, no combat-ready RCT existed in or near Japan, and even if it had, no planes were immediately available to airlift it and its essential heavy equipment to Korea. The “chickens” hatched from the Truman-Johnson budget cuts were coming home to roost.

Nevertheless, Truman unhesitatingly approved the Joint Chiefs’ recommendations. Fearing that the Korean invasion was merely one facet of a coordinated series of Soviet-directed acts of aggression in the Pacific and Asia, the president seemed almost as worried about Taiwan as he was about Korea. He ordered the U.S. Seventh Fleet into the Formosa Strait to serve as a buffer between Chiang’s forces and those on the Communist mainland. In addition, Truman directed that U.S. forces in the Philippines be strengthened and that military help be sent to French forces fighting Marxist guerrillas in Indochina.

But how all these urgent strategic moves could be accomplished—short of sheer legerdemain—with the scant, scattered military resources at America’s disposal remained a riddle. There were no easy solutions as Truman faced his greatest quandary since his decision to use the atomic bomb against Japan.



The closest available U.S. Army units to Korea were the 24th and 25th Infantry divisions and the First Cavalry Division (also an infantry outfit with a misleading name). All three were assigned to occupation duty in Japan, and most of their troops were about as far removed from combat readiness as soldiers on active duty could get. Their training for warfare had been minimal at best, and their assignment to leisurely duty with an occupation army in a generally docile defeated nation had left too many rank-and-file GIs soft, spoiled, and unfamiliar with either physical danger or hard work.

When an Associated Press correspondent interviewed some of the first Army troops of the 24th Infantry Division to reach Korea, he was stunned by their don’t-give-a-damn attitude about the war. “I just want to get back to Japan to my little Sasebo Sadie,” said one young PFC. “I got a place to live that beats the dump I lived in for fifteen years in Enid, Oklahoma. I get my meals cooked, my washing done, my socks mended, my orders obeyed like I was MacArthur myself, with no backtalk and all of everything a fellow wants, you know, and it all comes to $37 a month. I never had it so good.”

All three divisions displayed a notable shortage of combat-tested junior officers and NCOs, and numerous squad and platoon leaders suffered from the same lack of energy, motivation, and toughness as the men they were supposed to command. Among the seasoned Army field commanders who recognized these problems and tried hard to correct them was Colonel John “Iron Mike” Michaelis. A twice-wounded veteran of D-day at Normandy and an alumnus of the 101st Airborne Division, Michaelis would later command the hard-fighting “Wolfhounds” of the 27th Infantry Regiment, and he pulled no punches about the Army’s lack of combat readiness.

“In peacetime training, we’ve gone for too damn much folderol,” Michaelis complained in an interview with the Saturday Evening Post. “We’ve put too much emphasis on information and education and not enough stress on rifle marksmanship, scouting, patrolling, and the organization of a defensive position. These kids of mine… spent a lot of time listening to lectures on the difference between communism and Americanism and not enough time crawling on their bellies… with live ammunition singing over them.”

To compound the problem, the inexperienced young men from these occupation units labored under the smug misconception that troops of the NKPA would turn and flee north in terror at the first sight of uniformed American soldiers.

The attitude of Corporal Robert Fountain, a nineteen-year-old ex–Georgia farm boy now serving as a 24th Division rifleman, was typical. Before leaving Japan, Fountain had pegged the mission to Korea as a five-day job at most. He was so confident that he’d be back in time for a weekend liberty that he left nearly everything he owned—including his money—in his barracks.

“When the gooks hear who we are, they’ll quit and go home,” he told his squadmates with a grin.

Fountain and his buddies could not have been more mistaken. When the first U.S. Army troops were flown from Japan and thrown into the battle for South Korea—in pathetically small numbers—they learned the bitter truth. The NKPA attacked them with battle-toughened troops, superior firepower, and not the slightest hesitation. And the outgunned, outmanned Americans retreated before the enemy blitzkrieg in much the same haste and confusion as had the ROK Army before them.



At 9:00 PM on June 30, 1950, when the phone rang at Lieutenant Colonel Charles B. “Brad” Smith’s home on the southernmost Japanese island of Kyushu, Smith was in such a deep slumber that his wife had to shake him awake. The officer had gone to bed early that evening to make up for lost sleep the night before when his unit, the First Battalion, 21st Infantry Regiment, 24th Infantry Division, had abruptly been placed on combat alert. It took his wife several seconds to make Smith understand that his regimental commander, Colonel Richard W. Stephens, was calling.

“It sounds urgent,” she said.

Smith took the receiver from his wife’s hand with a premonition of dread, and Stephens wasted no time in confirming it. “The lid’s blown off, Brad,” he said. “Get your clothes on, and get over to the CP as fast as you can.”

Smith’s wife frowned as he hung up the receiver, and he saw alarm in her eyes. “It’s bad news, isn’t it,” she said. It was more a statement of fact than a question.

“I can’t see how it could be anything else,” Smith said.

A thirty-four-year-old career officer from Lambertville, New Jersey, Smith had seen his share of combat in World War II. As a second lieutenant less than two and a half years out of West Point, he’d commanded a company at Scofield Barracks in Hawaii when the Japanese attacked on December 7, 1941, and he’d spent the entire war as a front-line infantry officer in the Pacific. His commanding general at the time had praised him as a “bright officer” who showed “great promise.”

At the regimental command post at Camp Wood on Kyushu, a short distance from Smith’s home, Stephens didn’t mince words. When he gave Smith the stunning news that he’d been chosen to lead the first U.S. ground troops into battle in Korea, the young battalion commander may have cringed inwardly, but he maintained an outward calm. Smith’s B and C companies were ordered to grab their gear immediately and move out by truck before dawn for the seventy-five-mile trip to Itazuke Air Force Base on Kyushu, where planes were waiting to fly them to Korea.

Almost apologetically, Smith reminded his CO that several of his rifle platoons were shorthanded. “Borrow the men you need from the Third Battalion, and get ready to get on the road,” Stephens replied.

“We’d celebrated payday night that Friday [June 30],” recalled Sergeant Phil Burke, a veteran NCO from Mississippi who’d carried a Browning automatic rifle into combat in the Philippines in 1944 but was now assigned as a corpsman in a medical platoon. “We’d hardly gotten to sleep when the call came to fall out. By about 2:00 AM on July 1, all thirty-one of us in the platoon were on our way.”

By 3:00 AM, the departing troops were aboard trucks en route to the airfield, where Major General William F. Dean, commander of the 24th Division, would meet Colonel Smith to brief him on his mission. The orders given to Smith by Dean were terse, far from explicit, and not the least bit encouraging:

“We want to stop the North Koreans as far from Pusan as possible,” Dean said, “so block the main road as far north as possible. Contact [Brigadier] General [John H.] Church [head of the Army’s advance party in Korea] if you can find him. If you can’t find him, go on to Taejon and beyond if you can get that far. Sorry I can’t give you any more information. That’s all I’ve got. Good luck, and God bless you and your men.”

Dean’s words conveyed the feeling to Smith that he and the 440 troops in his command were embarking on a suicide mission. Yet, as far-fetched as it seems, General MacArthur, who originated the order to send Smith’s unit to Korea, had the loftiest of goals for the assignment. Presumably so did the planners who bestowed the overblown, almost ludicrous designation of “Task Force Smith” on the little group. Military brass hoped that the enemy would mistakenly identify the arrival of Smith’s 440 GIs as—in MacArthur’s terminology—an “arrogant display of strength” by the United States. Their ambition was to “fool” the NKPA into at least pausing in its headlong charge down the Korean peninsula until the rest of Dean’s 24th Division, plus two other full U.S. infantry divisions, could be thrown into the fray.

At best, it was a long-shot gamble that defied all military logic. At worst, Smith and his men were heading into a death trap.



At Taejon, on July 2, Brad Smith had his first meeting with General Church, who had fumed a day or two earlier that he would willingly “trade the whole damned ROK Army for 100 New York policemen.” The atmosphere was tense, but Church tried to be upbeat.

“We’ve got a little action going on up here,” the general said, pointing out the village of Osan, some sixty-two miles north-northwest, on a wall map of Korea. “All we need is some men up there who won’t run when they see tanks. We’re going to move you up there to support the ROKs and give them some moral support.”

Church must have known—or at least guessed—that this assessment wasn’t quite as simple as he made it sound. As the members of Task Force Smith would soon learn, it was impossible to lend support to an ally you couldn’t find.



While Smith’s men traveled slowly north aboard a decrepit South Korean train, the young colonel and his staff piled into jeeps and drove up the main highway toward Osan in search of defensible high ground where their troops could make a stand. They found a promising spot about three miles north of the village, where a line of hills ran across the road, providing excellent visibility, protective cover for infantry, and good defensive positions for artillery.

For the troops, the trip north seemed to last forever—not that they were in any hurry to reach their destination. It took until Tuesday, July 4, for the train to arrive at Osan, where Smith’s men were joined by a battery of 108 artillerymen and six 105-millimeter howitzers from the 52nd Field Artillery Battalion. The unit was commanded by Pennsylvania-born Lieutenant Colonel Miller O. Perry, a 1931 West Point graduate, who had trained Filipino artillery before the Pacific war broke out and later helped plan artillery support for the 1944 Normandy invasion.

By nightfall, the infantry had clambered aboard a collection of creaky, commandeered Korean buses and was ready to press on. But when the Korean drivers learned that they were expected to go north, they refused to budge.

“You Americans are stupid,” one driver admonished Smith with the aid of an interpreter. “The war is that way,” the driver said, gesturing north. “We must go the other way.” Smith argued with the drivers. He alternately coaxed them and cursed them, but they were adamant. Finally, they all jumped out of their vehicles and disappeared into the darkness.

As soon as enough volunteer drivers could be found among the waiting GIs, the journey continued, but given a choice, many of Smith’s men would have much preferred heading south with the departed Koreans. It wasn’t that the young soldiers lacked confidence or that they were particularly afraid at this point. But they were what battalion-commander-turned-author T. R. Fehrenbach termed “the new breed of American regular.” “[N]ot liking the service,” Fehrenbach wrote, “[they] insisted, with public support, that the Army be made as much like civilian life and home as possible. Discipline had galled them, and their congressmen had seen to it that it did not become too onerous. They had grown fat.…

“It was not their fault that no one had told them that the real function of an army is to fight and that a soldier’s destiny—which few escape—is to suffer, and if need be, to die.”

Around midnight on July 4, Independence Day, Colonel Smith’s infantrymen exited the buses and were loaded into trucks, still not knowing exactly where they were going or why. “All we were told,” recalled Corporal Norman V. Fosness, a BAR man from Fargo, North Dakota, “was that we were going north to set up a roadblock, and we were to hold there until reinforcements showed up.”

Nobody was even slightly optimistic about the assignment—and for good reason. Uneasiness spread through the ranks like a fast-moving infection as Fosness’s First Platoon, B Company, awaited its first encounter with enemy invaders fresh from their conquest of Seoul.

Men who were normally lighthearted, upbeat, and good-humored were close to despair. Even Fosness’s buddy PFC Vincent Vastano, known throughout the platoon as always good for a laugh, turned bitterly serious.

“Shit,” he snapped as the trucks bounced along in the darkness, “by morning, the only thing left of this outfit will probably be a few handfuls of dog tags for the graves registration guys to pick up.”

Across from Vastano, PFC Charles Hendrix sounded close to tears. “God, I wish I’d written my mother before we started out,” he whispered to Fosness. “Now it’s going to be too late.”



Thus, in the predawn darkness of July 5,1950, a few platoons of U.S. infantry and a handful of artillery troops crouched in newly dug foxholes and gun emplacements on hills overlooking a main north-south road about thirty miles south of the fallen capital city of Seoul. A few miles to their north lay the Suwon airfield, and in the opposite direction, the hamlet of Osan.

The Korean War was barely ten days old, and these soldiers were about to become the first American GIs to meet the onrushing and hitherto undefeated North Koreans in face-to-face combat.

Only five days removed from the leisurely “good life” of duty in Japan, where a six-bit carton of cigarettes from the PX would buy a weekend’s worth of food, sake, and sexual favors, the men had been rushed to Korea aboard C-54 transports. Now they were cold, wet, disheveled, mosquito-bitten, confused, and exhausted from ninety-plus hours of stop-and-start travel by plane, train, truck, bus, and foot. Some were sick from drinking tainted local water, and all were repulsed by the pervasive stench of human excrement used to fertilize the ubiquitous Korean rice paddies.

There were exactly 548 Americans in this small, isolated band, including Brad Smith. For antitank firepower, they had Colonel Perry’s lone battery of 105-millimeter howitzers, a couple of 75-millimeter recoilless rifle squads, a pair of 4.2-inch mortars, and a few handheld, small-caliber bazookas. One of the 105 crews had exactly six rounds of high-explosive antitank (HEAT) ammunition, constituting one-third of all that could be found in Japan before the artillery unit shipped out. The rest of the gunners had none at all.

“They looked like a bunch of Boy Scouts,” said one American officer who watched the little group move out from Taejon toward what passed for a front. “I told Brad Smith, ‘You’re facing tried combat soldiers out there.’ There was nothing he could answer.”

This, then, was Task Force Smith, a few hundred men and a handful of officers under orders to halt—or at least slow down—the hordes of North Korean troops sweeping south toward them behind a phalanx of T-34 tanks.

The problem was, nobody had told them how.



The South Koreans hadn’t been much help. Colonel Smith had been told that an ROK unit would meet his men on a designated hill to help them anchor a defensive line, but the hill was deserted when the GIs got there. Like the recalcitrant drivers at Osan, the ROKs had simply vanished.

Now, in the stark light of a new day, the men of Task Force Smith felt their optimism evaporating with the darkness. They fidgeted nervously along their thin, one-mile front, rubbing sleep from their eyes in a driving rain, pulling sodden uniforms away from their skin, and opening cans of cold C rations.

On a slight rise some 1,500 yards behind the dug-in infantry platoons, Colonel Perry’s artillery battery had positioned five of its six 105-millimeter howitzers. The sixth gun, the one with the few available HEAT rounds, was pulled up only 400 yards behind the infantry units.

“We figured that the forward gun would have the best chance against enemy tanks,” Perry recalled nearly fifty-eight years later. “We had only a half-dozen rounds capable of stopping them, and we wanted to make every shot count. The doughboys in the line had nothing that could slow a tank unless they managed to hit a tread.”

Sergeant Burke, the medic from Mississippi, had laid out his field kit in a shallow depression to the rear of the infantry’s foxholes, then caught a brief nap. When he awoke, dawn was beginning to filter through the leaden skies, but he felt little relief at being able to see his surroundings.

Colonel Smith himself was the first person to spot the enemy armored column—an indistinct gray mass still several miles up the road—at about 7:00 AM. He sent runners to spread the word that the enemy was approaching, and because of the shortage of ammo, he cautioned his gunners on the 75-millimeter recoilless rifles to hold their fire until their targets were within 700 yards.

At about 7:30 AM, a shout from Sergeant Loren Chambers to Lieutenant Phillip Day, his platoon commander, shattered the tense silence on one of the hillsides.

“Hey, look over there, Lieutenant,” Chambers called, pointing toward the open plain in the direction of Suwon. “Can you believe that?”

Day turned to stare in that direction, and his eyes widened. Rumbling across the plain from the north on the main road was a long column of dark green armored vehicles.

“What the hell are they?” Day asked.

“They’re T-34 tanks, sir,” Chambers replied, “and I don’t think they’re going to be friendly.”

They weren’t.



The only U.S. media representative accompanying Task Force Smith that morning was Peter Kalischer, a veteran combat correspondent for United Press, who arrived on the scene just as the fighting erupted. His dispatch from the front, published in numerous Stateside newspapers on July 7, after Kalischer had erroneously been reported captured by the NKPA, included the following eyewitness observations:


American artillery a half-mile back opened up on the tanks just as I reported in to the battalion commander, Lieutenant Colonel Charles B. Smith.

Ten minutes later, from a foxhole, I saw the first Russian-made tanks rumble over the road I had taken to the command post. First one, then 10, then 20 Communist tanks rumbled past. They completely cut us off from our lines. I lost count after that.

The tanks began firing at the American artillery batteries, which had range of the road. But so far as I could tell, they scored no hits. The tanks were in single file, like ducks in a shooting gallery, but they knew what they were about. They would pause before the target spot, wait until American batteries fired, then spurt on ahead.

The soldiers fired mortars, bazookas, and new recoilless 75-millimeter rifles. But for the most part, missiles bounced off [the tanks] like ping-pong balls.



Clutching obsolete World War II–vintage 2.36-inch bazookas, three of Brad Smith’s platoon leaders—Second Lieutenants Carl Bernard, Jansen Cox, and Ollie Connor—waited with their gunners until the tanks were practically in their laps before opening fire. Crouched in a ditch on the eastern side of the main road, Cox and Bernard allowed the first two tanks to pass their position, then struck at the rear of the T-34s, where their armor was alleged to be thinner and more vulnerable.

Bernard’s bazooka scored eight straight hits on one tank without causing discernible damage. Meanwhile, Connor’s fired twenty-two rounds at a point-blank range of fifteen yards from the top of a rocky knob with a similar lack of results. Some of the rounds were old and exploded prematurely, showering the American gunners with fragments that inflicted small but painful wounds.

“The seats in hell closest to the fire should be reserved for the Army officers who knew those 2.36-inch bazookas didn’t work and didn’t alert our soldiers to their inability to kill tanks,” said Bernard, still incensed nearly six decades later. “They sent us that junk and kept the larger, much more effective 3.5-inch rocket launchers back in the States.”

When the task force’s only two 75-millimeter recoilless rifles opened fire from 700 yards, they were equally ineffective. Their high-explosive rounds burst as harmlessly as firecrackers against the tanks’ turrets. Unperturbed, some of the tanks paused and returned fire, pounding U.S. positions on the ridge above them with their 85-millimeter cannons and heavy machine guns.

Meanwhile, the other T-34s continued their advance—at least thirty of them in all—seemingly oblivious to the explosions spewing up mud and flames around them.

“When we saw those tanks bearing down on us, I don’t think any of us figured we’d ever get out of there alive,” recalled PFC William Thornton, a twenty-year-old squad leader from Covington, Tennessee, who’d been nicknamed “Pop” by his teenage squadmates. “Our weapons and ammo were soaked from the rain, and M-1s are pretty useless against tanks, anyhow.”

As Colonel Perry had expected, only the lone 105 howitzer armed with HEAT shells claimed an appreciable toll. It took the two lead tanks under fire, damaging both and forcing them to the roadside, where one burst into flames. Two crewmen scrambled away from the burning tank with hands raised, but a third jumped from the hatch, firing wildly with a burp gun toward an American machine-gun emplacement near the road. Before he and his two comrades died in a hail of bullets, the NKPA tanker fatally wounded an assistant gunner on the machine gun.

Because of the chaos in which he died, the dead GI’s identity was never established. But as far as can be determined, he was the first American soldier to be killed in action in the Korean War.

During a two-hour period, waves of North Korean tanks rolled impudently past Task Force Smith’s defensive positions, pounding them with machine-gun and cannon fire that killed or wounded at least twenty GIs. One of the artillery battery’s six howitzers and most of its vehicles were destroyed. None of the enemy armored units stuck around for long, however, and all of them finally disappeared through a gap in the ridges to the south.

“If we’d had even a few antitank mines buried in the road, we probably could’ve temporarily stopped the whole North Korean tank column,” Perry said. “But as it was, we didn’t have a single one.”

At about 11:00 AM, a massive column of trucks and walking North Korean infantry units came into sight, led by more tanks and stretching up the road to the north for an estimated six miles. Platoons of soldiers from the 16th and 18th regiments of the NKPA’s Fourth Division quickly fanned out into the rice paddies on either side of the road, while others worked their way toward the flanks of Task Force Smith’s fragile front. Soon the Americans were coming under intensive mortar, machine-gun, and small-arms fire from three sides and taking heavy casualties.

Dug in on a hillside, “Pop” Thornton and his First Platoon of L Company opened up on the North Korean infantry as soon as they came into range, and Thornton took grim satisfaction in seeing some of his targets fall as they tried to negotiate a shallow creekbed. But the survivors clambered up the hill toward him without slowing down.

“I shot at one of them and missed,” Thornton said. “Then three of them closed in and sprayed our foxhole with burp guns. They shot my rifle to pieces, and one piece hit me in the arm. They’d have finished me off for sure if our platoon sergeant hadn’t killed all three of them with a machine gun. By then we were almost out of ammo, anyway.”

Fresh out of high school in Jersey City, New Jersey, John Doody had joined the Navy in 1943, but soon after completing basic training and getting his first shipboard assignment, he learned that he’d won an appointment to West Point. In June 1949, with a brand-new commission as an Army second lieutenant—and a brand-new wife as well—he’d shipped out for Japan to join Brad Smith’s battalion of the 21st Infantry.

On July 5, 1950, Lieutenant Doody had been temporarily detached from the rifle platoon he usually led to take charge of the only two heavy 4.2-inch mortars possessed by Task Force Smith, and he was squatting on the back side of a ridge with ten tense mortarmen.

“For a while, we fired at those NK infantry columns as fast as we could drop rounds down our tubes,” recalled Doody. “I know we did some damage, but we couldn’t keep it up for long because we were critically short of ammo. Rounds for our guns weighed about forty pounds apiece, and our two gun crews hadn’t been able to carry nearly as many as we needed.”

With the closest other U.S. units many miles away, and the promised ROK troops nowhere to be found, Colonel Smith and his little band could expect neither reinforcement nor relief. Withdrawing south meant again facing the enemy tanks, yet staying where they were was nothing short of suicidal. By about 2:30 PM, the situation was desperate.

“We’ve got to get the hell out of here,” somebody said.

At first Smith shook his head, but then he reluctantly agreed. “Okay,” he said heavily, “this is a decision I’ll probably regret for the rest of my days, but I guess we’ve got no choice but to withdraw.”

By this point, Smith had no means of communicating with anyone beyond the range of his voice. He waved his arm and shouted, “Fall back!” Within seconds, every man on either side of him was scrambling for the rear.

“I was about thirty yards away from Brad when he gave the order, and I could see how upset he was,” recalled Lieutenant Doody. “But I can tell you that if he’d waited even a few minutes longer, none of us would’ve gotten out. It was starting to look a lot like Custer’s last stand.”

Corporal Norman Fosness, the B Company BAR man from North Dakota, and his buddy PFC George Pleasant saw a runner from the company command post darting behind their positions, and they heard him yelling at the top of his lungs,

“Retreat! Retreat! Every man for himself! Retreat!”

Fosness emptied his weapon and hurled his two grenades down the hill toward the enemy. Then he and Pleasant jumped out of their foxhole and ran like rabbits through a swarm of machine-gun bullets.

Many other GIs never heard an order to retreat, but when they spotted other Americans bolting southward, they joined the exodus, abandoning weapons, equipment, helmets, and anything else that impeded their flight. When infantry began falling back on his artillery positions, Colonel Perry, who’d been hit in the right leg by small-arms fire and was barely able to walk, felt he had no option but to order his 105s abandoned. One gun had already been disabled by enemy fire, but the other five were still functional.

“If we’d tried to haul those 105s out, all of us would’ve been killed or captured,” Perry said, “so I told the battery commander to strip the guns of their sights and breeches and get out of there.”

Likewise, Lieutenant Doody wrecked his two mortars with rifle bullets and told their crews to leave. Some of the artillerymen were able to flee in the unit’s jeeps and trucks, but because the enemy tanks dominated the road, the infantry platoons had no chance of using it as an escape route. Their troops would have to navigate the fields and the stinking rice paddies, taking advantage of whatever cover they could find.

Decades later, Lieutenant Day described the agony of the retreat: “It was every man for himself. When we moved out, we began taking more and more casualties.… Guys fell around me. Mortar rounds hit here and there. One of my young guys got it in the middle. Another got it in the throat and began spitting blood.”

Cradling his wounded arm against his chest, PFC Thornton struggled out of his foxhole and ran as hard as he could go for the rear, strongly motivated by what he saw happening on the hill behind him. “When the gooks took the hill, they shot all the wounded that couldn’t walk,” he said. “We lost most of the company right there. Nearly the whole Second Platoon was captured.”

The withdrawal disintegrated into a nightmare of panic, confusion, and death. Officially, Task Force Smith suffered 155 casualties in its brief battle. More GIs fell during the long retreat, and dozens were captured by the North Koreans. Many of those who escaped spent up to five harrowing days playing hide-and-seek with pursuing enemy troops before they managed to reach friendly territory and safety.

“I lost a lot of good friends there,” recalled Corporal Fosness many years later. “Sixty-five out of 150 men in my company were either killed or captured—and a part of me died that day at Osan.”

Over the next sixty years, the officers and enlisted men of Task Force Smith have been among the favorite “whipping boys” for Korean War historians and armchair critics. They’ve been targeted for the bitterest kind of condemnation and even outright ridicule for “bugging out” in the face of the enemy. But in truth, the majority of them—green, poorly trained, and shoddily equipped though they were—fought bravely in an untenable situation.

If the real culprits had been singled out, they could have been found in Washington, Tokyo, and Taejon, among the ill-advised commanders who sent 548 American soldiers into a battle they had no hope of winning against a tank-led army of thousands.

“Our orders were to fight a delaying action,” said Colonel Perry. “We did that and then withdrew. That’s all you can do when you’re out of ammunition and outnumbered twenty to one.”



Even as their comrades took flight, Sergeant Burke and four members of his medical team remained at their posts to tend to the seriously wounded. At the time, medics weren’t issued weapons, so they had no means of defending themselves. As the medics worked, a young lieutenant ran past, heading for the rear. For a moment, the lieutenant’s eyes met Burke’s, and the officer paused long enough to hand Burke a grenade.

“Here, take this,” he panted. “You may need it.” Burke accepted the gift silently, and the lieutenant ran on, yelling “Good luck” over his shoulder.

When Peter Kalischer, the United Press reporter, heard GIs around him yelling “Here they come!” and firing down the north slope of their hill, he stayed in his foxhole long enough to see 100 or more North Koreans inching steadily forward. At that point, Kalischer abandoned his foxhole and fell back to the aid station, where the medics were frantically treating wounded men, wondering whether it was “unpatriotic of me to want to get out as much as I did.”

A wounded sergeant stumbled toward him, gripping a bullet hole in his arm to stanch the bleeding. “I got one of those tanks with a bazooka,” the sergeant muttered, “and one of the gooks inside crawled out like he wanted to surrender and shot me. He had his hands up, too, the son of a bitch.”

The medics finally abandoned their own position a few moments later, carrying two men on stretchers and helping others who were still able to hobble along. As Burke lifted another wounded sergeant into his arms, he couldn’t help thinking how naive and overconfident he and some of his comrades had been only a few days earlier, when Task Force Smith was flying to Korea.

“We figured to be there maybe a week, settle the gook thing, then go on back to Japan,” Burke recalled with lingering chagrin many years later. “We never expected to face anything like what we faced. We had wounded men all over the place—including fifteen litter cases—and no way to transport them.”

On their way down the hill, the medics and their patients came under intense fire from enemy artillery, mortars, and machine guns. Halfway to the bottom, a North Korean shell burst about fifty feet in front of Burke, killing the two corpsmen nearest him and sending the severed head of one of them rolling back toward Burke.

“I took cover with the wounded sergeant until the firing eased off,” he recalled, “and when I got off the hill, everybody else had already pulled out. The wounded guy and I were all alone, and I was so pooped from carrying him I had to lay him down. I sat there for a couple of minutes, wondering what the hell I was going to do. Then I picked him up again and started wading across a rice paddy.”



Lieutenant Bernard, suffering from painful wounds to his face and hands caused by one of his own malfunctioning bazooka shells, was still holding his hilltop position with the Second Platoon of L Company when he noticed that no fire seemed to be coming from other nearby American posts.

“All communication between units had been lost when the enemy tanks tore up our phone lines, and the rain knocked out our obsolete radios,” Bernard recalled. “Effective artillery fire would’ve made a big difference when the North Korean infantry began moving in long lines around our positions, but most of our ammunition was exhausted by then. As it was, the enemy troops were out of the range of my platoon’s .30-caliber machine guns and BARs until just before they dispersed to begin their assault.”

Bernard sent a runner over to the company command post to see what was going on. In a few minutes, the breathless runner came back with a look of panic on his face.

“They’re all gone!” he said with a gasp. “Nobody’s there!”

Bernard, who had joined the Marines as a private in 1944, then switched to the Army after the war and won a commission in 1949, had been a last-minute addition to Task Force Smith. A trained parachutist, he’d been helping load equipment aboard the C-54 transports in the small hours of July 1 when Brad Smith paused in his rounds long enough to tell him, “Just stay on the plane when you’re done, boy. You’re going with us. I’ve got work for you.”

Now Bernard held out no hope of ever getting back to Japan, but he knew he had no alternative but to order his men to retreat. The battle, such as it had been, was clearly over, and the good guys had lost. For more than six hours they’d thrown everything they had at the enemy, and none of it had done much good. But staying put any longer was only asking to be surrounded and annihilated. It was time to go.

When what was left of Bernard’s platoon reached the bottom of the hill, they found several wounded soldiers being tended by medics—undoubtedly the same ones Sergeant Burke had been with before getting separated. Bernard and his men helped carry the wounded to a protected area, then moved on.

As they made their way south, aided by a map of Korea torn by Bernard from a geography book found in an abandoned schoolhouse, they had to take frequent detours to avoid NKPA infantry units. En route, the group was joined by other stragglers, including Burke and the wounded sergeant he was carrying. Gradually their number swelled to twenty-two men, all but one of whom were capable of walking under their own power.

After escaping several brushes with enemy tanks over the next couple of hours, the group happened upon a Korean farmer with a wheelbarrow, and Bernard offered to give the man an expensive gold watch he’d won in a poker game in return for hauling the injured man to the nearest U.S. unit.

“I also gave the farmer a note,” Bernard recalled, “asking the first Americans he met to give him $100 for delivering the sergeant. I doubt if the farmer ever got his money, but he did his job well. He took the sergeant all the way to the coast, put him on a fishing boat, and by July 8, he was safe in Pusan.”

Other retreating GIs also made valiant efforts to get wounded comrades to safety, but in many cases they were forced to leave behind men whose conditions appeared hopeless.

“It was July 9 before I finally made it back to friendly territory,” said Burke, one of only 190 to reach safety out of the 548 officers and enlisted men in Task Force Smith. “Two of our medics were killed, and 11 others from our platoon were captured.”



Under anything resembling normal circumstances, the remnants of Task Force Smith would have been given a few days’ rest after their ordeal and narrow escape. But the situation in South Korea was far too desperate—and the number of defenders far too few—to allow this.

By the time Lieutenant Bernard had his shrapnel wounds patched up and had returned to duty, he and Burke, also hurting from shrapnel wounds and badly swollen feet, were folded into the 21st Infantry’s Third Battalion along with the still-usable elements of Brad Smith’s force. Soon they were back in combat around the villages of Chonui and Chochiwon, some twenty miles south of Osan and eighty-two miles below the 38th Parallel.

Early on July 10, units of the Third Battalion came under heavy attack by the NKPA and were unable to hold their positions. At about noon that day, the company to which Bernard had been reassigned—L Company of the 21st Infantry—found itself in a situation distressingly similar to the predicament at Osan five days earlier. Under orders to “hold at all costs,” the company lost 101 men killed or captured out of a total of 130 on July 10–11 while defending against what historians termed “one of the most perfectly coordinated assaults ever launched by North Koreans against American troops.” Thirty-three members of the company who surrendered were murdered by their captors—shot through the head with their hands tied behind their backs.

Bernard was awarded a Distinguished Service Cross for valor, but the platoon he led was wiped out almost to a man after destroying two enemy tanks with only rifles and gasoline.

“We got one tank when Sergeant Hugh Brown, the best fighting man I ever knew, put fifteen rounds from his M-2 through the tank’s open port when the burp gunner paused to reload. We got the next tank by pouring a five-gallon can of gas on its hot engine compartment. Then we went back and burned the other tank.

“Did we hold? Hell, no, we didn’t hold. We stayed too long in a losing fight, and a lot of good men died.”

Bernard described that “hold at all costs” order with one word:

“Idiotic.”



On July 12, Lieutenant General Walton Walker arrived in South Korea to set up headquarters for the U.S. Eighth Army and assume command of all American and UN forces in the country, most of which were still nonexistent.

In announcing Walker’s appointment, President Truman took the opportunity to aim more tough talk at the folks at home. Appropriately, he praised “a small band of heroic youngsters” who were “holding off a landslide” in Korea. But he also castigated the American press for news stories that “spoke of entire units being wiped out and exaggerated the rout and confusion” there.

“The fact is,” Truman would later write, “there was more panic among the civilians at home than among the soldiers in Korea.”

Perhaps a commander in chief shouldn’t be faulted for sugarcoating the facts while trying to reassure the jittery citizens of his abruptly embattled nation. In truth, however, there was plenty of panic to go around—in Korea as well as in the United States.

By July 9, Japan-based American B-29s were raining bombs on the North Korean capital of Pyongyang and other targets above the 38th Parallel. Offshore, the light cruiser Juneau and four U.S. destroyers pounded away at enemy troop concentrations. Meanwhile, the bulk of the 24th Infantry Division, some 16,000 men as opposed to Brad Smith’s pitiful handful from the 24th, was either preparing to leave Japan for Pusan by ship or already on the way. Tanks, trucks, jeeps, artillery, heavy mortars, and even small-arms ammunition were still in painfully short supply, however.

With considerable justification, South Korean President Rhee was bitterly complaining that U.S. aid was “too little and too late.” On the ground 150 miles south of the Parallel, near the embattled key city of Taejon, the defenders’ situation continued to deteriorate, and an unpalatable dose of stark realism had erased the early cockiness of U.S. soldiers already there.

“How’s morale among the troops?” Time correspondent Frank Gibney asked a stubble-faced infantryman with a cluster of hand grenades on his belt.

“Morale’s fine,” the GI answered. “We have the best morale in the world, but what can morale do against planes and tanks?”




CHAPTER 3 [image: Image] A PROUD CORPS IN PERIL


WHILE BUDGET CUTS by the Truman administration and Congress had left the U.S. Army perilously unprepared for a shooting war, the Marine Corps was floundering in even more dire straits. By June 1950, in fact, it seemed to be teetering on the brink of extinction.

As unthinkable as it would have been five years earlier, when the Marines were bearing the brunt in the fight against Japan, America’s most elite military organization was now down to two “shadow strength” divisions, with their major elements scattered thousands of miles apart. But top-echelon Marine commanders feared that the worst was still to come. They were unanimously alarmed at growing sentiment among the power brokers in Washington to reduce their Corps to a small, ceremonial unit with no combat capabilities.

President Truman himself had shown little sympathy for the Marines’ plight and even less concern about their eroding ability to uphold their 175-year tradition of being “first to fight.” He had pointedly denied Marine generals representation on the Joint Chiefs of Staff and made it clear that he saw no sense in the Navy maintaining “its own little army.” Under the unification plan for major U.S. military branches that Truman had begun promoting in the late 1940s, the president foresaw the Marines being fully absorbed into the Navy and shorn of their separate identity and command structure.

Men such as General Clifton Cates, commandant of the Marine Corps, and General O. P. Smith, commander of the First Marine Division, would much rather have died than see this happen. But they were forced to concede privately that given the climate on Capitol Hill in 1950, it was no longer out of the question.



Lieutenant Colonel Bryghte D. Godbold, a staff officer at Marine Corps headquarters in Washington, was driving home from a friend’s house on the afternoon of June 24, 1950 (June 25 in the Far East), when he heard a news flash on his car radio. Eight crack North Korean infantry divisions, spearheaded by one armored division, had invaded the Republic of South Korea and were driving the ill-trained, poorly equipped ROK Army back toward Seoul.

As it did to listeners across the nation, the report came as a shock to Godbold because it clearly represented the most serious threat by the Communist bloc since the start of the Cold War. “At the same time, though, I could almost feel a sense of relief,” he recalled decades later. “In one of the darkest moments in the Corps’ history, I thought it might mean the Marines would be going back into combat with a chance to prove once again how much the country needed them.”

An officer in the Corps since his graduation from Auburn University in 1936, Godbold was no stranger to fierce fighting and physical suffering. As an artillery captain commanding an antiaircraft battery during the siege of Wake Island in December 1941, he’d overseen the destruction of some of the first Japanese planes in World War II and later endured forty-three months in a Japanese prison camp.

After the war, the rail-thin Alabama native watched in chagrin as the Corps dwindled from its wartime strength of 800,000 officers and enlisted men to a skeleton crew of just 74,000.

“We were down to two active Marine divisions—the First and Second,” he recalled, “and there was a highly organized effort by the Army and some of the country’s most powerful political figures to abolish the Marines entirely as a combat organization.”

In response to a congressman’s suggestion that the Marines should have a permanent representative on the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Truman himself delivered a stinging slap to the Corps. “For your information,” the president responded tartly, “the Marine Corps is the Navy’s police force, and as long as I’m president, that’s what it will remain. They have a propaganda machine that’s almost the equal of [Soviet Premier Joseph] Stalin’s.”

General of the Army Dwight D. Eisenhower, who would succeed Truman in the White House, and who, as supreme Allied commander in Europe, had had no dealings with the Marines in World War II, was prepared to go even farther after the war. In official documents prepared by the Joint Chiefs of Staff for presentation to the Defense Department during the late 1940s upheaval over unification of the services, Eisenhower, then chief of staff of the Army, expressed the belief that the Marines had duplicated the Army’s role in World War II by serving as regular ground forces. Alone among the services, Eisenhower wrote, the Marine Corps should not be “appreciably expanded,” and he added that he saw no justification in maintaining an all-purpose Marine aviation wing.

Other major figures in the Army’s power structure voiced similar opinions and pressed Congress and the Truman administration to “drastically curtail” the Marine Corps to prevent it from duplicating the Army’s ground and air forces.

General Carl A. Spaatz, former commander in chief of the Army Air Forces and first chief of staff of the newly created U.S. Air Force, called the Marines’ World War II operations a “patent incursion” into Army and Air Force operations and urged limiting the Corps in the future to “lightly armed units no larger than a regiment.”

“Eisenhower favored reducing the Corps to small, noncombat units with only ceremonial responsibilities,” Godbold said. “Fortunately, we had a lot of retired Marines and other friends in Congress, but I think it’s safe to say that the modern Corps was never on thinner ice where its future as a fighting force was concerned than it was in the late spring of 1950.”

As he drove home that June afternoon, Godbold had a strong inkling that he’d soon be headed to Korea himself. He was right. Within hours after news of the invasion broke—and without waiting for orders from the Joint Chiefs of Staff—General Cates and General Lemuel Shepherd, commanding the Fleet Marine Force, Pacific (consisting of small units serving aboard Navy warships), quickly began drafting a Korean combat plan.

On June 27, the UN Security Council passed a resolution calling for its member nations to take all necessary means, including armed force, to repel the Communist invaders. The resolution would never have escaped a Soviet veto if Moscow hadn’t been boycotting the Security Council at that time for its refusal to approve the admission of Red China to the United Nations. At any rate, General Cates quickly seized the initiative. He arranged to meet the next day with Navy Secretary Francis P. Matthews and Admiral Forrest Sherman, chief of naval operations, to offer the services of the Fleet Marine Force.

Because it was still uncertain at this early date—barely forty-eight hours into the war—whether U.S. ground forces would actually be sent to Korea, the response from Sherman and Matthews was noncommittal. But Cates acted out of instinct cultivated from long years of experience in combat readiness and crisis management. On that same afternoon of June 27, he dispatched a warning order to General O. P. Smith, telling him to get his First Marine Division ready to go to war.

One of General MacArthur’s earliest moves after the fall of Seoul on June 28 was to deliver an urgent request to Washington for immediate deployment of a Marine regimental combat team to South Korea. On July 10, hours after MacArthur officially took command of UN forces in Korea and five days after the debacle of Task Force Smith, he met in Japan with General Shepherd, whom he’d gotten to know in 1943–44, when Shepherd was assistant commander of the First Marine Division.

As they conferred, ROK troops were falling back in disorder and U.S. Army units were being rushed to Korea in hopes of buying enough time through delaying actions to form a defensive line capable of withstanding the NKPA blitzkrieg. At that moment, no one was sure where that line would be—only that it should be as far as possible from the vital port of Pusan, at the extreme southeastern tip of the Korean peninsula. South Korea’s defenders were giving ground rapidly, and the “front,” such as it was, was in a constant state of southward flux.

To Shepherd, MacArthur laid out a bold strategic scheme for reversing the Red tide that threatened to obliterate the ROK Army and absorb South Korea into the Communist empire. At the heart of the plan was an amphibious landing behind enemy lines at the port of Inchon, west of Seoul. If it succeeded, the landing could isolate the invaders, sever their supply lines, and set them up for quick destruction. This was where the Marines, the world’s most experienced specialists in amphibious warfare, came in.

For the plan to work, however, the U.S. military would have to hold and stabilize a defensive perimeter to protect Pusan until the amphibious operation could be organized and carried out. A secure Pusan could provide a crucial staging area for the Inchon landing. Strengthened sufficiently for a counterattack, Pusan’s defenders also could serve as the other half of a pincer movement to squeeze to death enemy forces in South Korea. But if Pusan fell or came under intense NKPA pressure, any landing attempt at Inchon would almost certainly be doomed to failure. Securing Pusan and establishing a stable defensive perimeter around it had to come first, and much of that job, too, would fall to the Marines.

Turning to a map of Korea, MacArthur pointed to Inchon with the stem of his pipe. “If I only had the First Marine Division under my command again [as he had in World War II],” he told Shepherd, “I would land them here at Inchon and reverse the war. I would cut the North Korean armies attacking the Pusan Perimeter from their logistical support and cause their withdrawal and annihilation.”
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