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SERIES INTRODUCTION


In 2004, the then Chief of Army’s Strategic Advisory Group, the Australian Army’s senior generals, established a scheme to promote the study and understanding of military history within the Army. The focus was the Army’s future generation of leaders and, from this, the Campaigns Series was created. The series is intended to complement the Army’s other history publications which are major analytical works of high quality, academically rigorous and referenced.


The Campaigns Series focuses on leadership, command, strategy, tactics, lessons and personal experiences of war. Each title within the series includes extensive visual sources of information — maps, including specifically prepared maps in colour and 3D, specifically commissioned artwork, photographs and computer graphics.


Covering major campaigns and battles, as well as those less known, the Australian Army History Unit and its Campaigns Series provide a significant contribution to the history of the Australian Army and an excellent introduction to its campaigns and battles.


Tim Gellel


Head, Australian Army History Unit




INTRODUCTION


The Korean War, fought from 1950 to 1953, is invariably, if somewhat erroneously referred to as the ‘forgotten war’ in Western accounts. There are many reasons suggested for this sobriquet. Some argue that, because war was not formally declared in the traditional sense, but rather couched in terms of United Nations resolutions, it lacked gravitas. Others propose that, as it was nestled close to the end of the Second World War, it was subsumed in the collective consciousness at a time when nations were preoccupied with post-war reconstruction. Although it was one of the first ‘limited’ actions of the Cold War against communism, the Korean War was not characterised by the political upheavals and opprobrium that marked the Vietnam War. But perhaps most notably, the Korean War lacked any sort of decisiveness or resolution. After the dramatic campaigns, counter-attacks and reversals that characterised the first 12 months of the conflict, the war ground to a stalemate that did little more than restore the pre-war status quo, leaving Korea divided as it remains today. However, in the collective Korean and Chinese memory, the war was and is, anything but ‘forgotten’; indeed its aftereffects shape the very fabric of Chinese and Korean political and strategic calculations today.


For Australia, the Korean conflict marked its first foray as a minor power in the Cold War. Its contribution, while small numerically, became a bargaining chip used to secure important diplomatic and strategic outcomes, including support for the nascent collective security umbrella of the United Nations, the formalisation of the ANZUS treaty and, for a brief period at least, greater British involvement in the south-east Asian region. The Korean War was the first to be fought by the newly formed Australian Regular Army (ARA), effectively marking the end of a half-century’s tradition of reliance on citizen soldiers. In this regard, the Army’s premier infantry organisation, the Royal Australian Regiment (RAR), received its baptism of fire in Korea and in the process earned a number of battle honours for its regimental colours.


This book describes the actions behind one such battle honour — the Battle of Maryang San. Fought by the 3rd Battalion, The Royal Australian Regiment (3 RAR), over a week in October 1951 as part of Operation Commando, Maryang San is widely regarded as one of the RAR’s and the Australian Army’s greatest battlefield accomplishments. Although the battle itself had no lasting impact on the course and outcome of the Korean War, it demonstrated a number of key attributes that make it worthy of professional study such as the use of ground, small unit leadership, integration of combined arms and the role of aggression in close combat. Conversely, the conduct of the battle and its immediate aftermath highlight the enduring nature of war, including friction and the ‘fog of war’ as well as the truism that the enemy must never be discounted.


In the spirit of the Australian Army History Unit’s Campaigns Series, this latest addition, The Battle of Maryang San, seeks to provide not only the strategic, operational and tactical context, but also examine the ‘how’ and the ‘why’ of the battle. In doing so, it seeks to enlighten the general reader and military professional alike.






CHAPTER ONE


THE WAR SO FAR — THE STRATEGIC AND OPERATIONAL CONTEXT




The Korean War was a ‘limited’ conflict fought in the context of the mounting tensions of the Cold War. At the end of the Second World War, the USSR and the United States (US) and its democratic allies controlled many territories of the defeated Axis powers. The USSR quickly cemented power in its areas, establishing pro-communist satellites. Increasingly concerned, the US and its allies worldwide sought to stem the spread of communism through formal alliances, diplomatic, military and economic aid to friendly nations and by pressure exerted through the newly created United Nations (UN). While Europe was the focal point of the Cold War, the democratic powers increasingly realised that Asia was strategically important and could not be permitted to succumb to communist influence. The creation of the People’s Republic of China, along with communist control of most of the Chinese continent under Mao Zedong in 1949 exacerbated Western fears of the spread of global communism.


KOREA — A DIVIDED LAND


Goryeo, from which the Westernised name ‘Korea’ derives, was an Asian national/political entity unified in 918 AD from a number of separate kingdoms that had occupied the Korean peninsula in various forms for at least a thousand years. Bordering the Chinese land mass to its north and separated from Japan by the narrow Korea Strait, Goryeo/Korea had a long history of alliances with, and invasions by the Mongols, Chinese dynasties and the Japanese. There was an equally long history of internal division and conflict among the Koreans themselves. At one point, Korea under the Joseon dynasty (circa 1392–1897 AD) was a tributary state of China, but from the late nineteenth century came increasingly under Japanese influence. This was exacerbated by the punitive terms of the Treaty of Shimonoseki at the conclusion of the First Sino-Japanese War (1894–1895) in which China ceded all claims of sovereignty over Korea. At the beginning of the twentieth century, Japan competed with Russia, France and the US for influence in Korea but, with its decisive victory over Russia in the Russo-Japanese War (1904–1905), Japan made Korea a Japanese protectorate. Although Japanese forces had already occupied Korea and a Japanese Resident-General facilitated a de facto Japanese government, Japan formally annexed Korea in 1910 through the Japan-Korea Treaty.


The Japanese occupation of Korea was brutal and, among other actions, the Japanese attempted to erase elements of Korean culture, including suppression of the Korean language. With the outbreak of the Second World War, the Koreans suffered further. Men were conscripted into the Japanese military or into forced labour for the war effort; notoriously, Korean women were forced into sexual slavery to serve the Japanese military. Britain, China and the US had committed themselves to the post-war restoration of Korean independence via the Cairo Declaration of 1943. But the eventual defeat of Japan did not end Korea’s woes; instead a new chapter in its history of foreign intervention unfolded. As such, during the Yalta Conference, the allies decided that Korea would initially be administered as a multi-power trusteeship. Since only the US and the USSR had the manpower to contribute to Korea in the post-war period, these two powers assumed control of the peninsula and were responsible for occupation duties. They arbitrarily divided the country along the 38th Parallel, with the USSR installing a communist government under Kim Il-sung in the north. The US facilitated the ascension to power of the conservative Korean nationalist Syngman Rhee in the south.


But the internal fissures that had long been a feature of Korean society soon re-emerged and Rhee agitated for true Korean independence and reunification. The USSR, anxious to reestablish influence in Korea, refused to consider anything other than international trusteeship over Korea. Neither the US nor the USSR could agree on whose government — Rhee’s or Kim Il-sung’s — to recognise, although elections were held in South Korea in May 1948 and were accepted as valid by the UN. The Republic of Korea (ROK), comprising approximately 21 million South Koreans, was inaugurated in August 1948, with Rhee as its president. Later, the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, with its approximately nine million North Koreans, was declared in the north under Kim. From this point, both governments worked hard to solidify their power and antagonise each other, both claiming to be the legitimate government of Korea. Peaceful resolution of the issue appeared increasingly remote as both sides spoke of reunifying the two Koreas by force and border skirmishes became more commonplace.


FROM COLD WAR TO HOT WAR


North Korea, with tacit Soviet approval, invaded South Korea on 25 June 1950. Deploying seven infantry divisions, an armoured brigade (comprising 150 Soviet T-34 tanks), several independent regiments and 180 combat aircraft, the Soviet-trained North Korean People’s Army (KPA) attack was weighted to the west and struck through the historic invasion route to the south, the plains of the Uijongbu Corridor. Facing this assault were the eight lightly equipped, poorly positioned and under-strength divisions of the ROK Army which possessed no tanks and limited artillery to counter the KPA thrusts. By the end of the first week of the war, almost half of the ROK’s 98,000 men had been lost. The UN Security Council response was swift, condemning the invasion and calling for the KPA to withdraw north of the 38th Parallel. The Council also called on UN member nations to provide forces to repel the attack. Within days, the South Korean capital, Seoul, was captured by the KPA and the ROK Army continued to withdraw south in relative disarray. While the US quickly committed naval and air forces to assist ROK forces, it would be almost two weeks before US ground troops — under strength, poorly trained, ill-equipped and hastily deployed from occupation duties in Japan — were committed to action.




SYNGMAN RHEE 


PRESIDENT, REPUBLIC OF KOREA


Generally referred to as a ‘strongman’, as a young student, Syngman Rhee (1875–1965) was involved in various political activities that resulted in his imprisonment. He then moved to the US where he gained a PhD from Princeton University in 1910. From 1919 to 1945, with Korea under Japanese control, he held various positions in the provisional government of the Republic of Korea, a government in exile based in China. Rhee himself, however, spent much of this period in the US. At the conclusion of the Second World War, Rhee held various positions in groups agitating for Korean independence. A fervent anti-communist with a strong personal following, he was generally regarded as an acceptable candidate by the US. His election as the first president of the newly created Republic of Korea in 1948 cemented his power, which he proceeded to exercise ruthlessly through the suppression of political dissent. Rhee sought to reunify Korea by force, although he lacked the military capability to do so. With the North Korean invasion and subsequent war, Rhee proved a troublesome, yet somewhat indispensable ally, although the US and its allies were embarrassed by his excessive brutality and the political corruption of his regime. He remained in power until 1960 when mass demonstrations forced his resignation and he fled into exile in Hawaii. He died in 1965.
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Syngman Rhee.







KIM IL-SUNG (1912–1994)


 PREMIER, DEMOCRATIC PEOPLE’S REPUBLIC OF KOREA


Born Kim Song-ju, later adopting the pseudonym Kim Il-sung (translated variously as ‘became the sun’ or ‘one star’), the future leader of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea adopted communism from an early age. As a teenager, he joined various communist-backed anti-Japanese guerrilla groups operating from China. Rising through the ranks and with a growing reputation as a successful leader, Kim was identified by the Soviets, trained, and then served in the Red Army in the latter part of the Second World War. As a Red Army officer, he returned to Korea with the Soviet occupation force and was soon installed as the Soviets’ choice to lead the nascent Communist Party that would later become the Workers’ Party of Korea. He solidified his power by establishing the Korean People’s Army (KPA), staffing it with allies from his guerrilla days and ensuring that it was trained and equipped by the Soviets.


With his consolidation of power within his party secure and backed by the Soviets, Kim was declared premier of the newly created Democratic People’s Republic of Korea in September 1948. Longing to reunify Korea under communist control, Kim pressured the Soviets to support an invasion of the south. Reluctant and concerned that the US might retaliate with atomic weapons, the Soviets initially demurred. However, they later agreed to Kim’s plan and the invasion proceeded.


Although he was unable to reunify Korea by force, Kim remained in power after the war, establishing his personality cult, eliminating political threats and cementing his dynastic rule, eventually handing control of the party and the country to his son, Kim Jong-il, in 1980. Kim Il-sung died in 1994 but was posthumously awarded the title ‘President for Life’ in 1998 and a new calendar was adopted with his birth year of 1912 becoming ‘year one’ under the new system of year numbering.
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Kim Il-sung.
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Map 1.1 – The Korean peninsula


The Australian response was

	also swift, if somewhat piecemeal. Following the Second World

	War, Australia had demobilised rapidly and focussed on post-war reconstruction. The Chifley Labor government (1945–1949) sought to minimise defence spending by enmeshing Australia in the perceived collective security umbrella of the UN. The election of the Menzies Liberal/Country Party in 1949 heralded a greater focus on defence issues generally, although not necessarily on readily deployable forces. Through the energetic Minister for External Affairs, Sir Percy Spender, Australia pursued a formal alliance with the US to underwrite security in its immediate region. Early Australian support for the UN-sanctioned but US-led response in Korea was seen as a useful bargaining chip to progress the formal alliance. The only forces Australia could send immediately were two Royal Australian Navy (RAN) ships, the Shoalhaven, a frigate, and the Bataan, a destroyer, along with No. 77 Squadron, Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF), which flew P-51 Mustangs. Despite calls for Australia to commit ground troops as well, Prime Minister Robert Menzies was reluctant as the only available force, the 3rd Battalion, The Royal Australian Regiment (3 RAR), was an under-strength regular infantry battalion based in Japan as part of the British Commonwealth Occupation Force (BCOF). Menzies was committed to the creation of a National Service Scheme and 3 RAR would be needed to provide cadre staff for the scheme. The newly appointed Commander-in-Chief UN Command, General Douglas MacArthur, asked for 3 RAR on 25 July and Britain pledged ground troops to the conflict the following day. In response, on 27 July 1950, Australia announced that it would commit ground troops to Korea. It would be some months before 3 RAR was manned, trained and equipped for combat operations (see Chapter Two). Apart from the US and the British Commonwealth nations, a further 10 countries would commit forces to the UN cause in Korea.




KOREAN GEOGRAPHY AND CLIMATE


The geography and climate of the Korean peninsula was one of the fundamental influences on the conduct of the Korean War. Apart from the shared border with China (and a very small shared border with the USSR) in the north, its proximity to Japan facilitated the movement of enemy and allied troops into the theatre by land, air and sea. Tactically, the peninsula, surrounded by the Yellow Sea and the Sea of Japan, enabled the use of the sea as a manoeuvre space as the Inchon landings would demonstrate.


The peninsula has an area of 220,847 square kilometres and is smaller in size than the Australian state of Victoria. It is approximately 1000 kilometres in length, with an average width of 260 kilometres. Forested mountains of various heights cover 70% of its land mass. The main range, the Taeback Range, runs along the east coast. Open and arable areas form the lowland pockets between these mountains. The Uijongbu Corridor, the historic invasion route, is located in the low-lying areas in the peninsula’s central west. The east-west river systems — such as the Imjin River — impair north-south movement and the mountains serve to canalise north-south lines of communication making it difficult to supply or reinforce troops operating on one north-south axis from parallel axes.


The weather across the peninsula is generally uniform with hot, monsoonal summers and cold winters, although the more mountainous northern areas are usually much colder. Militarily, this meant that movement corridors were often limited to roads that turned to mud in the summer rains thereby complicating vehicular moves. As such, mid-September to November were the best months for cross-country mobility. The mountains became key terrain resulting in positional warfare in which actions were fought to secure high ground. This mountainous terrain also limited the effectiveness of armour and elevated the infantry to primacy. The winters tested the resolve of soldiers, reduced visibility and strained both armies’ logistic systems.


Famously, the demarcation between North and South Korea was the arbitrarily chosen 38th Parallel. In 1945, US Army colonels Charles Bonesteel and Dean Rusk (later Secretary of State under Presidents Kennedy and Johnston) were tasked to select the US zone for the post-war occupation. Finding no natural geographic features sufficient for a distinguishing line, they selected instead the 38th Parallel. This line not only indiscriminately intersected natural and man-made terrain, but also divided families.
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Rugged mountains and low-lying areas around the Kapyong area are typical of the Korean landscape (AWM HOBJ3147).







SIR ROBERT GORDON MENZIES (1894–1978)


 PRIME MINISTER OF AUSTRALIA
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Prime Minister Robert Gordon Menzies (AWM 001347).


Australia’s longest serving Prime Minister, Menzies had a distinguished legal and political career leading to his appointment as Prime Minister in 1939. His leadership at the beginning of the Second World War, including the mobilisation of troops and the dramatic increase in defence expenditure, laid the foundations for his successor, John Curtin, to harness the Australian war effort from 1941 onwards. The founder of the modern Liberal Party, Menzies became Prime Minister for a second time in 1949. The ‘Menzies era’ lasted 16 years and was characterised by economic expansion and general domestic prosperity. Menzies, despite being a noted Anglophile, strengthened alliance ties with the US and drove a more regionally focussed foreign policy. Although the decision to commit troops to the Korean War was made by Deputy Prime Minister Arthur Fadden and Minister for External Affairs, Percy Spender, during his absence overseas, Menzies agreed with Australia’s involvement. He did, however, express reservations over the way such a decision would affect the efficacy of the soon to be implemented National Service Scheme, as well as more pressing regional concerns such as the Malayan Emergency. Menzies served as Prime Minister until 1966, having been knighted in 1963. He died in 1978.







SIR PERCY CLAUDE SPENDER (1897–1985)


MINISTER FOR EXTERNAL AFFAIRS
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Percy Spender, Minister for the Army, circa December 1940 (AWM 004597).


A barrister and militia legal officer during the interwar period, Spender entered politics in 1937 and was a member of the first Menzies government. During the Second World War he served with the Australian Army within Australia while remaining a member of the War Advisory Council. Appointed Minister for External Affairs in 1949, he was instrumental in the preliminary negotiations that led to the signing of the ANZUS Treaty in 1952. He also influenced Australia’s entry into the Korean War while Menzies was incommunicado, travelling overseas on official business. Although Australia’s offer of troops for Korea did not guarantee US commitment to such a regional treaty (it was more to assuage Australian concerns over the terms of a peace treaty with Japan and a belated US understanding of the strategic importance of the south-east Asian region), it certainly enhanced the good will between the two countries. Sometimes perceived as a potential rival to Menzies, Spender left politics in 1951, appointed Ambassador to the United States and later serving at the International Court in The Hague. He died in 1985.





RETREAT AND COUNTER-ATTACK: JULY TO SEPTEMBER 1950


Following the invasion, the KPA pushed ROK forces ever southward. US ground troops, hastily committed in July 1950, engaged the KPA at Osan and then Taejon before being pushed back behind the defensive line of the Naktong River. Forming the Pusan Perimeter, so-named as it surrounded the crucial port of Pusan in the south-east of the country, US and ROK forces skilfully fought off KPA ground assaults and, with concerted air attacks on KPA supply lines, regained the initiative. This set the preconditions for MacArthur’s stunning amphibious counter-attack at Inchon on the west coast near Seoul and a breakout from the Pusan Perimeter in mid and late September. Seoul was recaptured and, with US and ROK forces advancing on a number of axes, KPA forces were either isolated in the south or forced to retreat northward. MacArthur, an aggressive if somewhat headstrong commander, received authorisation to cross the 38th Parallel and destroy the KPA. He advanced north along two axes, west and east, capturing Pyongyang, the North Korean capital, on 19 October and, by the end of the month, ROK forces had reached the Yalu River at Chosan, near the Chinese border. The Australian troops of 3 RAR had deployed to Korea on 28 September and joined the 27th Commonwealth Brigade at Pusan. The battalion conducted a number of actions against withdrawing KPA troops before capturing Chongju on 29 October. It was during this operation that 3 RAR’s Commanding Officer (CO), Lieutenant Colonel Charles Green, was killed by a shell. This period also saw Chinese forces begin infiltrating south, although the UN Command both underestimated the size of the force and its intent. MacArthur’s staff widely believed that China would not enter the war.


[image: image]


CO 3 RAR, Lieutenant Colonel Charles Green (left), pictured with Brigadier Basil Coad, the Commander of the 27th British Commonwealth Brigade (AWM HOBJ1648). 
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Map 1.2 – The Korean War, June 1950 to September 1951


STEMMING THE CHINESE TIDE: OCTOBER 1950 TO SEPTEMBER 1951


The Chinese People’s Volunteer Forces (CPVF) of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) launched their first offensive on 27 October 1950. By November some 300,000 Chinese soldiers had been committed to the war, although MacArthur still considered victory possible and recommitted to advancing towards the Yalu River. The CPVF launched its second offensive in late November in unforgiving winter conditions, the Chinese pushing allied forces back from the Chinese border before sustained pressure saw the allied front collapse entirely. By the end of the year the PLA had advanced well south and a new allied defensive line was established just south of the 38th Parallel. The CPVF launched its third offensive on 31 December, recaptured Seoul and forced the UN forces to establish a further defensive line approximately 100 kilometres south of the captured capital. This allowed the UN forces time and space to prepare for a counter-attack and they launched their own offensive in February 1951, blunting a fourth Chinese offensive. UN forces pushed north, crossed the 38th Parallel and, by 11 April, had established a defensive line within North Korean territory. Seoul changed hands for the fourth time in nine months. US President Harry Truman, disagreeing with MacArthur’s management of the war and tiring of his attitude, dismissed MacArthur and replaced him with General Matthew Ridgway.


On 22 April 1951, the CPVF launched its first spring offensive (also known as the Fifth Campaign), forcing a retreat to a new line established south of Seoul. It was during this phase that 3 RAR, as part of the 27th Commonwealth Brigade, fought its famous defensive battle at Kapyong. The Chinese offensive stalled, allowing the UN forces to edge back and recapture some terrain before the Chinese launched a second spring offensive in mid-May. This met with initial success until once again the UN forces pushed the Chinese back across the 38th Parallel. On 28 July 1951 the 1st Commonwealth Division was formed under command of US I Corps and comprised the 25th Canadian Infantry Brigade, the 28th Commonwealth Infantry Brigade (of which 3 RAR became part) and British 29th Infantry Brigade. From July to September 1951 the division straddled defensive positions due north of Seoul on the Imjin River. With the first ceasefire negotiation proposed in June 1951, operations devolved into active patrolling and local skirmishes for tactical advantage, on the assumption that an agreement was imminent and that the side in the better position militarily could influence negotiations. Armistice negotiations stalled in August 1951 and the UN forces sought to recommence limited offensive operations.
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