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1


‘We’re all flamin’ Anzacs up here’


The sons of Gallipoli veterans from both sides of the wire were again at war – this time Anzac and Turk were allies. Australians of the 3rd Battalion, Royal Australian Regiment (3 RAR), New Zealanders of the 16th Field Regiment, Royal New Zealand Artillery (16 FRNZA), and Turks from the 1st Turkish Brigade were now together fighting a ‘police action’ in Korea under the auspices of the United Nations (UN). It was April 1951, and for almost ten months these men had been at war against North Korean and more recently Chinese forces.1


In mid-April, the commanding officer of 3 RAR, 37-year-old Lieutenant Colonel Ian ‘Bruce’ Ferguson, from Sydney, and his men had finally been pulled out of the line. Twenty-five-year-old 2nd Australian Imperial Force (AIF) veteran, Private Robert Parker had just ten months before been a public servant in Sydney and was now Ferguson’s DON-R (Dispatch Rider). He recalled moving into their reserve bivouac area on his WLA 42 Harley Davidson: ‘Riding again, south down the road beside Jack Clarke and just a little way behind the CO’s Land Rover with the Harleys chugging over nicely. The pace was fairly slow. In fact, the pace was too slow because the Kiwi Artillery ambushed us with a hail of eggs. They weren’t rotten eggs, but some of them were either hard boiled or frozen and hurt like hell. A bit of international fun, no doubt, that was filed in the back of our minds for future reference …. The word was out that we were going to get together with the Kiwis and Turks for Anzac Dayi, and Jack and I started wondering where we were going to get the eggs from to repay their previous ambush prank’.2


Twenty-four-year-old Lieutenant Alfred Argent, from Victoria, was the intelligence officer (IO) of the battalion and recalled years later: ‘It was now getting close to Anzac day and the CO, Colonel Ferguson, sent a small group of us across to the Turks who were on our west, and we arranged for the Anzac Day ceremony where the Turks would come across to us, the New Zealanders and the Australians were going to celebrate’.3 It would especially be a moving commemoration, given that many of these men had lost mates during the last eight months of near-continuous combat in Korea.


The Anzacs and Turks had seen extensive action since being committed to the war and had only days before been taken out of the frontline for rest and reorganisation – fate decreed that the Anzacs took up bivouacs around the town of Kapyong, close to the Turks. The men from all three nations began to collect provisions for the occasion – the Anzac’s especially collecting large stocks of cold beer, while some of the Turks were likely saving up their Raki rations. The last time the Australians and New Zealanders were on the same battlefield during Anzac Day was during the Greek Campaign in the Second World War, but they had no time for commemorative services as they were evacuating Greece with screaming German Stuka dive bombers targeting their positions.4


Thirty-three-year-old Captain Bernard ‘Ben’ O’Dowd, from Perth, commanding ‘A’ Company, 3 RAR later recalled: ‘We were on fresh rations, which the soldiers had not experienced for some time, a steady issue of beer was available, and the tranquillity and warmth of early spring created a relaxed, holiday ambience. Soon we were to celebrate Anzac Day with the Kiwis of the 16 FRNZA and the Turkish Brigade – all the original cast represented on another battlefield. We planned a short parade, followed by a rerun of the Gallipoli battle, using stubbies [beer bottles] for ammunition’.5 However, the real rerun was likely to take place during an Anzac-Turk soccer match.6 Twenty-two-year-old Sergeant James ‘Jack’ Galloway, from Brisbane, attached to 3 RAR Headquarters signals also recalled:


At Kapyong, the battalion looked forward to its first real rest period since its arrival in Korea. Winter was behind them, and the warmer weather was a tonic to the Diggers. In addition, there would be an occasion to celebrate, and that in a fashion [was] quite unique. That one day of the year, Anzac Day, was only a week away when the battalion moved into reserve. Under command of 27 Brigade was 16 FRNZA Regiment, many of them sons of the gallant Maorilanders who had served alongside the fathers of the Australians at Gallipoli and in France during the First World War. Also, in reserve, and not far from Kapyong, was the Turkish Brigade, descendants of the troops who had earned the respect of the Australians and New Zealanders when they opposed the Anzacs at Gallipoli and later, in the desert battles in Palestine and the Jordan Valley. An Anzac Day remembrance involving troops from all three countries, the two inseparable allies and their old enemy, formed on parade in hollow square, was planned.ii The occasion would be unique, an event of historic significance. It would be something for the Diggers to tell their grandchildren.7


Now, 36 years after the Gallipoli campaign, Anzacs and Turks would all stand to attention as the sun rose above the hills of the Kapyong and listen as the haunting notes of the Last Post echoed down the valley in commemoration of their fallen fathers and grandfathers. Indeed, all seemed right with the world, if only for a few peaceful days with the recent intense winter cold and snow-covered hills giving way to spring and bright sunshine.


Twenty-eight-year-old Corporal Leonard ‘Len’ Opie, from Adelaide, with 12 Platoon ‘D’ Company, wrote home: ‘Life is really looking up …. We went down by this river … stripped off and swam and lay around in the sun, which was lovely as we’d only had one bath in four months’.8 At the time, a newspaperman took a picture of Len about to tuck into a turkey leg (which the journalist had given him), but after the picture was snapped for the Australian public back home, he snapped back the turkey leg as well!9


Twenty-seven-year-old Lieutenant Ivan ‘Lou’ Brumfield, from Sydney, commanding 2 Platoon, ‘A’ Company had just returned to the battalion as part of his second tour with 3 RAR. He had been stationed in Japan as part of the British Commonwealth Occupation Force (BCOF) after the Second World War and returned to Australia a few years later. With the outbreak of the Korean War, he was soon back in the field with the battalion. The young lieutenant recalled: ‘I rejoined the Battalion two days before the Battle of Kapyong …. Anzac Day was coming up. We had a big thing going with the Turks. We had even sent a recce party over to have a look. The beer ration had been increased’.10


Harry Gordon, a 26-year-old Australian journalist in Korea, wrote at the time: ‘The mutual respect shared by the Australians and the Turks led to some inter-unit visits. The biggest was planned by the Turks for Anzac Day 1951; they rehearsed songs, laid in liquor and arranged an elaborate barbecue’.11 All reckoned this would be an Anzac Day to remember. They were not wrong in this, but not for the reasons they thought – sharing a sacred day for Anzac and Turk alike – rather they would be fighting one of the most pivotal battles of the Korean War. Indeed, Turkish private, Ali Batman, whose grandfather had been killed at Gallipoli (Ali himself would be wounded in Korea) recalled how he and his mates rehearsed songs while ‘arranging an elaborate barbecue, but the party never happened because the Australians were caught up in the battle of Kapyong’.12


* * *


This was not the first time Australians and Turks had met during the Korean War. The first encounter almost resulted in a rerun of the Gallipoli battles, with live ammunition as each approached the Yalu River. The Chinese had entered the war a month before.13 Harry Gordon soon after wrote this was when ‘about 400,000 Chinese troops – their supplies carried by shaggy Mongol ponies, camels, and oxen – moved across the frozen river and began soaking down the peninsula. They blew buffalo horns and bugles, and they attacked in the freezing pale-blue Korean dawn. And they caused wholesale panic in many units’.14.


Corporal Opie remembered as they approached the Yalu River on their way to reinforce the Turks, coming across United States (US) transports loaded with assault boats, but going in the opposite direction. One of Len’s men yelled out where the ‘hell’ they thought they were going; the reply was they were to reinforce 3 RAR. Well yelled back the Australian, they had better turn around and join them in their advance north to Kunu-ri to reinforce the Turks there. This small, impoverished village represented the most advance part of the UN line on the left flank and was now in danger of being overrun by the Chinese. One of the Americans said at the time: ‘What an initiation to the country, to be captured before you even joined your unit!’15 Even so, the American trucks turned around and followed the Australians of 3 RAR as they advanced to reinforce the Turkish Brigade.


Jack Galloway recalled, as they approached Kunu-ri, that ‘pot shots’ were exchanged before each realised they were on the same side: ‘We didn’t understand the Turks too well and we finished up getting into a dust-up with them …. We got it all sorted out pretty quickly, but when we first ran into them, they fired on us, and we fired on them. No one was shot’.16 Turkish military historian Kenan Çelik recalled: ‘In the beginning, their friendship did not exactly start out rosily. When they first encountered each other in no-man’s-land, they accidently fired at each other, mistaking one another for Chinese or North Korean troops. There was the language barrier, and the Turkish force was on a rushed mission’.17 The Australians and Turks soon after set up their bivouacs in and around Kunu-ri. Galloway recalled: ‘It was great fun. They were slapping us on the back and all sorts’.18 Opie also recalled that Australians and Turks were shaking hands and swapping photographs. Gordon, who was there at the time, wrote soon after:


You could see the bond starting. Strengthening on the bitterly cold day on the slopes and ridges outside Kunu-ri. It was one of the really bad days, when the cold used to pierce deep into your marrow, until your joints ached miserably. Groups of Australians fossicked everywhere for something to burn; they tore up rail sleepers, hacked at telegraph poles, gathered bundles of rice sheaves. And as they hunted, the squatting Turks, huddled round their own fires, beckoned them across. I remember walking through a railway tunnel and finding a group of Turks at the top of an embankment at the other end. From the centre of the group came a yell, flatly and unmistakably Australian: ‘Come and join us, mate. We’re all flamin’ Anzacs up here’.19


Among these men was 27-year-old Private Norman O’Neill, from Sydney, with the Royal Australian Army Medical Corps, who was proudly telling the Turks about his father who had been a machine gunner at Gallipoli. Whether any of the Turks could understand English remains debatable, but most likely they understood the gist of the conversation, with the word ‘Gallipoli’ frequently invoked, along with likely re-enactments of his father firing a Vickers machine gun. It was not long before the Australians and Turks on the embankment were huddled around a roaring fire attempting to keep warm in the winter snow. The Australians offered the Turks cigarettes and chewing gum, while the Turks in return offered small pancakes that tasted like ‘rubber’.20


The young journalist wrote that during the night, one of the Turks shyly pulled a bundle of photographs from his wallet and passed them round – likely of loved ones back home: ‘For the Australians, many illusions were shattered. Somehow the Anzac Day speeches of their youth had built the Turks up in their imagination as massive, heavily mustached fighters who carried daggers in their belts and remained sullen and aloof. Nothing could have been further from the truth; the Turks were small and shy and gentle … sometimes even a little comical in their oversized greatcoats. There were moustaches, certainly, but they were soft, boyish, kitten-like affairs with the texture and quality of those that 19-year-old Australian soldiers were managing to cultivate’.21 That said, the Turks would soon gain a fearsome reputation as outstanding soldiers – not afraid to attack the enemy with bayonets fixed as waves of Chinese stormed their positions.22


The next day, the Turks were ordered east to advance towards Tokchon, while the Australians were ordered south-east towards Sunchon.


Within 24 hours, the UN front had been shattered, and a general withdraw south was ordered – indeed, the Turks were attacked by a massive Chinese force. Gordon recalled shortly afterwards: ‘First they were plastered with mortars; then, as they began to withdraw, the high-pitched bugles sounded, and waves of Chinese infantrymen flooded in from every side. The Turks … had been encircled by a division [and their] battle for survival raged all that day. In three bayonet charges, some hacked their way through to the safety of the neighbouring hills; but hundreds died and hundreds more were taken prisoner. First reports – gleaned from the first small, very sorry band of Turks to reach the main US line – said that [a] 4000-strong brigade had been virtually wiped out … its total casualties were later estimated at close to 1000’.23 Traditionally, the loss of more than ten per cent of a force is considered a ‘bloodbath’; the Turks suffered 25 per cent.


A few months later, in a desperate attack against well dug-in Chinese troops, on what became known as ‘Turkish Ridge’, the Turkish brigadier, Tahsin Yazici, a Gallipoli veteran recalled: ‘I wanted to get my men in a fighting mood, so I told them that the unit on top of the ridge was the one that had cut us up so badly near Kunu-ri. Of course, I did not know whether they were the same Chinese or not … my men went up that slope as if they were running in an Olympic sprint. They were in a desperate mood’.24 Indeed, the ridge was around 150 metres high and extremely steep; it was hard ‘even to walk up’.25 The Turks took the ridge in desperate hand-to-hand fighting. The United States general, James Van Fleet, who had replaced General Matthew Ridgway as commander of the Eighth US Army and UN forces, presented a US Presidential Unit Citation to the young ‘boyish’ troops of the Turkish Brigade, which read in part: ‘a savage battle against a fanatical defence …. Turkish infantrymen literally dragged the enemy from their foxholes’.26


Harry Gordon concluded in his chapter in Norman Bartlett’s book With the Australians in Korea, published in 1954: ‘If the seeds of this joint respect were planted at Gallipoli, it ripened in the dust and snow of Korea. The Turks’ relish for hand-to-hand fighting, their first-class leadership, their discipline under fire … these were attributes the Australians in Korea possessed themselves and admired in others’.27


* * *


Seventeen months later, the Chinese launched a Spring Offensive on 22 April 1951, which almost succeeded in taking the South Korean capital, Seoul. The Anzac and Turkish troops, which had just been relieved from combat duties to rest and reorganise, were thrown back into the line to help repulse the massive onslaught.


The Turks, along with three US divisions and the British 29th Brigade Group, were called on to block one of the two Chinese thrusts towards Seoul. This attack was along the west coast along the Imjin River. The other was through Kapyong Valley. American General Matthew Ridgway, who had just replaced MacArthur as the commander of all UN forces, had planned to lure the Chinese into Kapyong Valley, as he knew that the 6th Republic of Korea (ROK) Division, protecting the 16-kilometre-wide valley opening, would almost certainly collapse if attacked. He had placed on its left flank, the 24th US Infantry Division and on the right the 1st US Marine Division.


‘Operation Audacious’, as it was called, planned to cut off and annihilate any Chinese force that flooded south into Kapyong Valley, with the withdraw of the 6 ROK Division. The two US divisions on the flanks would hold firm, while 1 US Cavalry Division, in reserve, would advance and slot itself in-between the two American infantry divisions, to bridge the gap and completely cut off the Chinese in the valley. Unbelievably, the commander of the 27th British Commonwealth Brigade (27 BCB), Brigadier Brian Burke, who had placed the bulk of his small force in Kapyong Valley – including 3 RAR – was not aware of Operation Audacious.28


As expected, the 6 ROK Division collapsed with the Chinese attack, and the communist troops flooded into the valley – all was going to plan, but with the collapse of the British 29th Brigadeiii and other units to the west on the Imjin River, the 1st Cavalry Division was forced to be held back in reserve, with elements to help protect the exposed American flanks; Operation Audacious was now Operation ‘Chaos’. The only force left to confront the Chinese thrust into the valley were elements of 27 BCB, consisting of the Anzacs of 3 RAR and the New Zealanders of 16 FRNZA, along with the Canadians of the 2nd Battalion, Princess Patricia’s Canadian Light Infantry (2 PPCLI) and ‘A’ Company, 1st Battalion, 72nd United States Armor, consisting of 15 Sherman tanks. This small force was now called on to fight a critical delaying action to hold back one of the two assaulting Chinese attacks against Seoul – headed by the 60th and 118th divisions.29


The Australian and Canadian battalions, collectively numbering around 1200 men, would face around 6000 Chinese troops, from the 118th Division. As such, the Commonwealth troops would be outnumbered 5:1 when defending the valley choke point at Chuktun- ni, which would become known as the ‘Battle of Kapyong’. This delaying actioned enabled the UN to rush forces to the capital in time to meet the Chinese threat. It would be the Turks, commanded by their Gallipoli veteran, Brigadier Yazici, who would face the brunt of the initial attack against Seoul itself, and his men would not only stop the Chinese but push them back. Anzacs, Canadians, United States tankers, and Turks undoubtedly played a significant part in saving Seoul and stayed a complete collapse of the UN’s defensive line near the 38th Parallel in late April 1951.30





i ANZAC is the acronym for the Australian New Zealand Army Corps, which landed on the Gallipoli Peninsula on 25 April 1915 and fought there until the evacuation in late December 1915. Anzac Day is the National Day of Remembrance for both Australia and New Zealand for the service men and women of both nations, commemorating all those who served in war and peace actions.


ii A hollowed square parade is a ceremonial gesture to honour the dead after battle – representative of a sanctuary for the fallen.


iii On the banks of the Imjin River, the 1st Battalion, Gloucestershire Regiment, which was completely cut off and heavily outnumbered, endured four days of horrific fighting, suffering appalling casualties before the survivors were forced to surrender.
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‘… stabbed and roasted to death’


Korean independence – or the lack thereof – conspired to the breakout of the Korean War in June 1950. Korea’s location between Japan, China and Russia, and its weakness, meant it would be a pawn in regional affairs. The Korean Kingdom was conquered by the Manchus in the 17th Century. It was a vassal state to China and sought peace through isolation – up until the mid-19th century, Korea was known as the ‘Hermit Kingdom’ ruled by a Confucius system of hereditary monarchs; a small brother to big China. This system first began to crumble in China with the internal decay of the Manchu Qing Dynasty (1644–1912) and its outdated isolationist policies and corrupt political systems.1


Korean independence was further hampered by the incursion of western influences, which was also the case for Imperial China, which would have its last hurrah against the ‘evil foreigners’ in the Boxer Rebellion of 1900. This saw many foreigners, particularly missionaries and their Chinese parishioners, slaughtered in the streets. Korea could not be shielded from this spiral into chaos, with its centuries-old Yi Dynasty – just as corrupt and inept – also in a state of rapid disintegration. To make matters worse for both China and Korea, a modernising Japan lay just across the waters, who had long sort to incorporate both into a greater territorial Japan. While an all-out invasion of China was considered too big a bite at this stage, Japan had growing confidence that the Korean peninsula was low-hanging fruit.2


In 1894, Korea’s Empress, Myeongseong, provided a pretext for both China and Japan to invade the peninsula when she requested help from each to help put down a rebellion. Japan and China both sent in troops, but by the time they arrived, the rebellion had been suppressed and the Chinese and Japanese immediately turned on each other. Even before the intervention the Japanese foreign minister made it clear of Japanese intentions, stating that Korea, ‘should be made a part of the Japanese map’.3 After six months of ongoing Japanese victories in what would become known as the Sino-Japanese war (1894–95), China sued for peace. China’s defeat was due the inept and ethnically divided Chinese military leadership, with poorly trained and equipped troops – conversely, the Japanese army had been moulded by German advisors, while its Navy was modelled on the British Royal Navy. Japanese troops were well-trained with superior weapons and effective leadership. Japan’s victory effectively removed China as Korea’s traditional ‘protectorate’ and overlord.4


Japan also occupied large swathes of Manchuria during the conflict, including Port Arthur on the Liaotung Peninsula. The European Great Powers, however, were adamant that this strategically located peninsula and its port be evacuated by Japanese forces – Japan was forced to withdraw. Soon after, Manchuria became a Russian sphere of influence, with Imperial Russian troops occupying the Liaotung Peninsula and its warm water port. Russia would formally annex Manchuria in 1900, using the Boxer Rebellion as a pretext – the seeds were sown for the Japanese–Russian war of 1904–05.5


China was now forced to sign the humiliating treaty of Shimonoseki, with terms including the loss of Formosa (Taiwan) to the Japanese, and the ‘full and complete autonomy and independence of Korea’, leaving it exposed to Japanese and Russian ambitions.6 The ‘Hermit Kingdom’ was ripe for the pickings. Empress Myeongseong, who had advocated strong ties with Imperial Russia in the face of growing Japanese influence in the region, was ‘stabbed and roasted to death in spectacular fashion by Genyosha assassins to clear the way for the Japanese takeover in Seoul’.7 The goal of this Japanese secret society – meaning ‘Dark Ocean Society’ – was to honour the Imperial Family and respect the Empire. Perhaps more importantly, its leaders had heavily invested in mining operations in Korea and Manchuria and wanted to protect their investments.8


Before Japan could take further advantage of the situation, Imperial Russia replaced China as Korea’s traditional protector, with Russian troops quickly occupying the kingdom. Russia was aware of Japan’s expansionist policy and was keen to use the peninsula as a bulwark against Japanese territorial ambitions. Russia also had substantial interests in the region, not only in Manchuria, but its warm water port at Vladivostok, located just east of the Korean border. It would soon be connected by railway through Manchuria to its newly acquired strategic port at Port Arthur to the west of Korea. After ten years of political and military ‘incidents’, in 1904, Japan launched a surprise attack against Russian forces at Inchon on the Korean peninsula and Russian forces at Port Arthur – the Russo–Japanese War had begun. Within a year, the Japanese had comprehensively defeated Russian land and sea forces, with Russia reeling back in defeat and forced into peace negotiations, with revolution breaking out in Russia. The West was in a state of shock – a small Asian nation had defeated a great European power. While Korea had argued neutrality, Japanese forces occupied the Korean Peninsula, and in 1905, Japan established a protectorate over Korea.9


Within five years of declaring Korea a protectorate, the Japanese had effectively crushed all effective Korean independence, formally annexing the peninsula in 1910. Japanese rule was brutal, with Korea becoming an armed camp, where mass executions and wholesale imprisonment were common – any descent was quickly and violently crushed. With the defeat of Germany and her allies in the First World War (1914–18), independence movements again sprung up in Korea, as the President of the United States, Woodrow Wilson, prosecuted his proclamation of national self-determination. Koreans made petitions at the Peace conference in Paris in 1919, and at the newly established League of Nations, demanding that the Japanese be expelled from Korea – however, all fell on deaf ears. Japan had sided with the Allies during the war. The Korean Nationalist Provisional Government (NPG) was established in Nationalist China, biding its time to take power in Korea.10


Within Korea itself, a small group of nationalists – including Protestants, Buddhists and members of the peasant based Ch’ondogyo religious movement – met in a restaurant in Seoul, also proclaiming the establishment of a provisional government. That afternoon, a decree of independence was read out in a park in Seoul, resulting in thousands of people spilling out into the streets shouting ‘Manse!’ (‘Long live Korea’), protesting Japanese rule. Predictably, the Japanese response was swift and brutal, with many Koreans killed, imprisoned, or forced to flee into exile, including the future north Korean leader Kim Il-Sung, who fled to Manchuria – he would eventually make his way to the Soviet Union. The future leader of South Korea, Syngman Rhee, fled to the United States and was elected as the president of Korea by the Nationalist Provisional Government in Shanghai.11


With the earlier success of the Bolshevik revolution in Russia (1917), Korean communist movements had sprung up among Korean exiles in Manchuria and Siberia, with members conducting guerrilla attacks against the Japanese in north-east Korea and even in Japan itself. The provisional government in Shanghai had tried to unite the many desperate independence groups – geographically and ideologically – into a cohesive independence movement, but by 1921, the fragile coalition had disintegrated. What remained was essentially two provisional governments in exile: Communist and Nationalist. Within Korea itself, the communists and nationalists, by 1927, had reached a compromise, but by 1931, it had disintegrated, and they were easily picked off with the assistance of Japanese intelligence units.12


Within the exiled communist movements, major schisms developed, with two main factions emerging. The first was the Irkutsk group made up of ‘Russianised Koreans’, whose members were based in the Soviet Union and who were well-versed in the international Marxist-Leninist doctrine. The other group consisted of those living in Shanghai who regarded communism as subservient to Korea and were focused on the liberation of their homeland from the Japanese. By the 1940s, they had further splintered into three groups, with historian William Stueck succinctly writing: ‘The Soviet faction constituted those who had long resided in the Soviet Maritime Province; the Yanan faction, peopled by Koreans who had been active in China between the world wars, had close associations with the Chinese communists led by Mao Zedong; and the Kapsan faction included Koreans who had operated in Manchuria during the 1930s but had moved into Soviet territory during World War II. These groups had limited contact with communists in Korea, who themselves split into numerous factions’.13 The Soviet Union had identified several Korean communist cadets based in Moscow who were not only trained to be guerrilla leaders against the Japanese, but could, if called upon, form the core of a puppet Soviet government in Korea – among these individuals was Kim Il-sung.14


The same factionalism occurred among the Korean right-wing Nationalists. In the mid-1920s, the NPG in China, led by America- based President Syngman Rhee, fell into disarray when the money he collected in the name of the cause, failed to make its way to Shanghai. He was impeached by the Provisional Legislative Assembly. Rhee, in true ‘democratic’ fashion, declared his impeachment illegal and continued his fund raising and lobbying activities in the United States. Internal divisions were ongoing when in 1941, some consensus was reached by the pro-Rhee and anti-Rhee factions – however, it was not to last. In 1943, with Japan at war with the Allies, Rhee again enraged members of the NPG when he and his supporters seceded from the United Korean Committee in the United States. As recorded by William Stueck: ‘The politics of the Koreans in exile mirrored the familial and small-unit relationships that had prevailed in their homeland during the last centuries of the Yi Dynasty. This pattern provided a weak foundation for either effective resistance to Japanese rule or an orderly transition to independence once that rule ended’.15
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‘‘When whales fight, the shrimp in the middle get crushed’


Japan invaded and occupied Manchuria in 1931, and an ongoing war with China ensued. Within a decade, Japan would be an ally of Nazi Germany and be at war against the Allies – although the Soviet Union would not declare war on Japan until a week before Japan surrendered unconditionally to the Allies in August 1945. Even with the Allied forces at war with Japan, Korea was not assessed as strategically important by the United States or Britain – it remained a backwater in Allied strategic considerations. Japan controlled the peninsula until the last days of the war. The two major Allied powers with direct interests in the region – Nationalist China and the Soviet Union – were fully aware of the significance of Korea. The peninsula was located between the Soviet Union, Nationalist China, and Japan. Like Imperial Russia before it, the Soviet Union focused on using the peninsula as a bulwark to help consolidate power and further its regional ambitions. For China and the Soviets, the defeat of Japan represented an ongoing round in a three-sided struggle to dominate the Korean peninsula.1


While military leaders in the United States did not place much importance on Korea, the State Department feared post-war Soviet intentions. A State Department report published in October 1943 recorded: ‘Korea may appear to offer a tempting opportunity to apply the Soviet conception of the proper treatment of colonial peoples to strengthen enormously the economic resources of the Soviet Far East, to acquire ice-free ports, and to occupy a dominating strategic position in relation both to China and Japan …. A Soviet occupation of Korea would create an entirely new strategic situation in the Far East, and its repercussions within China and Japan might be far reaching’.2 Just one month later, partly because of these concerns, President Theodore Roosevelt, Prime Minister Winston Churchill and Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek (leader of Nationalist China) released a communique while attending a conference in Cairo – Stalin was not a signatory, as the Soviet Union was not then at war with Japan. They declared: ‘The aforementioned three great powers, mindful of the enslavement of the people of Korea, are determined that in due course, Korea shall become free and independent’.3


The Nationalist Government had failed to harness support from Mao’s communists against their common foe: Japan. As a result, China remained weak and divided, with Mao and the communists growing in popularity with the peasant class. China, therefore, was not able to act as a post-war ‘policeman’ securing Korea, as Roosevelt had hoped. During the war, the Chinese Nationalist Government had requested that the United States recognise the Korean NPG. The United States, however, was allied to the Soviet Union and any backing of this proposal would not be acceptable to Stalin. Indeed, few American analysts considered Korea could effectively self-rule due to the factionalism that dominated the governments in exile. While there had been ongoing talks since 1943 regarding post-war occupation zones between the Allies, Korea had been ignored during these negotiations. Roosevelt, in 1945, considered the best option for the peninsula was for an international trusteeship to initially govern Korea, providing the Italian colonies in Africa and the Japanese-held French colonies in Indochina as examples – hardly good role models! He believed that this trusteeship should comprise of the United States, the Soviet Union, and Nationalist China; no Koreans need apply.4


At the Yalta Conference in early 1945, Roosevelt, Stalin and Churchill met to divide the post-war world into spheres of influence. Roosevelt proposed his paternalistic and schizophrenic policy towards Korea privately to Stalin; but the Soviet leader remained uncommitted. The State Department summarised the conversation between them:


[Roosevelt] had in mind for Korea a trusteeship composed of a Soviet, an American and a Chinese representative. He said the only experience we had in this matter was in the Philippines where it had taken about 50 years for the people to be prepared for self-government. He felt that in the case of Korea, the period might be from 20–30 years. Marshal Stalin said the shorter the period the better, and he inquired whether any foreign troops would be stationed in Korea. The President then said there was a question in regard to Korea, which was delicate. He personally did not feel it was necessary to invite the British to participate in the trusteeship of Korea, but he felt that they might resent this. Marshal Stalin replied that they would most certainly be offended. In fact, he said the Prime Minister might ‘kill us’. In his opinion he felt that the British should be invited.5


Yalta marked the high tide of wartime unity between the United States and the Soviet Union, mainly because Roosevelt based his post-war vision on maintaining the Grand Alliance, principally between the United States and the Soviet Union, with Britain, China and others being junior partners. Churchill was rightfully sceptical and dubious of Stalin, after all, the Soviets had allied themselves to Nazi Germany in 1939, and with Germany invaded and occupied parts of Poland that year. It was only after Hitler ‘stabbed Stalin in the back’ with the German invasion of Russia in June 1941, that the Soviet leader ‘hitched his wagon’ to the Allies’ cause. On hearing Roosevelt’s proposal, the British were against it not only because they did not trust Stalin, but they feared the implications for Britain’s already shrinking empire. With his death in April 1945, Roosevelt’s vision of a continuing Grand Alliance after the war came to nothing.6


With the nearing defeat of Japan, Korea was becoming a potential hot spot, especially given the interests that the Soviets were now showing towards the peninsula. United States’ concerns of Soviet intentions only increased with Stalin’s attitude towards Russian-occupied Eastern Europe, whose countries were all fast-becoming Soviet satellites. Stalin’s refusal for Poland to hold free elections with pro-western government candidates, despite previous commitments to the contrary at the Yalta Conference, was a worrying sign of things to come. It was in 1945 – when United States policy swung towards containing Soviet territorial expansion – that Korea was added to the list of concerns.7


Nazi Germany surrendered on 6 May 1945, but the war with Japan was still raging, and with an invasion of the Japanese mainland planned, it looked like the war in the east would run for another year at least. Stalin now considered declaring war on Japan. There was now a real risk that while the United States and her western allies were focusing on the invasion and occupation of Japan, the Soviets would invade and occupy Manchuria and Korea, making them a Soviet satellite, just as it was doing in Eastern Europe. Even so, the Allied invasion would focus on the Japanese island of Kyushu, which lay on the opposite side of the Korean strait, and it was likely that the western allies – including Australia – would have to conquer or receive the surrender of Japanese forces in southern Korea, at least.8


While attending the big-three conference at Potsdam after Germany’s defeat, President Truman (who had replaced Roosevelt) received a secret communique that an Allied invasion of Japan would almost certainly no longer be necessary, as the United States was ready to use atomic bombs against Japan during the first week of August, which would almost certainly force Japan to capitulate. Truman, unlike Roosevelt, did not trust Stalin and judged the Soviets were bent on world domination. Stalin, however, was more concerned about securing what he had gained with the collapse of Nazi Germany and what he could gain with the imminent demise of Japan’s regional influence. His overall concern was consolidating and securing his gains, and he was determined to annihilate potential rivals and troublemakers, especially those in the newly acquired countries in Eastern Europe. Indeed, these countries were crucial to his central objective of establishing buffer zones to fortify the territorial and geopolitical integrity of the Soviet Union. Korea fitted into this grand plan for his Asian buffer zone.9


Stalin told Truman at Potsdam that he was going to declare war against Japan in mid-August. Truman was relieved, as it was likely that Japan would sue for peace before the Soviets could make any move against Manchuria and Korea. Four days after the Potsdam conference concluded, the United States dropped its first atomic bomb on Hiroshima (6 August). Two days later, the Soviet Union declared war on Japan, and at 1 am the next day, Soviet forces began military operations. On 9 August, a second atomic bomb was dropped on the city of Nagasaki. The next day, the Russian 25th Army invaded north-eastern Korea, while other Soviet forces within days were sweeping away Japanese resistance in Manchuria; Truman’s worst fears were being realised. Japan surrendered unconditionally on 14 August.10


At this point, only the United States and the Soviet Union had enough troops to occupy Korea, with the aim of disarming the Japanese. However, there was no obvious east-west orientated geographical feature(s) on the peninsula that could be used to define a logical demarcation line between these American and Soviet forces, it was hastily agreed that the 38th Parallel, which divides the peninsula in almost two equal halves, would separate the zones of occupation. Truman’s great fear was that the Soviets would not stop but would occupy the whole peninsula before American troops could be deployed. To Truman’s relief, Soviet forces stopped their advance at the 38th Parallel, as agreed. Korea was now to be temporarily occupied by the world’s two superpowers. Within five years, the Korean War would break out, and an old Korean proverb would turn out to ring true: ‘When whales fight, the shrimp in the middle get crushed’.11




4


‘… an iron curtain has descended across the Continent’


Truman continued with good reason to listen to the hardliners in the State Department who were concerned about Soviet intentions in Korea; disregarding the US military who considered Korea to be of little consequence. United States’ policy in East Asia at the end of the war was driven by a concern that the Soviets ‘would ensconce themselves in Manchuria, northern China, and Korea, integrate the resources of this region with the Soviet Far East, and establish a power complex in East Asia that resembled in its force and threat the one that the Japanese had created’.1


This fear was reinforced when in November 1945, the Soviets failed to comply with its agreement with Nationalist China. On 14 August 1945, the Chinese Nationalist Government and the Soviet Union signed the ‘Sino-Soviet Treaty of Friendship and Alliance’, which dictated that the Soviets would leave Manchuria within three months of the conclusion of the war with Japan, with the territory being transferred to China. At the stated time for withdrawal, the Soviets failed to comply with the terms. It was not until May 1946 that the Soviets finally withdrew from Manchuria, and Chinese troops reoccupied the territory.2


* * *


At wars end, Korea was in a state of chaos, having been ruled by Japan for the last 40 years. Japanese policies had uprooted the traditional peasant class, forcing many into the cities to work as factory workers. Others were forced into the mines, while younger males were forced to join the army in support roles, including guards at prisoner of war camps. While Korea was united in a single language, the country had been fragmented by Japanese occupation and demands upon the population.3


Korean political forces on the left demanded fundamental changes to the social system, which were largely driven by a united labour force of factory workers and miners, who created unions to force their demands. With the mushrooming of unions, support for the communists also grew. Conversely, the political elites, who had gained privileges under Japanese occupation, sort to maintain the status quo. While two principle political parties would soon emerge, for some time there existed several fractious parties spanning the political divide, all demanding the mantle of Korean leadership.4


The anti-Japanese coalition, Korean People’s Republic (KPR) sprung up as Soviet forces occupied North Korea in August. It was well established in the north before American forces arrived in the south a month later. The KPR was not concerned about bridging the political divide between the right and left, but it was determined to nationalise major industries, confiscate and redistribute private property, and establish people’s committees. Indeed, if American forces had not arrived in the south in September, it is likely that within months the whole Korean peninsula would have been ‘united’ under the KPR banner.5


The Soviets, however, were busy promoting the development of the Korean Communist Party (KCP), placing their own people and Korean supporters in key positions. Among them was Kim Il-sung, who had been recognised by the Soviets as a potential leader of a Soviet-backed Korean government – he was soon nominated as the head of the KCP. At this point, Stalin was focusing on Europe. However, with resources stretched thin, Moscow left it to the leaders of the KPR and KCP in north Korea to conduct their own-joint Marxist-Leninist revolution, mainly through the people’s committees. Even though some communists were members of the KPR, they did not represent one united leftist block. Indeed, the Soviet-backed KCP was facing considerable resistance from two communist factions: the domestic non-Soviet-backed communists headed by Pak Hon-yong, who was the leading Communist Party leader in Korea; and the Chinese-backed Mao Zedong communists.6


As a direct response to the demands of the communist factions, the Nationalists – who were representing landowners, manufacturers, businessmen, and former Japanese collaborators – formed their own political party: the Korean Democratic Party (KDP), which dominated the south. For the time being, the United States did not recognise a legitimate government in their sector, and they established the American Military Government (AMG), commanded by Lieutenant General John Hodge.


The KDP would soon be dominated by the self-righteous, deeply religious, and ardent anti-communist, Syngman Rhee, who was still the recognised leader of the NPG. His return to Korea from the United States had briefly been hampered by the State Department, but friends in the War Department interceded on his behalf and he was shuttled off to Korea in October. It was not long before Rhee and other senior members of the KDP had established close contact with Hodge, who warned him of communist intentions to infiltrate the south and take command of the whole peninsula. Hodge himself was concerned about Soviet intentions, and he willingly accepted that his forces were at threat from international and local communists. Key positions within the south, including the police and justice systems, were dominated by members of the KDP. The same applied to the emerging South Korean national defence force, whose purpose was to aid the police in the cities and provinces in disbanding private armies and their warlords who were linked to the KPR.7


North and south quickly consolidated into distinct military and political camps separated by the 38th Parallel. Even so, in December 1945, the Soviet Union agreed to a US proposal that a joint US-Soviet commission should prepare Korea for the election of a provisional government to unify the whole peninsula. Any government would have to accommodate the various parties, including those of the communist north and the nationalist south. The proposal came to nothing as strikes and ongoing political infighting broke out, with all persuasions vying for power. To make matters worse, the Soviets were increasingly suspicious of the strong anti-communist stance now clearly demonstrated by Hodge and the AMG, which was against the proposed commission.8


Stalin now insisted on a trusteeship that would oversee a five-year transition to Korean independence. Hodge and his supporters were outraged by the suggestion, especially when the communist and leftist forces in the south agreed with Stalin’s proposition. Indeed, Hodge proposed and established the Representative Democratic Council (RDC), which was to be a collective of all major parties, and it would facilitate the establishment of a provisional government. However, its overall make-up demonstrated it was a farce, as it consisted almost exclusively of political representatives from rightist parties led by Rhee. One observer put it bluntly when he remarked that the RDC ‘was neither representative, nor democratic, nor did it ever counsel’.9


A year later, relations between the Soviets and the United States had deteriorated to such an extent that any ability for them to agree on anything was virtually impossible. This was exacerbated by the Soviets refusal to adhere to a pre-war agreement that they withdraw their forces from oil-rich Iran six-months after the war ceased – a year later, they were still there. It was now that reinforcing Soviet armour was seen heading for the Iranian border; the Soviets only backed off and agreed to withdraw from Iran after receiving threatening communiques from Washington.10


* * *


Churchill lost the British election of July 1945, having led his country successfully through a world war, even during its darkest of days when Britain and the Commonwealth stood alone. A year after the election, he openly declared while visiting the United States that a new World Order had descended. On 5 March 1946, in an address alongside President Truman, Churchill broadcasted another of his brilliant speeches, which would become famous as his Iron Curtain speech. He argued the UN had to be equipped with an armed force to stamp authority against future tyranny:


A shadow has fallen upon the scenes so lately lighted by the Allied victory. Nobody knows what Soviet Russia and its Communist international organisation intends to do in the immediate future, or what are the limits, if any, to their expansive and proselytising tendencies. I have a strong admiration and regard for the valiant Russian people and for my wartime comrade, Marshal Stalin. There is deep sympathy and goodwill in Britain – and I doubt not here also – towards the peoples of all the Russias and a resolve to persevere through many differences and rebuffs in establishing lasting friendships. We understand Russia needs to be secure on her western frontiers by the removal of all possibility of German aggression. We welcome Russia to her rightful place among the leading nations of the world. We welcome her flag upon the seas. Above all, we welcome constant, frequent and growing contacts between the Russian people and our own people on both sides of the Atlantic. It is my duty, however, for I am sure you would wish me to state the facts as I see them to you, to place before you certain facts about the present position in Europe.


From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic, an iron curtain has descended across the Continent. Behind that line lie all the capitals of the ancient states of Central and Eastern Europe. Warsaw, Berlin, Prague, Vienna, Budapest, Belgrade, Bucharest, and Sofia, all these famous cities and the populations around them lie in what I must call the Soviet sphere, and all are subject in one form or another, not only to Soviet influence but to a very high and, in many cases, increasing measure of control from Moscow. Athens alone – Greece with its immortal glories – is free to decide its future at an election under British, American, and French observation. The Russian-dominated Polish Government has been encouraged to make enormous and wrongful inroads upon Germany, and mass expulsions of millions of Germans on a scale grievous and undreamed-of are now taking place. The Communist parties, which were very small in all these Eastern States of Europe, have been raised to pre-eminence and power far beyond their numbers and are seeking everywhere to obtain totalitarian control. Police governments are prevailing in nearly every case, and so far, except in Czechoslovakia, there is no true democracy.11





* * *


Truman was in full agreement with Churchill, acknowledging it was essential that a strong Nationalist China and a united democratic Korea were crucial linchpins in holding back Soviet ambitions in Asia. The United States was now digging in its heels when it came to any hint of proposed Soviet aggression. Indeed, following a tour of the region, and having returned to Washington, Ambassador Edwin Pauley informed Truman that Korea would be a test ‘of whether a democratic competitive system can be adapted to meet the challenge of defeated feudalism, or whether some other system, i.e., Communism, will become stronger’.12 With this, US policy became less focused on a united Korea, but a strong and democratic south that could help contain Soviet expansion not only in the peninsula, but also regionally. While the Joint Commission to oversee the election of a provisional government met several times throughout the first few months of 1946, it failed to resolve any substantive issues, and on 6 May, it was disbanded. During the next two years, Soviet and US intransigence increased to the point where a divided Korea was increasingly recognised as being the permanent solution to the ‘problem’ of Korean independence.13


In the south, a coalition was formed that included moderate leftists and rightists, and it agreed to a set of basic principles, which would result in a legislative assembly. It was not long before the leftists were isolated, however, and the nationalists, led by Rhee and backed by Hodge, maintained control of the police, judiciary, and military appointments, forcing out the moderates, with a rightest legislative assembly that was voted into power in October 1947.


Meanwhile, the Soviet Union tightened its grip in the north establishing a communist provisional government led by Kim Il- sung. For a brief time, another Soviet-US Joint Commission was established, but it predictably fell apart. By now, the United States, due to financial considerations, was steering a course for the withdrawal of its troops from Korea but was greatly concerned of an invasion of communist’s forces into the south to take control of the whole peninsula.14 As recorded by historian Burton Kaufman:


Washington was clearly in the throes of a dilemma with respect to Korea in the winter and spring of 1947. Basic to American foreign policy by this time was the theory of ‘containment’ …. In terms of the containment doctrine, the United States could not easily risk a Communist takeover of Korea. At the same time, however, Washington was faced with acute political and economic crises in Europe and the Middle East. A brutal winter in Europe threatening total economic paralysis and collapse was accompanied by a British announcement that it could no longer furnish economic and military aid to Greece, whose British-backed government was fighting a Communist-led insurgency, or to Turkey, which many foreign policy experts considered a likely target for Soviet aggression. Together these two developments created an emergency-like situation in Washington. In 1947, the administration responded by pushing through Congress the $400-million Truman Doctrine and making an open-ended pledge to protect friendly nations from subversion and aggression. A few months later Secretary of State George Marshall proposed a massive program of economic assistance to Europe, which was later incorporated into the $12-billion Marshall Plan. In simplest terms, funds were not available to meet the needs of Europe and the Mediterranean areas and at the same time pay for the expensive occupation in Korea … and the United States had to consider the possibility that it might be called on to aid Chiang Kai-shek in his struggles against the Chinese Communists.15


After further attempts to generate some form of agreement with the Soviets regarding the creation of a unified provisional government for Korea broke down, an ad-hoc committee was formed by the United States, which dictated that the whole Korea problem should be handed over to the UN to solve. In October 1947, Washington presented its resolution to the UN, dictating that elections should be held in the Soviet and US zones of influence no later than 31 March 1948, for the formation of a unified Korean national government. A UN Temporary Commission on Korea (UNTCOK) was to be established to supervise the elections and transition of power. This was approved in November by the then US-dominated UN General Assembly. Not surprisingly, the United States threw all its support behind Syngman Rhee – concerned of the growing influence of communist elements in the south.


The schizophrenic nature of the communists’ attitude to the commission is demonstrated by the fact that the South Korean Labour Party, which was the communist party of South Korea, had large signs printed in English stating: ‘We’re against trusteeship, no trusteeship’. The Soviet legation in Seoul, however, approved of the commission, and within 48 hours, the signs were changed to: ‘We love trusteeship.16 It was not long before the Soviets in Moscow made it clear they did not support the commission. While Truman did not admit it at the time, he was resigned to a divided peninsula – a nationalist south and communist north, recognising that the Soviets would never back the US resolution. It was increasingly imperative that a southern regime be established to block communist domination of the peninsula before US forces withdrew.17


The United States was now openly committed to Rhee and the establishment of an independent South Korea, advocating that elections be held in the south – the UNTCOK and traditional allies of the United States, including Australia and Canada, argued no elections should take place unless they were held throughout Korea – south AND north. The United States, however, dismissed these calls as a ‘British bloc’ of ‘leftist leanings’. In February 1948, the UN General Assembly approved the US-sponsored resolution giving UNTCOK authority to supervise elections, ‘in such parts of Korea as might be accessible to the Commission’.18


Australia and Canada continued to oppose the plan and brought up issues of corruption and abuse of powers by the Rhee government, especially abuses of its police and military. They argued for a conference of leaders from north and south to be convened, with the aim of conducting free elections in a united Korea, but they were overruled, and UNTCOK undertook to conduct elections below the 38th Parallel in May 1948.19


Rhee won the elections overwhelmingly, with many concerned about obvious voting irregularities. The Republic of Korea (ROK) now came into existence, with Rhee as its first president. Not surprisingly as a result, a new constitution was drafted in the north, and the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) was proclaimed, headed by Kim Il-sung, as premier – he would hold the position for life. The physical and political division between north and south Korea was now officially established and recognised.20
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‘… a defeat of free institutions anywhere is a defeat everywhere’


Immediately following the election of Rhee as president of the newly establish ROK, American Secretary of State George Marshall made it clear to the international community that ‘any weakening of prestige and authority of [the] new government in [the] south would inevitably rebound to [the] advantage of Soviet puppet regime in [the] north, with consequent lessening of chances of unification of Korea on anything but Soviet satellite basis’.1


The only ‘lawful’ government recognised on the Korean peninsula by the UN, the ROK, was anything but.


Martial law was soon declared, resulting in a program of repression and the Rhee government embroiled in scandal and chaos. Leftist forces, on the island of Cheju-do, off the southern coast of Korea, were also on the loose with guerrilla units attacking towns, burning villages, and kidnapping and murdering police and government officials. Rhee’s government did not pacify the island until early 1949, with the help of US forces, but by then, 30,000 people had been killed – representing ten per cent of the island’s population. Ongoing violence flared up, increasingly on the mainland. The police especially felt vulnerable, and a wedge soon developed between them and the military – the security apparatus was falling apart.


Rhee and his government were dependent on the support of the United States to remain in power; however, the United States was now going forward with its plans to remove its forces from Korea, even though many in the State Department were against it. They feared the resulting instability would merely work to the benefit of the Soviets and the DPRK, ending in a united communist Korea.2


United States military intelligence officials provided briefings on the rapidly growing strength of Soviet-backed DPRK armed forces, estimating it now had a standing army of just over 100,000 men, with Soviet-supplied tanks, artillery, and aircraft with attached Soviet military ‘advisors’ – some of whom would fight in the war about to break out, including Soviet pilots who would fly over Korea in their MiG-29 fighter jets. It was concluded that at this point the south did not stand a chance if the north invaded its territory. That said, the US military was more concerned about a possible war with the Soviets in Europe (over Berlin and Greece) and the Middle East (over Turkey and Iran). The first major international crises of the Cold War had just been resolved with the successful conclusion of the Berlin airlift by Western forces as a result of the attempted blockade of the city by Soviet forces. Even more worrying was the Soviet detonation of their first atomic bomb in 1949. The Soviets now joined the United States as the only countries to have nuclear weapons, and so, another arms race was on, but this one was far more problematic than the one that contributed to the outbreak of the Great War of 1914–18 – this had the ability to obliterated entire nations.


In the grand scheme of things, however, Korea was not considered a priority by the US military, given finite resources in personnel and equipment, and their ever-tightening budgetary constraints. Indeed, Truman was now being forced by the US Congress to cut back defence spending. The bulk of American forces would be out of Korea by 30 June 1949.3


Obviously, Rhee and his government were unhappy about the withdrawal of American forces. Rhee was determined to unite the Korean peninsula under his control and had requested assistance from the United States to help fulfil this policy. While the United States agreed to leave behind large stockpiles of military equipment and supplies, setting up the Korean Military Advisory Group to train ROK military forces, they were not supporting any aggressive actions by Rhee to invade the DPRK. Truman’s advisors also assessed there was no imminent threat of the north invading the south; this would enable enough time for the south to build up and train its forces to conduct a serious defence supplied and trained by the United States if/when the north invaded. While it was observed in June 1950 that DPRK tanks and troops were massing along the 38th Parallel, the consensus was that this was just posturing by the north.4


* * *


Eight months earlier, a new regional threat emerged. Ever since the surrender and withdrawal of Japanese troops from China at the end of the Second World War, the full-scale vicious and costly civil war had been renewed between the Chinese Nationalist Party (Kuomintang) led by Chiang Kai-shek and the Chinese communists led by Mao Zedong. Mao declared in October 1949 that the Kuomintang had been defeated. The nationalists had retreated to their last remaining stronghold, the island of Formosa (present day Taiwan). Mao declared the creation of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) – Communist China now became a major player in the international struggle for Korea.5


Mao’s success – which further emboldened other communist insurgencies in Asia, including those in Vietnam, Malaya, and Indonesia – combined with the Soviets now being a nuclear power, worried Truman. He invoked what would later evolve into the ‘domino theory’, announcing a few months before the outbreak of the Korean War: ‘The assault on free institutions is worldwide and in the context of the present polarisation of power a defeat of free institutions anywhere is a defeat everywhere …. Soviet efforts are now directed towards the domination of the Eurasian land mass [and further Soviet domination] … would raise the possibility that no coalition adequate to confront the Kremlin with greater strength could be assembled’.6


Truman, who had been forced to reduce defence spending, was now arguing for a significant increase, given the new and increasing threat of Soviet and Chinese communist influence – politically and militarily. American military leaders, including General Douglas MacArthur in Japan, maintained it was essential, given limited resources, that their defence policy in Asia should focus on securing the island strongpoints of Japan, Okinawa, Formosa, and the Philippines, as opposed to getting involved in any war on mainland Asia. It was argued that US airpower and naval bases (and associated threat from nuclear weapons) could exert the required military influence to halt any Soviet- or Chinese-backed communist aggression. It was further argued that the defence of Korea, Vietnam and other mainland nations should be based on economic assistance to prevent them becoming satellites to a broader communist sphere of influence.7


* * *


Even accepting the bleak security situation of the ROK, few seriously considered the DPRK, at this point, would invade the south. The Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) assessed a week before fighting broke out that even though the DPRK had an obvious military superiority, without the ‘active participation of Soviet and Chinese Communist military units, [the DPRK alone] would be able to gain effective control over all southern Korea’. Similarly, a report prepared by the US Army Intelligence judged that ‘South Korea can maintain itself, unless the Soviets openly support North Korea in an armed invasion’.8 The United States was not dismissing communist aggression in Asia, but they assessed any such acts would almost certainly occur against Formosa or Indochina (Vietnam), with war breaking out in Korea unlikely. On 25 June 1950, however, DPRK forces invaded the south, and the United States responded almost immediately. Step by step, many nations, including Australia, would be sucked into the vortex of war on the Korean peninsula.9
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‘… American imperialists are willing to fight only to the last Korean’


In Australia, with the end of the Second World War, there was a demand to rapidly demobilise Australian servicemen – not only from family members back home, but also for financial reasons. Even so, Australia had shared a considerable burden in defeating Japan, and as such, it was entitled to a prominent role in the peace settlement. Most Australians were ‘convinced that the victory provided them with an opportunity to secure their future by ensuring that Japan was never again a threat’.1 As such, Australia committed substantial forces to the British Commonwealth Occupation Force (BCOF) of Japan, with volunteers called from the 2nd AIF to form the Australian 34th Brigade, led by Brigadier Robert Nimmo, consisting of the 65th, 66th and 67th Australian infantry battalions. These would occupy Japan, along with other Allied forces, all under the command of General Douglas MacArthur, Supreme Commander for the Allied Powers (SCAP). This was the beginning of the Australian Regular Army.2


The men of the 65th Battalion were volunteers from the 7th Division, who at the time were based at Bablikpapan in Indonesia, along with survivors of the 2/40th Battalion (8th Division) located on Timor. The men of the 2/40th Battalion had been part of Sparrow Force; most had to surrender to the Japanese while defending the island in 1942 – those who managed to escape later joined the 2/12th Battalion. The 66th Battalion received its volunteers from the 9th Division then still occupying Labuan and Tarakan on Borneo. The men allocated to the 67th Battalion came from troops located in New Guinea; the 3rd Division in Bougainville, 6th Division at Wewak, and the Australian militia 11th Division at Rabaul. A sense of unit cohesion and esprit de corps was provided by the allocation of men from specific divisions to specific battalions.3


By February 1946, the brigade was led by Brigadier Ronald Hopkins, as Nimmo had been promoted to major general and recalled to Australia. The BCOF was supported with British, New Zealand, and Indian troops who were responsible for the demobilisation and demilitarisation of the Japanese in the Hiroshima prefecture. Australia was given command of the BCOF, which was led by Australian Lieutenant Colonel John Northcott until June 1946, when Australian Lieutenant General, Sir Horace Robertson, took over command until the outbreak of the Korean War. Australia would be responsible for feeding and shipping all the BCOF’s required equipment and contributed around 13,000 personnel, including women of the Australian Army Nursing Service and Australian Army Medical Women’s Service. Several senior British officers resented the appointment of an Australian to command BCOF, with Field Marshal Claude Auchinleck in India complaining to Admiral Louis Mountbatten that it was ‘only right and just’ that the command should have been given to a British officer.4 This petty resentment percolated down to more junior British officers when dealing with Australians.5


Given the financial burden, Australia could not continue indefinitely supplying the bulk of troops and supporting elements of the BCOF, even so, by 1948, Australia was still providing about a third of the force. Indian troops withdrew in 1947, in accordance with India’s newly required independence from Britain. Shortly after, the bulk of British forces also withdrew, due to other priorities, which included Malaya, the Middle East and Germany. In mid-1948, it was decided that Australia’s commitment would be reduced to just one battalion, one Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF) squadron, while the Royal Australian Navy (RAN) commitment would consist of just one ship. Australia had reduced its force to around 3000 men, which still represented about 70 per cent of the BCOF. The New Zealand component of the BCOF withdrew in November that year, due to financial considerations and manpower shortages.6


Australia’s commitment to the BCOF continued to wind-down, with the 34th Brigade now designated the 1st Brigade. This represented the core of the newly formed Australian Regular Army, with the 65th and 66th battalions arriving back in Australia on 21 December 1948, while the 67th Battalion remained in Japan. In line with the formation of the 1st Brigade, the three regular battalions – the 65th, 66th and 67th infantry battalions – were also retitled respectively the 1st, 2nd and 3rd battalions of the Australian Regiment. Soon after, permission was granted to use the term ‘Royal’ by His Majesty King George VI, and the Australian Regiment now became the Royal Australian Regiment (RAR).7


* * *


Australian defence policy since the conclusion of the Second World War had been based on a fear of instability in South-East Asia; for the first time, the structure of the Australian Defence Force would be determined by Australia’s overall strategic policy. Even so, during the late 1940s, Australia was still tacking with Great Britain, with the Defence Committee focusing on Australia’s likely commitment of forces to the Middle East, should a war break out with Soviet Union. The regional communist threat within Asia was, however, rapidly overtaking the Middle East as Australia’s main strategic policy issue. This was the time of paranoia, with ‘communists under the bed’. Within Australia, the Labor Government, led by Prime Minister Ben Chifley, was at ‘war’ against unions and their ‘communist cronies’. This eventually led to the use of troops from the Australian Regular Army to break up the great coal strike of 1949, and other strikes that had broken out in support. The fact that a Labor Government brought in the army, split the party, and soon after, the Robert Menzies’ conservative Liberal- Country Party coalition was elected; it would remain in power for decades, as a direct result of the resulting chaos and factions within the labour movement.8


The communist fear naturally spread to a regional anxiety of the communist menace – especially with the emergence of Communist China in 1949, as well as the already established communist control of North Korea, and the communist insurgencies in Vietnam and Malaya. The Menzies Government ‘regarded Korea, Malaya and Indochina [Vietnam] as separate, but linked theatres within a global struggle between communism and democracy, which required a greater Australian defence effort’.9 Their greatest fear appeared to be realised: the small nation states in South-East Asia were in danger of becoming a giant satellite region controlled by China and the Soviet Union. To help counter this, Australian defence policy was tied to maintaining a formal coalition with either Britain or the United States – preferably both.10
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