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To the thousands of American and South Korean soldiers who have served along the DMZ, and the hundreds who have died, brutally, in provocative incidents after the Armistice Agreement was signed in 1953.


To Kim Yong-kyn, my roommate and translator when he was a KATUSA soldier, who accompanied me on so many trips to the DMZ and other perilous stops (such as a leper colony)—who took the time to show me his beautiful country and its people, and whom I will never forget.


To Sheppard Kelly, my NCOIC in the 2nd Infantry Division public affairs office, who expected me to do my best, all the time, and who taught me that every single person is unique and has a story to tell. More than anyone else, he has influenced me as an Army photojournalist and after I retired, as a military author.


And to Galen Geer, “The Lump.” Vietnam veteran and outdoorsman, who felt more comfortable stomping around the DMZ than back in the office. Who said I’d never amount to much as a writer until I learned to drink scotch, smoke a pipe, and wear a tweed jacket with patches on the elbows. Got the jacket, but I’ve never smoked or drank. Maybe that’s why it took nearly twenty more years before my first book. Galen was my inspiration to think big picture and run the gauntlet of writing books.




Author’s Notes


After twenty-seven months living in South Korea, many more years fondly recalling the many friends I made and who I will never forget, the powder keg situation there is of constant concern. In writing this book I use the terms that have several variations. For continuity I have changed them to the following words and phrases:


Korean names. The family name always proceeds one or two first names. For example, South Korea’s former President Park (family name), Chung Hee (first name). He would be called President Park, not President Hee.


ROK. The Republic of (South) Korea.


DPRK. The Democratic People’s Republic of (North) Korea. To avoid confusion between ROK and DPRK I have, in most cases, used the terms South Korea and North Korea. Some sources write these two countries as north Korea and south Korea.


KATUSA. Korean Augmentee to the U.S. Army. Every eligible male in South Korea has to serve in the military. A select few serve alongside American servicemen and women, living in the same barracks, and eating in the same mess halls.


JOE CHINK. An obviously derogatory term used by GIs in Korea referring to North Korean infiltrators who torment them along the DMZ. It does not refer to Koreans, or Asians in general.


UNC. The United Nations Command. In South Korea, the UNC is composed almost entirely of U.S. officers and soldiers, which the North Koreans try to exploit to the fullest for propaganda purposes. The enlisted men, many who serve as security guards in the Joint Security Area at PanMunJom, are all volunteers. Military units from other countries rotate to South Korea for temporary duty, augmenting the UN force there.


PanMunJom. Another word that’s used a variety of ways. Again for the sake of consistency I have changed all excerpts to this one style.


The Manchus. All U.S. Army battalions have a nickname. The soldiers of the 2nd Battalion, 9th Infantry are called the Manchus, a name chosen to remember the 2/9th’s role in the Chinese Boxer Rebellion. They were stationed along the DMZ when I was there, though many other combat units have also served there.


The Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) and Military Demarcation Line (MDL). The DMZ is a gash that separates North from South Korea. It has minefields, barbed wire, guard posts, sentry posts, motion detectors, and so on. Allied forces control and patrol the southern sector of the zone; North Korea oversees the northern sector. The MDL is the actual line that separates north from south. It is little more than simple marker posts and it is very easy for patrols from either side to stray across the line, whether inadvertently or intentionally.


The Armistice Agreement ended the conflicts in the Korean War but was only a cease-fire. Technically the war has never ended.


The Joint Security Area (JSA) at PanMunJom is where delegates from both sides—the United Nations and North Korea—discuss issues about the Armistice, file violations about border incidents, plus issue countercharges and denials. Prior to August of 1976, military personnel from both sides were free to roam throughout the JSA, but a tragic event—the Tree Incident—changed the terms of the Armistice, and military personnel now remain on their respective side of the MDL.





Foreword


Michael F. Davino, Colonel, USA, Retired


Today, the Korean Peninsula remains a dangerous place, with the potential for a very violent and bloody conflict, a war that could kill millions of people.


As most readers know, the Korean War was undeclared. Today we read and hear much about presidents and their executive orders. This is nothing new. For the United States, the Korean War started with an order from President Harry Truman to commit forces to counter the unprovoked attack by North Korean forces on South Korea. After more than three years of bitter combat, an Armistice between military commanders took effect on July 27, 1953. But no peace treaty was ever signed.


Although the two Koreas remain technically at war, when President Dwight D. Eisenhower signed executive order number 10585, the Korean War ended for the United States, effective on January 31, 1955. Those service members who arrived in Korea after that date are not Korean War veterans. However, as is often heard in the U.S. military, “the enemy gets a vote.” While the peninsula has been at relative peace since Ike signed his executive order, there have been streams of North Korean provocations. Ninety-two U.S. service members and forty-three Korean Augmentees to the U.S. Army have been killed during hostilities with North Korean forces since the Armistice, most of them during the late 1960s, when our country’s armed forces were heavily committed in Vietnam. (Many more Republic of Korea and North Korean troops have been killed.)


Some of these attacks are fairly well known, like the seizure of the USS Pueblo and the infamous “axe murder” incident in PanMunJom. But many of the deaths are not, especially those men killed in hundreds of small-unit actions and firefights along the Korean Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) in the late 1960s, at a time when the war in Southeast Asia was at its peak.


Although the number of U.S. combat deaths in Korea after the Armistice is relatively small in relation to the total casualties of other conflicts, the impact on the family of each service member is the same, if not worse. When I served as president of the 2nd Indianhead Division Association, families and friends of the fallen contacted me, reaching out for information about 2nd Infantry Division veterans who served with their loved one. One family member wrote that she remembers that her family was somewhat relieved to hear that her brother was to be assigned to Korea, where the war was over, instead of Vietnam, where it was raging. That made it all the more shocking when the Army informed them that her brother was killed in a firefight with the North Koreans in 1968.


Another case, which shows how generally unaware the American public was of the continuing hostilities in Korea, was when I made a Freedom of Information Act request to help a friend of another 2nd Division soldier killed in action near the DMZ in 1967. I wanted his individual deceased personnel file. As I reviewed the file, I saw a request from the soldier’s family that his headstone be marked “Korea.” The funeral home director responded in a letter that there must be some kind of mistake. The soldier was born in 1948, so he could not have been killed in Korea. Sadly, the funeral director was badly misinformed.


Other service members from the late 1960s and early 1970s still suffer today from the effects of Agent Orange and other tactical herbicides that were spread near the Demilitarized Zone in an effort to clear the dense vegetation that North Korean agents were using to conceal their movements. Military service along the DMZ is inherently dangerous even in the absence of combat. Since July 27, 1954, more than 1,100 U.S. soldiers, sailors, airmen, and marines have been killed in training accidents, died of illnesses like the deadly Korean hemorrhagic fever, been lost in aircraft crashes, or died through many other causes on and near the Korean Peninsula.


During the sixty-five years since the Armistice, a U.S. Army general has been responsible for maintaining the Armistice agreement, and if deterrence fails, he is charged to lead the combined U.S. and Republic of Korea forces in combat, along with members of the nations that remain part of the UN Command. Since 1954, more than two million Americans have served on the Korean Peninsula, ready to “fight tonight,” if necessary.


The importance of this residual force in Korea over the years cannot be understated. One need only look at the situation in Iraq, where the United States did not maintain a powerful presence, to understand. Our long-term commitment in Korea has allowed the Republic of Korea to transition from a dictatorship to a democratically elected government and grow into an economic powerhouse.


The last U.S. death at the hands of the North Koreans occurred in 1994, a few years after the United States withdrew the last of its infantry battalions from the DMZ. But since then, North Korea has developed into a nuclear weapons power, capable of threatening our allies in the region and perhaps even our own homeland. From time to time, it has engaged in armed clashes with South Korean forces, killing dozens of soldiers and sailors. So it is indeed fitting that Gary L. Bloomfield has carefully researched and documented the armed conflict that has gone for decades on the Korean Peninsula. It will help honor those veterans who have served in Korea since the Armistice and those who did not survive their assignment in that dangerous part of the world.


Sanford, North Carolina
Memorial Day, May 28, 2018





Introduction


Why I Wrote This Book


The flight from Tokyo to Kimpo Airport near Seoul, South Korea, is two hours, give or take a few, depending on whether the jet stream is turbulent or if it’s monsoon season. Those who haven’t experienced one, think of the monsoons as a heavy rainstorm. It’s more like getting drenched with a barrel of water continuously for days on end. My flight was delayed and I got to Kimpo after hours and knew the Turtle Farm would be closed, so instead I caught a cab and checked into the Chosun Hotel for the night.


Downtown Seoul hadn’t changed much in four years and I thought about hitting the streets though it was approaching eleven and curfew in an hour would bring most everything to a halt. Except the nightclubs and discos that lock their doors but stay open till morning since no one is allowed on the streets until dawn. With a captive audience, the clubs jack up the prices on drinks and snacks. (Supposedly the curfew, at least back then in the 1970s, was so ROK Army units could reposition without spying eyes noticing the move.) I still had jet lag from the day before, flying from Kansas City to Tokyo, and really needed to get some sleep, because the next morning I had to check in at the Replacement Depot—the Turtle Farm—to find out where my next assignment would be.


I hoped I’d be in Seoul, maybe as editor for the Yongsan garrison newspaper again, or maybe as a journalist for the U.S. Forces Korea KORUS. I thought it might be too much to ask to latch onto the Stars and Stripes bureau. To me, it didn’t much matter which job I got, as long as I could stay in Seoul. I had numerous friends from before, and they already knew I was coming back.


I reported to the personnel clerk promptly at 0800 the next morning, and he checked the roster for my name.


“Bloomfield, Gary L., Specialist 5, 71Q40-J8. What the hell MOS is that?”


“The 71Q40 is for newspaper editor, and the J-8 is photojournalist.”


“Cool, Man. Says here you’re going to the 2nd Infantry Division, PAO.”


“Are you sure? I thought I’d be somewhere here in Seoul.”


“Most of the other newbies here are eleven bang bangs, all going to 2nd ID, but yeah, you got tagged, only REMF on the inbound roster. There’s a notation from the NCOIC, a SFC Sheppard Kelly, says if you don’t take it, you can stay here… as a clerk typist, but that he’ll ensure you never work as a journalist or editor again. Not sure I’d wanna be working for someone like that.”


I actually contemplated the career change for about a minute, just so I could stay in Seoul, but reluctantly agreed to the offer, not that it was much of a choice. It took a few hours to arrange for my monthly pay allotment sent home, increase my life insurance, fill out a will, and check my shots. The whole time I’m wondering who in hell was this guy Kelly? I’d heard or seen his name before, one of those hot shots in D.C., annual award-winner for journalism excellence.


A quick lunch at the chow hall, then all of us caught the military bus north to Camp Casey, headquarters for the Indianhead Division. It took about two hours to get there and to pass through two checkpoints, with armed Korean soldiers walking down the aisle, spot-checking everyone. I was used to it, having been there a few years before, but some of the new guys didn’t know what to think, and made snippy comments to the soldier checking IDs. I knew better than to mess with these guys, who don’t have any sense of humor, and take their jobs very seriously, primarily looking for North Korean infiltrators. Initially everyone on the bus was shooting the shit, but as we got farther north and passed the telltale signs of a war zone, it got real quiet.


Just inside the gate at Camp Casey was an M60 tank with its crew standing off in the shade. Locked and loaded if the sirens went off. We were dropped off at the Adjutant General’s office for more in-processing.


While waiting for my pay, sitting there with a dozen other soldiers, some of them nodding off from the jet lag and the boredom, the front door banged open and a wiry SFC walked in and bellowed, “BLOOMFIELD! Get yer ass over here!”


I didn’t have to guess that this was probably Kelly. I wondered if it was too late to take that clerk typist job back in Seoul.


“Grab your bags. Let’s go!”


“I’m waiting for my pay.”


Kelly looked around the room, spotted the pay window and ripped into the pay clerk.


“Get Bloomfield paid NOW. We got to go.”


A few minutes later we were in the PAO jeep, roaring down the main road on Camp Casey. Not one word was said during the five-minute drive. We pulled up to a lime-green Quonset hut. Outside was a sign: “2nd Inf. Div PAO, and Indianhead Newspaper, Second to None.” Next door was the division museum.


“This is your home for the next thirteen months. Grab your duffel and I’ll show you where your bunk is.”


“I have to sign in with the company first.”


“Nope. It’s better if they don’t know you’re here. As soon as they know, you’ll be doing morning PT, every day at 0530, once a week with full pack, helmet, and weapon. And once a month you’ll pull CQ [charge of quarters, which is like a night watch in the barracks]. You got too many things to do to be worrying about that company nonsense.”


I trusted that he knew what he was talking about, though I wondered how long I could remain off the books.


Quick introductions as everyone was leaving for the day, and a walk-through, side-shuffling through the photo lab, and back to the dungeon where our bunks were. I had to crawl over a bunk to get to mine tucked in the back corner. There were some boxes of typing paper and other supplies stacked on the mattress, which I stacked in the corner. I started to unpack my duffel but Kelly shouted from the outer office that I could do that when it was time to sack out. Late in the afternoon I was getting hungry, but I didn’t have a meal card (since I hadn’t checked in with the company) so I wasn’t sure what Kelly had planned to eat.


“We’ve got a camp stove if you want C-rats or ramen, or we can go to the Korean Café half mile from here, which has great food, cheap.” Hadn’t had C-rations since deploying to Germany for war games the year before, while I was stationed at Fort Riley.


“What about the mess hall? I don’t have a meal card but can’t we pay for it?”


“You don’t want to show your face there. Someone will be asking who you are.”


It had been a long day and I was ready to crash, but I needed a shower. After a bowl of ramen, and a quick walk around the Q-hut so I’d know where everything was, I peeked in the latrine but all I saw was a sink and the stool. Kelly was at his desk reading teletype news flashes. “Whatchoo want now?”


“I’d like to be able to take a shower but didn’t notice one here in the building.” I was afraid he’d tell me to find the hose out back.


“I go to the…” and he pointed out the window, but then he got up and led me to the front door and pointed to another Quonset hut about a hundred yards away. It was down a rocky hill, across a ditch, and up another hill.


“Do not go up to the barracks because, just like at the mess hall, if someone sees you, they’ll wanna know who you are.”


I really didn’t feel like making that trek to the shower, especially knowing I’d probably get dirty on the walk back. And, that’s exactly what happened. I immediately decided that maybe a shower once a week would suffice.


Before sacking out for the night, Kelly informed me that tomorrow was a duty day, and he liked to get to work around seven, before the phones started ringing and anyone else could stop by to pester him. Plus, he didn’t trust our house boy and wanted to keep an eye on him as he cleaned the building.


“I should sign in at the company, and get my weapon and my gear.”


“Stop worrying about that stuff. I’ll take care of it when I have time.”


Before sacking out, that first night back in Korea, I dug through my duffel bag and pulled out my journal. Over the years I’ve learned to jot down my thoughts during the moment, not days or even hours later:



JOURNAL


For the next year I have no control over my life. No influence, nor say-so, for I am an American soldier stationed with the 2nd Infantry Division near the Devil’s Playground, the Demilitarized Zone, in South Korea.


Everything here, and every day in, day out focuses on combat, our unit readiness for war, and the potential of an ever-impending invasion by North Korean troops only a few miles away. The only thing that separates us is a few coils of concertina wire and minefields.


It’s a sobering feeling that is shared by many American soldiers who’ve never been in combat. Some were too young to know or even care about Vietnam, so the closest they’ve been to combat is basic training—hardly a notable “prep school” for the tough-guy tactics they may someday encounter with North Korean soldiers intent on killing them. Fresh out of high school, thrown directly into the line of fire, many rosy-cheeked and wide-eyed teenage GIs stationed on the Z will mature to twice their age by the time they leave, if they survive long enough to leave the zone. During my last tour, I was stationed at Yongsan, in Seoul, and I often saw Indianhead soldiers who looked battle-hardened from being on the Z too long. That was 1972. Now I’m back in Korea, this time with the 2nd Division. And here it’s a completely different world. We are not at war, but it’s still a combat zone. It’s an uneasy peace in Korea, and many American soldiers, just as I, only hope their tour passes safely, without incident.




I quickly learned that if Kelly got to work at seven, he expected me to do likewise, as long as I didn’t pester him. So instead I sat at my desk that first morning, checked whatever supplies and files were in the drawers, read a couple of stories slated for the next issue of the division newspaper and watched Mr. Kim clean the office.


I said “On young, haw shim nee kaw?” (Hello and how are you?) and it surprised him that I knew Korean. Many GIs don’t bother, but it was my second tour and after spending nearly every day at an orphanage in Seoul, I had to learn a little just to communicate with the children.


Mr. Kim looked to be in his forties, maybe fifties, slightly hunched over, leather skin from too much sun. He wore khaki shorts, a torn Army t-shirt and flip flops. He started with the venetian blinds and the window sills, dusting them with a wet wash towel, then he emptied the trash cans, and flattened all the soda cans, and put all the newspapers and balled up typing paper in neat piles. I guessed he was making a little extra from recycling them.


Mr. Kim wiped out the ash trays with that towel, rinsed it out often to wipe off all the desks and file cabinets, then he went into the latrine and scrubbed the sink and the toilet. The last thing he did was empty and scrub the coffee pot, and an assortment of coffee mugs, and yes, with that same nasty towel.


I don’t drink coffee or tea, fortunately. I never have. When I mentioned Mr. Kim’s cleaning habits to another journalist, he just shrugged and said it probably added a little flavor to the coffee. I went back to the dungeon and dug out my shot record, to ensure my tetanus was up to date, just in case.


By eight everyone stumbled in, including the small group of Korean Army soldiers who would work on the Korean language pages of our newspaper. These soldiers who work with us are called KATUSAs—Korean Augmentees to the U.S. Army, and they would quickly become my most trusted friends.


We were just chatting, me trying to impress them with my broken Korean, when SFC Kelly interrupted us, and pointed at me. “Let’s go. Got someone you need to meet.”


Kelly is long and lanky and always in a rush to get somewhere fast, so like a dutiful puppy, I had to trot to keep up with him as we trekked up the road, and walked into the headquarters building for the 2nd Infantry Division. I didn’t have a clue where he was taking me, and by the time I figured it out, it was too late. He knocked at an open door and peeked in.


“Hey Kelly. C’mon in.”


“Sir, I’d like to introduce you to Specialist Bloomfield, our new editor.” Sitting at the desk was Major General Morris Brady, commander of the 2nd Infantry Division. To say I was a little tongue-tied was an understatement.


“Good morning… Sir. Happy to meet you.”


“Bloomfield. Bloomfield? I just read something about you.” I figured maybe he’d seen some of the things I’d written for the Fort Riley POST newspaper, or maybe for Soldiers magazine. The CG shuffled some papers on his desk then found what he was looking for.


“Here it is. Morning report. Says you’re AWOL.”


“No, sir,” Kelly chimed in. He gave me a look that implied I not say a word. “I picked him up late in the afternoon and by the time we got to the company, the orderly room was closed. Planning to get him signed in as soon as we’re done here.”


Somehow he believed him. “Just take care of it, Kelly.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Bloomfield… Army PAO says the Indianhead is a Class C newspaper, the only one in the whole Army. That’s B.S. Everything I do is first class, and so I brought Kelly here to get it straightened out and he asked for you by name to get the paper up to an A rating. Understand?”


“Yes, sir. I’ll do my best,” I blurted out without a clue how to accomplish that on my own. I also figured it might not be a good time to mention I really wanted to be in Seoul. Actually, I never considered asking once I knew what the CG and Kelly expected of me.


“Kelly and I got about six months left in country, so that’s how long you’ve got to turn this thing around. Sooner the better.”


“Yes, sir.”


“And I better not see your name on the morning report tomorrow, otherwise you’ll be writing the newspaper from the stockade. Now get outta here.”


“Yes, sir.” I saluted him and backed out. Kelly hung back and I saw the two of them smiling at each other, like maybe I’d just been played. Little did I know that over the next six months they both tormented the hell out of me, sometimes playing good cop, bad cop, sometimes double-teaming me, often pissing me off to the max. Of course it was many years later that Sheppard Kelly finally confessed that they were working together to make me a better journalist and newspaper editor:



When Specialist Fifth Class Gary Bloomfield arrived in South Korea to become the editor of the 2nd Infantry Division’s newspaper, the supervisory staff in the office in which he was to work already knew him to be an accomplished, prolific writer, from reading his articles in his stateside Army newspaper. We were unaware, however, that he had spent a previous tour in Seoul—some 40 miles south of his new duty station. The newspaper he was to edit had the previous year been given a “C” grade by the Department of the Army—the lowest grade given. It was given to newspapers that served their readership little of the time. Some of the judging criteria were how well the newspapers entertained, informed and educated the soldiers. The Indianhead was said to fall short in the latter two areas.


The division commander had mandated that the paper be brought up to class A quickly, saying, “If you aren’t going first class, there is no point in going at all.” Initially Gary seemed more interested in writing than editing. He had arrived with some preconceived notions, based on his prior experiences, about relations between Koreans and American soldiers. He seemed intent on bettering those relations, and spent a considerable amount of his free time interviewing the civilians in the nearby village of Tong Du Chon. A do-it-yourself kind of person, Gary would take on the tougher interviews himself. As a military editor, however, it was his responsibility to teach and supervise the journalists assigned to staff. This included five or six U.S. military journalists and three to five KATUSAs—Korean soldiers who augmented the staff. They also wrote two pages of the newspaper in the Korean language for the KATUSAs who augmented organizations throughout the division.


It took quite a bit of arm twisting to get Gary to spend more time in his editor’s chair. At that point, he was still developing as an editor, supervisor and teacher. Instead of correcting writers’ errors himself, he taught them to correct their own. The newspaper also started telling why and how division soldiers did what they did. That required book and newspaper research, something the staff seemed to despise. The resultant stories were a vast improvement over those previously presented, and within three or four months the paper was given an “A” rating. Then came a special newspaper about the KATUSAs, how the program came into being and their melding into the division’s fighting plan. This required that Gary and the writers learn as much as possible about the Korean War, and post Korean War period. It was probably the best single issue of any newspaper published in Korea that year.


The improvement was borne out during the judging of all the military newspapers a few months later in which the Indianhead won about three-quarters of the awards available. Gary’s growth didn’t stop there. The greatest change I saw was in his attitude following his first trip up to the Demilitarized Zone, a stone’s throw away from our compound. It was a trip he really did not want to make. Galen Geer, a Vietnam War vet, assigned to the office, accompanied him. Upon his return to the division, whose soldiers guard the Demilitarized Zone, it seemed that he had a greater appreciation for the relationship between the division soldiers and civilians in the local village. While most of the men in the village provided daily logistical support of various types to the division, they shared the same dangers as the division soldiers should an attack from the north take place.


Over these many years Gary’s books show a love for research, something that was either non-existent or well hidden upon his arrival at the division, in 1977.




Looking back I didn’t always appreciate SFC Kelly overseeing the improvements to the newspaper or his molding of the staff, which often had other priorities that took place after hours. More than too often SFC Kelly berated all of us to get out there and do our jobs. But during those six months of hell, we turned the Indianhead around, and finally got that A rating the CG demanded. And along the way we garnered a bunch of awards, including U.S. Forces Korea “Best Newspaper.” Several of our stories were singled out, and I was selected Army Journalist of the Year and United Nations Command Best Journalist. Though Major General Brady had already moved on to another assignment by then, when he heard the news about my awards, he sent me a telegram, saying he was “busting proud.” I couldn’t help but look back on all we’d done to transform the Indianhead into an award-winning newspaper and recalled the popular quote, “The difficult we do every day. The impossible takes a little longer.”


At about this same time, a peanut farmer from Georgia decided to run for president and one of his campaign promises was to pull all U.S. troops out of Korea. It was a bone-headed idea, but no one took him seriously, until he became president. I had too many friends in Korea—the children at the orphanage in Seoul who called me Gary opa (older brother), the college students I taught conversational English to, and of course the KATUSAs I worked with and roomed with and who showed me their beautiful country. I knew I had to do something and decided to write a book about Korea and the DMZ and the soldiers who are stationed there.


It took two years to complete the book and, because I was still in the Army, I had to submit the manuscript for Devil’s Playground to the Pentagon for approval. Took about six months and when I got it back, it was shredded, with only about half of it approved. The rest was stamped “classified,” even though I was careful to use only nongovernment sources such as national newspapers and magazines, and book excerpts. I knew there was no sense arguing about it. My next assignment in Germany was as part of the U.S. Army Europe News Team, and I didn’t have time to massage Devil’s Playground, so I shelved it, leaving it at my parent’s house in Kansas City.


Twenty years later I’d left the Army, gotten my bachelor’s and master’s degrees on the GI Bill, been managing editor for VFW magazine, edited two books on World War II, and written two books—on World War II athletes and entertainers. My publisher asked if I had anything else in the works. I mentioned a book I’d done on Korea and the DMZ and he asked to see it, so I dusted it off, salvaged what was left of it after the Pentagon hatchet job, and reworked it. He liked it but said there was no interest at that time in Korea, so I set it aside again. Late in 2017, after I just finished two books—on George Patton and Mark Twain—my publisher asked if I still had that Korea book and that now might be a great time to release it.


Once again I dusted off Devil’s Playground, decided to scrap practically everything except the title, a few of the chapters and my journal notes and photos. Then I wrote a totally new book. I’d been filing away newspaper and magazine articles, book excerpts and declassified documents about Korea and the DMZ, just in case there was ever any interest in Korea, so I had plenty of new material. I didn’t want this book to be just another think-tank piece, but rather more about the troops on the ground, those stationed on the DMZ, and how decisions (and indecisions) in D.C., Pyongyang and Seoul, and Tokyo, Beijing and Moscow impact them, because, if war does break out on the Korean Peninsula, if North Korea finally attempts to achieve its goal of reunifying Korea as a communist state, it’s those American servicemen and women stationed north of Seoul, who will be, who know they will be the trip wire that ensures American involvement in the war that ended with a cease-fire.


When the Armistice Agreement was signed in 1953, ending the Korean Conflict, our boys came home, my father included, peace was restored and Korea became the forgotten war. While America turned its attention to other hot spots, to Berlin and Cuba, and Southeast Asia, North Korea was preparing to finish a war that never ended, and they vowed to reunify the peninsula, no matter what it cost, no matter what sacrifices had to be made. Not much has been heard from the region these past many decades, certainly nothing to become overly concerned about. Sure there have been minor incidents that get mentioned on the inside pages, but very few make it to the banner headlines.


There was the seizure of the intelligence ship Pueblo, the Tree Incident at PanMunJom, several assassination attempts on the South Korean presidents and the shoot-downs of a Korean Airlines passenger plane and an American spy plane, but beyond these few incidents, the American public heard little about Korea. That is until recently when two inexperienced leaders—a newly elected American president, and an untested grandson of North Korea’s Great Leader squared off in the world arena, both threatening to unleash a firestorm of missiles and destroy each other.


Koreans on both sides of the Demilitarized Zone have never felt lasting peace was restored on the peninsula. It is a powder keg. Always has been, we were just concerned with other issues and other parts of the world, until now.


While the United States has sent troops to Bosnia and Somalia, Panama, Grenada and Mogadishu, Iraq and Afghanistan, North Korea has been taking shots at our service members stationed there all along, and even though they want us gone, they won’t push us off the peninsula.


I was one of those young soldiers sent over to Korea, for two eye-opening tours in the 1970s that had such an impact on me, I wrote a series of articles about a country and a situation that has always been smoldering—occasionally verging on exploding into an inferno, pushing us perilously close to World War III.


I’m not a politician, a diplomat, or a high-ranking officer who studied military history and understands battle strategies. I’m just a former soldier who still has friends in Korea I care deeply about. Maybe I have a little more insight because of my curiosity as a military journalist who has been there, on the DMZ, and seen the threat up close.


For those of us who have been there, we know it hasn’t changed during all this time. Certainly, Seoul has become an amazingly vibrant city of millions, one of the crown jewels of Asia, while Pyongyang may appear to outsiders as a metropolis but it’s really nothing more than a Potemkin Village. But for all of its accomplishments as a world leader, Seoul is still within artillery range of the border, and would suffer enormous losses in the opening days if hostilities resume. That threat has always been very real, but North Korea’s development of nukes escalates that concern. There is little doubt the combined forces of South Korea and the United States would eventually win any war with North Korea, but the devastation to Seoul would be enormous and the loss of life could be in the millions, and for that reason alone, war must be avoided at all costs.


I can relate only what I saw and experienced during my two tours. Yet even today, every time another incident flares, every time North Korea makes the news, I know the situation is actually much worse than what is being reported. And if anyone foolishly believes that somehow the situation over there has subsided, recently North Korea issued this damning statement in early 2017: “The army and people… with burning hatred for the Yankees are in full readiness to fight a death-defying battle.”


“Burning hatred for the Yankees” doesn’t sound much like a peace overture to me, but it also doesn’t sound any different from the rhetoric I heard in the seventies or have read all these many years since.


Seeing the hatred in their eyes, it’s easy for me to understand that even the lowliest of North Korean soldier would be instantly elevated to hero status if they killed an American soldier. Serving along Korea’s Demilitarized Zone is not to be taken lightly.


In the 1960s and early’70s, war in Vietnam overshadowed anything happening in Korea. In recent years, war in Iraq and Afghanistan is certainly more dangerous for our men and women in uniform, but serving in Korea is hardly a cushy job.


While the politicians and diplomats in Washington, D.C., and at the United Nations in New York, in the capitols of Seoul, Pyongyang, Beijing, Tokyo, and Moscow issue statements warning of a nuclear holocaust in northeast Asia, our American soldiers stationed in Korea are the ones I think of most—for they would suffer the immediate consequences, along with the millions of innocent civilians in Seoul, if war breaks out. Among those innocent civilians are my former “sisters” from the orphanage I spent so much time at, the college students I debated with while helping them with their conversational English, and of course the KATUSA soldiers I worked with, and befriended. All of them never far from my mind, every day.


During a debate with college students in June 1978, while sitting around a tea room in Seoul, I was asked what I thought of North Korea. I explained it simply: “On the international stage, North Korea blusters with a superiority attitude, to hide an inferiority complex.”


I still feel that way, only now they’ve got nukes, as if that somehow gives them legitimacy on the world stage. They think it does, but the bulk of their military—those thousands of tanks and artillery pieces, the hundreds of fighter planes—are vintage 1960s or even older. But even with modern fighter jets, tanks and submarines from Russia and China, they lack spare parts and fuel, which would limit their offensive capabilities to weeks, possibly only days before our military superiority would seize the initiative and obliterate anything and everything they’ve got.



[image: When the 2nd Infantry Division manned the DMZ, Guard Post Ouellette was only a few yards from the Military Demarcation Line, making it an easy target for enemy infiltrators to throw rocks and sometimes hand grenades at the lookout posts, and do it without crossing into South Korea. Photo by Gary L. Bloomfield.]
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In the Demilitarized Zone separating North from South Korea, it is deadly serious business, this game of stare-down along the Military Demarcation Line. Every once in a while it escalates to fisticuffs and firefights and skirmishes and even though the 2nd Infantry Division has since been pulled back further south, relinquishing DMZ duties to the ROKs, there are still American military police troops assigned to the Joint Security Area at PanMunJom, and U.S. military personnel representing the UN Command at the Truce Village, where confrontations can flare at any time, without warning.


For those of us who have been there, this beautiful country is known as something more sinister than The Land of the Morning Calm. The Demilitarized Zone, that barren gash, lined with barbed-wire fencing and minefields, guard towers and foot patrols, the most heavily armed confrontation in the world, is known as The Devil’s Playground.






Overview


Still Standing Guard in Korea




It is a riddle, wrapped in a mystery, inside an enigma. —Winston Churchill on October 1, 1939, referring to Russia, but he could just as easily have been referring to North Korea over the past half century.




Author’s Note: When I was managing editor for VFW magazine, I wrote the following for the June/July 1990 issue.


“Humpin’ the Yamas” is what American soldiers stationed in South Korea call patrolling within the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ). Though the frequency of North Korean provocations has subsided inside the Z, every patrol is warned to remain rock steady because a firefight could erupt at any time, without warning. All of their senses are trying to detect any sign of Communist infiltration. They listen, despite the distant North Korean artillery reverberations (which mask underground explosions needed to construct invasion tunnels).


Only yards away, on the other side of the Military Demarcation Line (which is little more than a chain of posts) 151 miles long, concealed North Korean guerrillas often whistle or throw rocks, hoping to unnerve the young American soldiers, prodding them to fire across the MDL, which would be a major violation of the truce accords that signaled the end of the fighting in the Korean War.


This daily badgering becomes more a battle of wits than of war. But despite its misnomer, the Korean Demilitarized Zone has the most potent arsenals in the world concentrated on every South Korean, U.S. and Communist unit within or adjacent to its three-mile-wide swath that severs Korea in two.


Radical students and political dissidents in South Korea believe the U.S. presence along the DMZ is preventing the reunification of North and South. Communist propagandists have been spouting that same message for years, accusing the American “warmongers” of dominating and controlling each “puppet regime” in Seoul.


While it’s true that the fifth largest army in the world is based on the Korean Peninsula, that army is, in fact, North Korea’s, not America’s, which has only 45,000 U.S. troops there to complement the Republic of (South) Korea’s 650,000 man defense forces. The allies’ combined strength would have to repel more than a million Communist troops spearheaded by a 100,000-man commando force.


Though the U.S./ROK forces maintain a heightened readiness posture, it is to repel an attack, not instigate one. The North, on the other hand, has had one goal since the truce agreement in 1953—to eliminate the U.S. presence, reunify the country (by force if necessary), and impose Communism on the new Korea.


With a 2-to-1 advantage in tanks, artillery, and fighter jets, a 3-to-1 edge in naval warships, an entire populace, including women and children willing to die for their god-like hero/leader Kim Il Sung, North Korea certainly has the war machine to attempt an attack, though analysts doubt they could sustain it without substantial Soviet or Chinese support.
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