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As pungent and concise as his short histories of both world wars, Stokesbury's survey of "the

half war" takes a broad view and seems to leave nothing out but the details. The first third

covers the North Korean invasion of June 1950, the Pusan perimeter crisis, MacArthur's

master stroke at Inchon and the intervention by Chinese forces that November. At this point,

other popular histories of the war reach the three-quarter mark, ending often with a cursory

summary of the comparatively undramatic three-and-a-half years required to bring the war to

its ambiguous conclusion on July 27, 1953. Stokesbury renders the latter period as interesting

as the operational fireworks of the first six months: the Truman-MacArthur controversy; the

political limitations on U.S. air power; the need for the Americans to fight the war as cheaply as

possible, due to NATO commitments; the prolonged negotiations at Panmunjom over the

prisoner-exchange issue; and the effect of the war on the home front. Whether the United

States could have/should have stayed out of the war in the first place comes under discussion:

"no" on both counts, according to the author.
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by James L. StokesburyCopyrightAbout the PublisherPROLOGUEThe summer monsoons had

begun; scattered but heavy rain swept across the sky, dropping from the thick clouds that

blackened the night. On the eastern rim of Asia, it was the early hours of Sunday, June 25,

1950, and most of the oriental world was asleep. Here and there, in the jungles of Malaya or

the hills of Indochina, there was furtive movement where British soldiers or French

Legionnaires tried to stay awake and alert for attack by Communist guerrillas. But it was quiet

in the Philippines, where the Communist Hukbalahap guerrillas—Huks as they were called—

had temporarily settled down. The British garrison watched the Communists over the border of

the New Territories from Hong Kong, but having just won a civil war, the new Chinese regime

did not wish to disturb one of their major channels for supplies from the western world. In

Japan, the American occupation forces were asleep, except for those unfortunate few who had

drawn duty for the weekend.On the other side of the Sea of Japan, in the southern part of the

Korean peninsula, an area styled the Republic of Korea, all was serene. The republic extended

northward to an artificial line, the 38th parallel of latitude. Along its southern edge, the few

soldiers on front-line duty huddled in their bunkers or under their ponchos, waited for the rain to

stop or dawn to break or their reliefs to arrive, thought of home or girlfriends and wished they

were somewhere else.North of the parallel, it was another country, the Democratic People’s

Republic of Korea, and here, of all places on that warm, dark summer night, it was not quiet at

all. The north, in contrast to the somnolent south, was a beehive of last-minute activity.

Infantrymen checked their weapons and shuffled forward to their assault positions; gunners

looked at watches, studied firing coordinates, and glanced at their watches again. Inside their

steamy tanks, drivers revved engines, listening to the throaty roar; the tanks squatted on their

heavy treads, waiting to be unleashed.Finally the waiting was over. Starting about 0400, the

dying hour of the night, the artillery roared out. From west to east along the parallel there was a

rippling line of gunfire, so that it took about an hour before the action was general. Beneath the

hurtling umbrella of shells, the Communist tanks and infantry surged forward. In the west they

hit first, against isolated units on the Ongjin peninsula, cut off by water from the rest of South

Korea. To the east, as the attack gathered momentum, the North Koreans met only scattered

resistance. Nothing but outposts held the positions immediately below the parallel; the main

South Korean line was something from ten to thirty miles back, and even then it was not held

with any real strength. The South Koreans had no tanks of their own, few heavy weapons, and,

most important as events developed, nothing that would stop a North Korean tank.In Seoul, the

capital of South Korea, there was a small American military advisory group; it received word of

the attack on the Ongjin peninsula about 0600, two hours after it had begun. More bad news

soon followed, and by 1000 it was clear that a full-scale invasion was in progress. Messages

began to flicker back up the chain of command. At midmorning, American Ambassador to

Korea John J. Muccio sent a report to the Department of State in Washington; an hour earlier



his military attaché had sent a similar message to the Department of the Army, and then

throughout the day amplifying calls and telegrams went out, many of them from the U.S. Air

Force control group stationed at Kimpo airport near Seoul. At the same time as the first official

alarms reached Washington, press reports of the invasion began to arrive over the wire

services of the news agencies. It was early Saturday evening on the East Coast of the United

States, just in time to make the Sunday papers.Washington was caught by surprise. As is often

the case, government intelligence agencies had been trapped between the rock of capabilities

and the hard place of intentions. They knew North Korea possessed the capability to attack

South Korea, but that meant relatively little, particularly since most other Communist countries

had similar capabilities with respect to their non-Communist neighbors. The important question

had not been whether they could do it but rather whether they intended to do it. In June 1950

there seemed to be far more likely trouble spots than Korea, for at that time, the western world

had a lot to worry about, most if it more pressing than an out-of-the-way country on the edge of

Asia.Now, suddenly here was where the action was, where, in the constantly repeated phrase

of the day, the Cold War had turned hot. President Harry S. Truman was away from

Washington, at his hometown of Independence, Missouri. He flew back to the capital on the

afternoon of the 25th, and at a conference that night at Blair House, across the street from the

White House, which was being redecorated, he and his advisers began the series of decisions

that would ultimately commit American ground troops to fight in Korea. The same day, the

Security Council of the United Nations declared North Korea a disturber of the peace and

called upon member nations to assist the Republic of Korea in resisting invasion. In response

to this, American planes and ships were soon in action over and around the Korean peninsula.

It was almost inevitable that they would shortly be followed by American ground forces.The

United Nations peace action—for it never was declared to be a war—so suddenly begun lasted

for three years and one month, until July 1953. In it served troops from the Republic of Korea,

the United States, and seventeen other member states of the United Nations, on the one side;

and troops from North Korea and Communist China and almost certainly some advisers from

Soviet Russia on the other side. Billions of dollars were spent, hundreds of thousands of lives

lost or altered forever, in a conflict of shadowy nuances, subtle and infuriating limitations, and

ambiguous results. A generation after it ended, the question students most often ask of it is:

Was this really necessary? But in 1950 the questions were more naive than that. Americans,

greeted with the advent of war for the second time in a decade, were asking: Why are there

U.S. troops in Korea, and how did they get there? Indeed, most Americans, including many

who would die there, did not even know where Korea was.PART IWAR OF

MANEUVERCHAPTER 1THE LAND OF THE MORNING CALMFor an area that prides itself

on being known as “the land of the morning calm,” Korea is singularly ill placed on the earth’s

surface. It consists of the peninsula that separates the Sea of Japan from the Yellow Sea, and

its neighbors are the three great powers of East Asia: Japan to the east and south across the

Sea of Japan, Russia, latterly the Soviet Union, to the northeast, and China and Manchuria to

the north and west.In the last hundred years, this has put Korea right at the focus of imperial

rivalry between the three. In the late nineteenth century the accelerating decline of Manchu

China turned the shores of the Yellow Sea into a fertile hunting ground for all the rising imperial

powers of both Europe and Asia. The British, French, and Germans all forced concessions

from China, but the two countries nearest the scene, Japan and Russia, squeezed hardest.

Korea was caught right in the middle of this, and from then until now there has been little

peace in the land of the morning calm.Korea itself is desirable real estate, though few who

served there during the Korean War would be able to understand why. The peninsula stretches



for nine parallels of latitude, from the 34th to the 43rd, making it almost 600 miles long; its

width varies from a narrow waist of about 90 miles to nearly 200. Total area is roughly 85,000

square miles, with some 5,600 miles of coastline, and its shape resembles an elongated New

Jersey.The only land boundary is in the north, an item of considerable significance in a war

where one side totally dominated the water; one has only to compare American command of

the sea around Korea with the enormous difficulties of containing the later war in Vietnam, half

of which has land boundaries, to illustrate how vital this factor was. The northern boundary

consists, for the most part, of the Yalu River between North Korea and Manchuria; this major

river runs in a generally southwesterly direction for about 350 air miles—nearer 500 on the

ground—before emptying into the northeast corner of the Yellow Sea. The remainder of the

land boundary is formed mostly by the Tumen River, which rises in the same mountain mass

as the Yalu, and it makes a 100-mile inverted V before reaching the Sea of Japan. This again is

a boundary with Manchuria, except for the last twelve miles or so, where the Soviet Union

holds the coastal area. The northeastern tip of North Korea is about ninety miles from the

Russian port of Vladivostok, established in the late nineteenth century and not at all

accidentally given a name meaning “Dominion over the East.”The infantryman’s view of Korea

is of a land of barren, craggy hills, endless ridges always held by someone else, and few

amenities. This is not entirely myopic. Relatively little of the country is fit for farming, only about

one-fifth, and much of that is under water in the form of rice paddies. The major topographical

feature is the Taebaek Range of mountains, which runs down the eastern side of the

peninsula, virtually isolating a narrow east-coast shelf from the rest of the country. This range,

with its few lateral roads, would do to Korea what the Appenines had done to the Italian

campaign in World War II—transform one battle into two interconnected but almost

independent ones. Most of the country slopes to the west from the Taebaeks to the Yellow Sea,

with successive rivers rising in the mountains and running off in a southwesterly direction.

Again as in Italy, the river lines thus become important for defensive positions.Communications

were sparse in 1950. In South Korea a double-track rail line ran from the capital, Seoul, near

the west coast, southeast through to Pusan, the major port on the east coast. There were

numerous single-track rail lines in North Korea. Both countries together could not claim fifty

miles of paved road; even major road arteries were only improved gravel surface, which under

heavy traffic conditions meant mud in the winter, dust in the summer.The population of 30

million was very unevenly divided. North Korea had about 60 percent of the peninsula, but less

than one-third of the population, 9 million versus 21 million in South Korea; it had most of the

minerals, most of the electric power, and therefore most of the heavy industry, while the south

was largely agricultural.Finally, a word about the climate, since no one who was in Korea will

ever forget it. An ocean peninsula might be expected to be reasonably moderate, but Korea

was not. The summer was dominated by the monsoons and was usually hot, rainy, and humid;

1950 was an exception, and it was hot, rainless, and humid. Temperatures could reach 110

degrees or even higher, with humidity up in the 90 percent range; climbing the steep hills with a

rifle, pack, and ammunition in that kind of weather finished off many a young soldier. But the

winters were equally extreme. United Nations troops did not get much farther north than the

40th parallel of latitude, which runs, in the United States, for example, from Philadelphia to

Denver to Reno. Yet in Korea the winter winds seem to come straight from the heart of Siberia,

funneled down the Yellow Sea and whipped through the mountains as if by some malignant

frost giant. To snuggle down in a sleeping bag or foxhole was to risk being killed by the

ubiquitous enemy, and to stay out in the cold was to court frostbite. Barren though it often is,

Korea still has aspects of unsurpassed beauty, but no non-Korean has ever been heard to say



a good word about its climate.To westerners, Korea, like all of Asia, gave the impression of

having been there forever. A patina of age and infinite use was everywhere. The peoples of the

peninsula were exporting bronze goods to Japan two centuries before the Christian era, and

were invaded by China at the time of the Han dynasty, in 108, a decade before Hadrian built

his wall in Britain. For the next 1,500 years Korea was divided up among, and occasionally

united by, successive series of kingdoms. Most of this time the country acknowledged the

cultural superiority of China, and accepted a sort of younger-brother relationship with the larger

civilization. Yet Korea, though perhaps derivative, was not subservient; the Koreans were able

to accept and adapt, studying Buddhism, for example, and giving it their own interpretations,

which were studied in turn in China and Japan. There were always certain continuities.

Pyongyang, capital of North Korea, was also the capital of the kingdom of Koguryo in the fifth

century, while Seoul and Kaesong were capital cities equally early.The rulers of the state of

Koryo intermarried with the Mongol emperors of China and Manchuria, but when the Mongols

collapsed, the Koreans produced their own native line, the I or Li dynasty. It lasted from 1392 to

1910, having a long and unfortunately complicated history; few of the reigning monarchs died

in bed of natural causes. There were family faction feuds; Confucianism replaced Buddhism,

and then Confucians fell to fighting among themselves. Though there were Japanese invasions

in the 1590s, the Koreans preferred to look westward, tying themselves to China, and as that

great empire declined in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, so did Korea. In the 1860s,

French, German and American expeditions all tried to open up Korea, just as the Americans

had recently done with Japan, but they met with little success. The French burned a seaport

and were driven away, the Germans hoped to rob the royal tombs but were also chased off,

and a landing party of U.S. Marines was fired upon and withdrew in 1871.However, the

Japanese succeeded in getting a treaty with Korea in 1876, opening ports and providing for

diplomatic relations, and that proved to be the fatal foot in the door. Treaties with the United

States, Great Britain, and Russia followed in the 1880s, but the Japanese were both the

closest and the most avaricious of Korea’s new friends, and they were determined to replace

China as the paramount power in the Yellow Sea area.In the 1890s, Japan’s imperial

expansion gained momentum, and it rolled right over Korea. The Sino-Japanese War of 1894–

95 was a direct result of rivalry between the two powers for control of the peninsula. It was

triggered by plots and riots among pro-Japanese and pro-Chinese factions in Seoul, and was

fought largely around the Yellow Sea. The Japanese, with their European-trained army and

navy, won hands down, and the resulting Treaty of Shimonoseki recognized the independence

of Korea from China, a euphemism for replacing any possible Chinese influence with a very

real Japanese presence.The Koreans themselves reacted against this and, denied their

traditional reliance on China, turned for support to the third great power player in the region,

the Russians. In 1896, King Kojong fled to the Russian embassy, where he stayed for a year;

the Russians were delighted to fish in troubled waters, and there was soon a Russian-Korean

bank, a flood of Russian advisers, and a series of mining and business concessions.For the

next several years the two powers traded off bits and pieces of Korea’s sovereignty and

economic life. In 1902, Japan succeeded in gaining great face when she signed the Anglo-

Japanese Naval Agreement, and this plus further friction in Korea led in 1904 to the Russo-

Japanese War. Again the Japanese gained a clear victory, if not quite as easy a one as they

had enjoyed over the Chinese, and this time the Koreans could find no further friends to bail

them out. The war was officially ended by the Treaty of Portsmouth, and it explicitly

acknowledged Japan’s predominant interest in Korea and its right to intervene in the internal

life of the country.The new Japanese resident-general, Prince Ito, set to work with a will to



“reform” and “modernize” Korea, which it in fact needed—otherwise it would not have fallen into

this situation—but which had the effect of turning the Koreans into slaves in their own country.

There were widespread risings, and a guerrilla war against the occupiers that went on for

years. None of this worked, though, and in 1910, Korea, given the ancient name of Chosen,

was annexed to Japan.Korea had little history of its own for the next thirty-five years. Japanese

exploitation was harsh and effective. In 1919 there was a rebellion among the Koreans, but the

occupiers put it down with extreme brutality. The Japanese did substitute civil for military

government, but the difference was hardly noticeable. Beyond that, they brought twentieth-

century industrialization. Technologically backward Korea had long lost the kind of enterprise

that had produced the world’s first movable type and early armored ships. The northern

mountains of the peninsula were rich in minerals, and the Japanese built dams for

hydroelectric power, railroads, and manufacturing facilities. Korea became a major contributor

to Japan’s drive toward the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere; indeed, in the hills behind

Hungnam, on the east coast, the Japanese worked to build their first atomic bomb, an effort

that marginally ran out of time in 1945.The Koreans themselves remained hewers of wood and

drawers of water. The more independent-minded of them were imprisoned, often tortured or

killed, or fled abroad into exile. One such was Syngman Rhee. Born in 1875, a fiery young

activist, he was imprisoned from 1897 to 1904 for advocating internal reform. Soon after his

release he left the country for the United States, where he tried unsuccessfully to get the

American government to protect Korea’s interests during the Treaty of Portsmouth negotiations.

He went back to Korea in 1910, with the first Ph.D. ever awarded to a Korean student in

America, a doctorate from Princeton, where he met Woodrow Wilson, still a university

president at the time. There was exile again, in 1919 after the rising of that year was crushed,

and Rhee did not finally return home until World War II ended. For years he was president of

the Korean Provisional Government, waiting hopefully but fruitlessly in diplomatic anterooms,

trying to get anyone he could interested in the fate of his country.Not all the exiles went to the

western world. A young man from northern Korea named Kim Sung Chu adopted the nom de

guerre of a famous Korean hero, Kim Il Sung. After leading guerrilla forces against Japan, he

too left the country, in the late thirties. His official biography says he organized the Anti-

Japanese Guerrilla Army in Manchuria, but there have been suggestions that he went instead

to the Soviet Union and fought in the Red Army, and even that he was at Stalingrad in 1942.

Whichever is true, he too returned home at the end of World War II, a convinced Communist

and part of the Soviet occupation forces for northern Korea.The partition of the Korean

peninsula in 1945 was the unfortunate result of one of those ad hoc decisions, taken in the

midst of far more pressing concerns, that seem to make sense at the time. In December 1943,

President Roosevelt, Prime Minister Churchill, and Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek issued the

Cairo Declaration, promising, among other things, a free and independent Korea “in due

course.” The qualifier was largely Roosevelt’s, for he had considerable doubts about the

abilities of colonial peoples to rule themselves and did not allow his constant suspicion of

British imperialism to contradict his feeling that a great many areas of the world would need

ongoing tutelage in democracy.It was not until the Potsdam Conference in July 1945 that

anyone got down to brass tacks. By then, Germany was already defeated, the Americans were

courting Russian entry into the war in the Far East, and time was growing shorter than leaders

realized to make concrete agreements. The Americans unilaterally decided that the handiest

way to treat Korea would be for them to occupy the southern part of it and the Russians, who a

month later would swarm over Japanese-held Manchuria, should occupy the northern portion.

That was in late July. Within three weeks, two atomic bombs had been dropped on Japan, the



Soviet Union had declared war, and the country was on the verge of surrender. Against this

backdrop of far more exciting events, the Russians agreed to the proposition as casually as the

Americans offered it. In General Order No. 1, issued by the Allied commander in the Pacific,

General of the Army Douglas MacArthur, on September 2, the rules for surrender of Japanese

forces were set out, and the Russians were to occupy Korea down to the 38th parallel, while

the Americans moved into the south.There was no real problem with this at the moment. The

Russians were closer than the Americans, and they flooded over Manchuria and into Korea. By

August 26 they had closed up to the demarcation line on the 38th parallel, and there, except for

a couple of minor incursions over the line, they stopped. The Americans were far slower. The

U.S. Army had designated Lt. Gen. John R. Hodge as commander in Korea, but his XXIV

Corps was still loading aboard ship in Okinawa, 600 miles south of Korea, ten days after the

Soviets had already reached the parallel. It was September 9 before the Americans reached

Seoul and accepted the surrender of the Japanese forces in the southern part of the country.To

this point and for a few days thereafter, no one paid much attention to the Koreans themselves.

They were simply ecstatically happy to see the last of the hated Japanese occupiers; few of

them thought much beyond that, and those who did simply expected the liberators to go home

now and leave them alone. After thirty-five years of occupation, they did not want any more of

it, even if it were well-intentioned. But seeds of dissension were already sprouting. The

Americans did not know too much about Korea, but they and the Russians both had an idea

what they wanted. The Americans wanted a stable, democratic government, and to go home.

The Russians had had a longer and closer association with Korea, and they wanted, as they

did all along their now engorged periphery, a government that would be friendly to them, and

that meant a Communist government. In each area, the occupiers set up provisional advisory

councils to help run the territory. The Americans turned to Dr. Rhee, now approaching seventy,

increasingly autocratic, violently anti-Communist, and genuinely afraid both of what he saw as

American courting of Soviet Russia and of what that courtship might cost his own country. The

Soviets in their zone turned to Kim Il Sung and other Communists of similar background. From

the expediencies of 1945, the stage was set for confrontation and tragedy in the future.To

understand that confrontation, it is necessary to do two things: first, to look at Korea itself in the

crucial five years between the end of one war and the start of another; second, to place those

local tensions in the larger context of an increasingly antagonistic world scene. For what

actually happened in Korea was very much conditioned by what might have happened in Berlin

or elsewhere.The initial impasse soon hardened into permanency. At the end of 1945 a big-

power conference at Moscow called for a five-year period of trusteeship by Britain, the United

States, the Soviet Union, and China, and the establishment of a provisional democratic

government. But when the executive agency of the trustees, the Soviet Union and the United

States, met in Seoul in March of the new year, it was obvious that it would not work. All the

Korean political parties except the Communists demanded immediate and complete

independence and refused to cooperate. The Soviets then insisted that the Communists were

the only legitimate party in Korea, and that it form the government. The United States was

equally insistent that that was not democracy, so from the first the overseers fell out.For better

or worse, both sides now set up their own governments in their own zones. The Soviets passed

control over to a Provisional People’s Committee, and in the summer all of the parties of the

north coalesced into the Korean National Democratic Front; in November this won the standard

whopping 97 percent of the vote in a popular election, and over the next two years, the

northern part of the peninsula made a predictable, if by no means painless for individuals,

transition into the People’s Democratic Republic, the standard Marxist-Leninst one-party state



modeled after the Soviet Union.Things went less smoothly in the south. In December 1946 a

legislative assembly was set up, half of it elected and half of it nominated. The elected half was

almost solidly behind the right-wing Syngman Rhee; the appointed half was an attempt by the

American military authorities to balance the scales with what it perceived to be moderates and

liberal-leftists. General Hodge, still the military governor, transformed the assembly into a

South Korean Interim Government, but it was clear from the start that it lacked any real popular

support. The country was in near chaos, hundreds of thousands were hungry, unemployed,

and homeless, but the Koreans wanted their independence, and since the Russian, American,

and Korean views of what that meant and how to get it simply could not be reconciled, the

country just floundered on.In May 1947 the Joint Commission of the trustee powers had one

more try. The Americans proposed free elections throughout the entire peninsula; the Russians

rejected the idea. They countered by proposing a meeting of equal numbers of representatives

of all the parties of the south, which would have meant all the parties of the south, and all the

parties of the north, which would have meant the Communists, since they were the only one.

The Americans rejected that.In September the United States took the problem to the infant

United Nations. Two months later the United Nations agreed that Korea ought to be

independent, and voted to set up a temporary commission to bring that about. The members

from eastern Europe boycotted the vote, and when a UN commission reached Korea early in

1948, with the task of supervising elections, it was refused admission to North Korea. With no

recourse, it then recommended free elections in the south; these were held on May 10, and the

conservative rightist parties gained a large majority. On August 15, 1948, Syngman Rhee

became the first president of the Republic of Korea; four months later the republic was

recognized by the UN as the only free state in Korea. But it was given diplomatic recognition

just by the western powers, as the People’s Democratic Republic received recognition solely

from the eastern bloc.The UN then set up a permanent commission to try to unify the country.

The Americans ended their military government of the south and agreed to provide advisers

and training for defense forces. The Russian occupation forces left the north. Both countries left

behind a government which the other denounced as illegitimate and which claimed to

represent all of Korea, not just the half over which it held temporary sway. Within six months

there was occasional raiding across the 38th parallel, and major exchanges of gunfire. Rhee

was vigorously calling for war against the north, perhaps to take people’s minds off the real

failure of his government to improve their lives substantially, and off the strongly authoritarian

tactics he employed to keep himself in power. Kim Il Sung was equally busy fomenting trouble,

and openly boasting of the thousands of guerrillas North Korea was supporting in South Korea.

Both constantly wallowed in the tiresome rhetoric of the day, calling each other “reactionary

imperialist traitor” or “Communist terrorist revolutionary” or rather less complimentary terms. In

early 1950, Rhee’s government lost control of the Assembly, when large numbers of moderates

were returned. A perfectly objective observer might well have concluded that one side was not

worth supporting at all, and the other was only marginally better.Unfortunately, the state of the

world from 1945 to 1950 was such that there were few objective observers around. Ever since

the Russian Revolution, the democratic and capitalist system of the western European and

North American states had been opposed by the totalitarian approach adopted by the

Communists in the Soviet Union. Lenin in power in Russia had preached world revolution, and

his successor, Joseph Stalin, had combined the revolutionary claims of Communism with

traditional Russian expansionism and fear of its neighbors. The basic antagonism of these two

systems had been submerged by the common danger of Nazi Germany, and the temporary

necessity of alliance to defeat Hitler and his followers in World War II. Under the stress of that



cataclysm, Russia and the West had helped each other survive. But once the menace was

removed, the old differences surfaced again, and within a tragically short time after 1945, it

was obvious that the world had entered on the old and dangerous paths once more.In fact,

they were even more perilous in the late forties than they had been in the thirties. For now most

of the earlier players had been swept from the board; now instead of a series of “great powers”

and potential balances among them, there were really only two, the “superpowers,” the United

States and the Soviet Union. Great Britain, France, Italy, Germany, Japan, and China were all

pale shadows of their former selves, reduced to satellites of the two giants. Not only that, but

the two remaining states possessed, if they chose to use it, power that was immense even by

the standards of the mid-twentieth century: The Russians had the greatest armed force in the

world, and the United States had the atomic bomb.It is always tempting to think that they need

not have confronted each other, that a little more wisdom, honesty, or goodwill among the

leaders might have prevented the antagonisms from surfacing, and the Cold War, with all its

fear, waste, and worry, from happening, but that is among the might-have-beens of history. For

whatever shortcomings of human nature or opposed ideology, the Soviet Union and the United

States and their allies or satellites soon stood face to face in an attitude of unwavering

hostility.Korea was but a small part of this, far less important to either than events in Europe or

in China, but very much influenced by what was happening elsewhere.In Europe, the

disagreements surfaced even before the end of World War II. For a short time they were

papered over, yet by March 1946, Winston Churchill was delivering his famous “Iron Curtain”

speech, adding a new phrase to the world’s political vocabulary. Three months later the Soviet

Union rejected the American proposal for UN control of atomic energy, and in the fall, civil war

began in Greece as Communist guerrillas attempted to take over the country. The American

government finally responded to these pressures and rebuffs with the Truman Doctrine, which

started as aid to Greece and Turkey and gradually expanded into a generalized policy of

“containing” the spread of Communism everywhere. Recognizing that they could not police a

devastated world, the Americans also tried to rebuild it, and in June 1947 launched the

Marshall Plan, offering assistance to everyone, foes as well as friends, to create a more stable

world. Again the Russians rejected the proffered olive branch, and when Czechoslovakia, over

which their control was a bit tenuous, tried to accept it, they moved overtly and seized control

of the government. Most authorities date the definitive beginning of the Cold War from the

Prague coup of February 1948, the same month as the proclamation of the People’s Republic

in North Korea.In June the famous Berlin Blockade began, countered for nearly a year by the

western airlift that kept the beleaguered city alive, until the Communists gave up the siege. But

in April 1949 the North Atlantic Treaty Organization was formed. American aid was flowing into

western Europe, and the democracies began to get back on their feet. The Federal German

Republic, or West Germany, was proclaimed in May. Then in July the Soviets exploded their

first atomic bomb, cutting away what the Americans had wishfully thought was several years’

lead in technology. They purged the Hungarian government and fastened their control ever

tighter on eastern Europe. By the end of the year, there was a dangerous and no more than

momentarily stable equilibrium in Europe.There was even less than that in Asia. Here, the end

of World War II meant exhaustion for all the major powers immediately on the scene. The

Japanese were completely prostrated by defeat, the Chinese Nationalists by victory, and the

former colonial powers by mere struggle for survival. From India all the way around to Korea

there was disruption and discord. India wanted the British to get out, and became independent

in 1947; Burma became a republic in 1948. There was a Communist-led war against the British

in Malaya that lasted for twelve years, from 1948 to 1960. The Indonesians fought first against



the Dutch and then against each other. In 1946 in Indochina, the returning French, later

replaced by the Americans, got involved in a full-scale war against the nationalist and

Communist opposition led by Ho Chi Minh, a conflict not fully resolved until the final triumph of

the Communists in 1973.All of these events were bad enough, but in the late forties the worst

was what happened to China. There the Nationalist government of Chiang Kai-shek had

waged a long, bitter, and sometimes almost hopeless struggle against the Japanese from 1937

to the end of the war. By 1945, indeed before then, China was virtually exhausted, with millions

of people dying of disease or starvation. Victory over Japan did not bring peace, for Chiang Kai-

shek’s Nationalists faced equally bitter internal opposition, from the Chinese Communists

headed by Mao Tse-tung. They had fought hard against the Nationalists during the thirties,

then been more or less quiescent during the war with Japan. At the end of that they emerged

rejuvenated and ready to fight. The Nationalists, already worn down, riven by corruption and

internal dissension, could not stand before the Communists despite American efforts first to

mediate and then to help them. By the end of 1947 the Communists held all of Manchuria in

the north; by 1948 Chiang was palpably failing. Old and autocratic, he could not or would not

initiate reforms, and those few he tried were swamped by increased Communist demands or,

worse, military victories. By 1949 it was all over. The Communists controlled China, the

Nationalists had withdrawn to the island of Formosa, where they insisted they were still the

legitimate government of all of the country. Mao Tse-tung’s government immediately signed

treaties of friendship and assistance with Soviet Russia, and when the United Nations, at

American insistence, refused to oust Nationalist China and replace it with mainland,

Communist, China, the Russians indignantly walked out of the Security Council in January

1950.The Communist victory in China was a bitter blow to the Americans, who for many years

had cherished a rather irrational belief that they and China enjoyed some sort of special

relationship with each other. The Democratic administration in Washington was lambasted with

charges that it had “lost” China, and a demagogic Republican senator named Joseph

McCarthy terrorized government and much of American public life with wild, unsupported, but

widely believed charges about Communists in high places. To many Americans, it looked as if

there were, in the words then current, a “worldwide Communist conspiracy,” a “monolith”

directed and funded from Moscow. The bright blue skies of 1945 had become covered with

dark clouds, showing red; by 1950 the world was an unfriendly place. Americans were wary,

and worried, but slowly rousing at last to their role as the leader of the free world.CHAPTER

2THE INVASIONIn the Republic of Korea, as the scope of the Communist attack became

apparent, there was dismayed alarm. Politicians issued resounding calls for battle; some units

fought desperate little actions before being flanked or overrun, others fled in panic ahead of the

lumbering North Korean tanks. The frontier was fully breached, the capital soon threatened;

refugees thronged the roads. The American military advisory group was adrift in a sea of

Koreans; communications were cut, and men were lost or swamped in the confusion. It was all

reminiscent of a scene played over and over in the twentieth century: Belgium in 1914, Poland

in 1939, Belgium and the Netherlands and France in 1940. The North Koreans pressed on

relentlessly, determined to blanket the entire peninsula and stamp out any vestige of resistance

as quickly as possible, to be able to present the world with a fait accompli, so that within a

week there would be nothing left to fight about.What was important in this situation was

therefore not what the North Koreans intended to do, which was clear enough, or what the

South Koreans could do, which was little enough, but rather what the United States could, and

would, do. Would the Americans intervene? And if they did, could they do so effectively and in

time to reverse the debacle? Those were the first questions that had to be answered.The



answers were not the foregone conclusion that they would later appear. Indeed, since the

beginning of the Cold War the United States had been attempting to define, for itself and its

allies, exactly what its defense perimeter was. After 1945, the Americans had not realized that

by defeating and occupying Germany, they had inherited central Europe’s defense problems;

and in Asia, by defeating and occupying Japan, they had equally fallen heir to its strategic

situation. In the late forties, as mainland Asia went Communist or threatened to, the United

States tended to adopt a blue-water defense line. No country in the world could afford to swap

manpower with the masses of China. The only reasonable line was offshore: Japan, the

Ryukyus, Formosa, the Philippines, the East Indies or Indonesia, perhaps Malaya, whose

geography made it particularly susceptible to influence from the sea.Two places did not fit in

this sensible scheme of things: South Korea, a client state of the United States, and Indochina,

where the French were resolutely facing backward into the colonial era. Seen in this light, it is

no accident at all that America’s two biggest conflicts since 1945 have been in those two areas.

In getting involved there, the Americans gave hostages to fortune, and paid a dear price for

them.In 1950, all this was ill perceived and undecided. General MacArthur, the American Far

East commander, and proconsul of the occupation of Japan, had been invited to the

celebrations of Korean independence in 1948. Before the ceremonies began, MacArthur put

his arm around President Rhee’s shoulder and promised to defend Korea from the

Communists “as I would California.” In his formal address he referred pointedly to the necessity

of unifying Korea, and his remarks, both official and impromptu, caused a degree of heartburn

when reported in Washington. For the government at this date did not really know whether it

wanted to defend Korea, but it certainly did know that it did not want to encourage Rhee’s

bellicosity.Several months later MacArthur seemed to have changed his mind, and he gave an

interview to a British journalist, G. Ward Price, in which he said the United States should and

would defend the island line off the coast of Asia, though he omitted Formosa from it, and he

did not mention Korea at all. In January 1950, President Truman announced his opposition to

defending Chiang Kai-shek on Formosa, and in a famous speech to the National Press Club

on January 12, Secretary of State Dean Acheson repeated the President’s views, and again

excluded South Korea from the U.S. defense perimeter, though he hedged this with

reservations about acting in concert with the United Nations should Korea or Formosa be

attacked. These views were perfectly in accord with the current policy commitment, spelled out

in a document known as NSC (National Security Council) 48/2, approved by President Truman

on December 30, 1949, so they were merely a public statement of a presumably carefully

developed position.Acheson’s speech derived its importance from the fact that authorities on

the Korean War have tended to regard it as a green light to North Korea. This probably

overemphasizes the impact of the speech, given the already existing hostility of both regimes

in Korea, and the fact that each was determined to be rid of the other. Without access to North

Korean or Soviet archives, no one can say the speech was a green light, but it may safely be

assumed that it was not a red or even a yellow one.It was one thing to decide rationally that

South Korea was not vital to American interests. It was quite a different thing to watch it sink

before a tide of Communist invasion. The government that had “lost China” had to do

something, and the initial response was diplomatic—an appeal to the United Nations.But even

while that was being prepared, it was obvious that North Korea might not respond positively,

and therefore further steps had to be explored. The most important of them came out of a

conference held between officials of the State Department and the Army late on the morning of

Sunday, June 25. This was a suggestion that if North Korea kept on fighting and if the United

Nations called on member countries for assistance, the United States should authorize



General MacArthur, in his role as Commander in Chief Far East (CINCFE), to use American

forces to stabilize the situation. It should be pointed out that throughout this period, the initiative

was taken by the State Department, and the military people rather hesitantly went along; war

may be the main reason for the soldier’s existence, but he seldom wants it, because he is

seldom ready for it.The suggestion for assistance was soon to come into force, for that

afternoon the American deputy ambassador to the UN, Ernest A. Gross, presented a

resolution that was passed unanimously after several hours of discussion. The Soviet Union

was still boycotting the UN, and Yugoslavia, occupying one of the temporary seats on the

Security Council, abstained. The Security Council called upon North Korea to cease its

aggressive action and all members of the United Nations to render assistance in achieving that

end. This again deserves at least passing comment. Critics of the decision for intervention

have charged that in effect, the United States asked the United Nations to ask the United

States to do what it wanted to do anyway, and have seen some sort of criminal collusion in the

State Department’s suggesting to the Army in the morning what it was going to suggest to the

UN in the afternoon. Such criticism is patently silly; while the decision actually to intervene may

well be open to criticism, given the nature and viability of the Republic of Korea, the process of

legitimizing the decision was certainly logical. Even determined critics cannot reasonably

suppose that State should tell Army one thing and the UN another, or that, as they apparently

would have it, the United States should ask the United Nations to ask the United States to do

what it did not want to do. The resolution was careful not to name the Soviet Union as a party

to aggression or as anything else, though one American official, asked about the relations

between the Soviet Union and North Korea, replied caustically that they were the same as the

relations between Walt Disney and Donald Duck.American success in getting South Korea

adopted by the United Nations was absolutely vital to the subsequent prosecution of the war,

or “police action” as it was officially styled. It also meant enormous frustration, in trying to get

member states to go along with the employment of armed force. The British dragged their feet,

the French were obstreperous, and it was often difficult to tell which side the Indians were

actually on. Later, when the Russians returned to the Security Council, they systematically

tried to sabotage the whole effort; they were like Nazi Germany, who had served on the

Neutrality Commission while sending troops to fight in the Spanish Civil War. Yet with all the

frustrations, it was a United Nations action, it was a joint attempt to deter aggression, and it

provided an apparatus of world support for the American position. Every public figure of the era

could vividly and painfully remember the failure of collective security to halt the Germans in the

thirties. This might be a small step forward, but it was perceived as a real one.Far more

successful than the actual support of the United Nations was the fact that the Americans then

got the UN to agree to let the United States run the war. In effect, the UN designated the

United States as its agent. There was to be a unified command, under a United States

commander, and the United States was asked to furnish occasional reports as necessary to

the UN. Barring the political necessity to consult with and cajole allies, it was a remarkably free

hand. On that front at least, the Americans had done very well indeed.Domestically, President

Truman chose not to go to Congress and ask for a declaration of war, largely on the grounds,

which he considered valid at the time, that this was not a war. It was, he said, a “bandit

incursion,” and the powers of the Presidency, coupled with the mandate of the United Nations,

were fully adequate to cope with that. From consultation with Congressional leaders, Truman

knew he had the support he needed, and he did not wish to lessen impact of American action

by a debate that would be pointless anyway. Years later in another war in a different Asian

quagmire, the matter might look different.All of this still leaves unanswered a larger question:



Should the United States have intervened at all? Historians of the New Left, or of left-liberal

persuasions, have argued that it was the United States that was on the offensive during the

1945–50 period, and that the Soviets were acting only in self-defense to protect their legitimate

interests. In the case of Korea, there have been assertions that it was actually President Rhee

who caused the war, and that he and General MacArthur plotted to create a crisis, and did so.

Korea thus becomes the first success in the move by government, military forces, and big

business to start rolling what President Eisenhower in his farewell address called the military-

industrial establishment.As with all such smoke, there has to be a little fire somewhere.

President Rhee certainly was repressive and right-wing; there was opposition to him, which he

reacted against brutally. He was bellicose. His relations with MacArthur were good, in contrast

to his earlier relations with Hodge, who could not stand him. (One observer suggested that

MacArthur got along so well with Rhee and with Chiang Kai-shek because they all understood

each other—they were all egomaniacs together.) And the war certainly did intensify the buildup

of American armed strength, and thereby enrich American capitalism. All of these elements put

together make at least a partial, and perhaps plausible, case.But a historically more valid

question than whether the United States should have intervened is whether it could have

avoided intervention. And the answer to that is probably no. Rhee was not much, but he was

the horse the Americans had chosen to back; the Republic of Korea was perhaps a poor

democracy, but it was an American creation, and to argue that it was poor is not to argue, as

the New Left would have it, that North Korea automatically was better. Even Kim Il Sung’s

official biographer admits that a great deal of force and repression was needed to make all

North Koreans see and accept the guiding light of Communism. The basic problem is that this

is not a perfect, rational world, that decisions are not and can never be totally objective, and

that they cannot be made outside of their historical context. The good guys are not all or

always good, just as the bad guys are not all or always bad. Therefore the answer must be: In

the context of the time, and given the perceptions, preconceptions, and predilections of the

men who made the decision, intervention probably could not have been avoided, and probably

should not have been avoided. However unpalatable they are, and however many residual

doubts they leave, some things just have to be done.What degree of intervention might be

necessary remained the next question. The American government hoped that if it applied naval

and air support, the South Koreans on the ground might be able to stop and then drive back

the Communists by themselves. That hope shortly proved futile. Events in Korea soon went

from bad to disastrous. The North Koreans showed no signs even of slowing down, and the

shortcomings of the South Korean military forces were all too evident.On the day of the

invasion, the army of the People’s Democratic Republic had an estimated actual strength of

135,000 men. It had eight infantry divisions at a full strength of about 11,000 men each, plus

two more at half strength. There were a couple of additional independent infantry units of

regimental size, plus five reserve infantry brigades of Border Constabulary, with from 2,600 to

5,000 men each. Most important of all was the 105th Armored Brigade, with about 6,000 men;

it had 120 Russian-made T34 tanks, one of the best medium tanks in the world, and there

were perhaps thirty more tanks in other formations. Units from battalion to division had their

own heavy weapons and artillery, ranging from machine guns and mortars on up to 122mm

howitzers. A good third of the personnel of the army were veterans of the Chinese Civil War, or

in many cases of World War II; during 1949 and early 1950, Koreans were drafted out of the

various Chinese Communist formations and sent home to their own army, and some of them

had even been drafted by the Japanese, deserted to the Communists, and then gone on from

there. This was not a mob of pajama-clad peasants, but a well-trained, well-equipped, battle-



tested, coherent military force. In the summer of 1950, before attrition ground it away, the North

Korean People’s Army was a first-class outfit.The South Korean Army was quite a different

creation. During their occupation, the Americans had begun the formation of an internal

security force; in August 1948 this was transformed into the Republic of Korea Army. By 1949

the ROK Army had 65,000 men, there was a small coast guard, and there were about 45,000

men in the police forces, a paramilitary organization more like the French Gardes Nationales or

the Spanish Garda Civil than American police forces. At the time of the invasion, the army had

95,000 men in eight divisions and several cadre formations; the divisions had a strength of

about 10,000 men each. There were 6,000 coast guards, a nascent air force of 2,000, and

about 48,000 police. These forces were advised and trained by the United States’ 500-strong

Korean Military Advisory Group (KMAG). The major problem with the army, and as it turned out

its major shortcoming when war began, derived from differences between the Americans and

the South Korean government. Syngman Rhee had never made any secret of his ambition to

use the army offensively to unify the country, and the Americans, in their desire not to let him

do so, had structured an army that was not much good for heavy combat. It had no tanks, few

antitank weapons, and no heavy artillery; its biggest gun was the 105mm howitzer, of a model

that had been used in World War II by the U.S. Army, and there were only ninety of these on

inventory in June 1950. As befit an army trained by the Americans, the South Koreans had

many vehicles, about 2,100 of them; a lot of them did not work.One thing the South Koreans

had really wanted was an air force, but here too they fell short of their northern neighbors. The

North Koreans had about 180 Russian-built planes, including 40 YAK fighters and 70 attack

and ground-support aircraft. The South Koreans had twelve unarmed liaison planes, and a

training flight of ten North American T6 Texans. The chief of the American advisory mission to

the air force, Maj. Dean E. Hess, a famous American World War II ace, had ten Mustangs at his

command; the Mustang was arguably the greatest fighter of World War II, but both sides were

making do with leftovers in the air as on the ground. Indeed, except for the introduction of the

jet aircraft, the war was basically fought with World War II equipment. It was once said of a war

between France and Austria that it was a war in 1859 fought between armies of 1809 using

tactics of 1759; it might be said of Korea that it was a war of 1950 fought by armies of 1945

using tactics of 1916.The other element in the equation was the United States, and here if

anywhere one might have expected to get to the real thing. Unfortunately that was hardly the

case. Much of the history of the war is the history of the American buildup, but in June 1950 the

armed forces of the United States were in lamentable, or laughable, condition. In 1945 the

United States had spent $50 billion on its army; in 1950 it spent $5 billion. In 1945 there were

8.25 million men on active service; in 1950 there were less than 600,000 and no one had been

drafted since March 1947. For defense the United States apparently depended upon its sole

possession of the atomic bomb, yet in 1947 it did not have any, and even the Air Force, not

noted for its candor, admitted that it was not sure it could deliver one to a target if it had one to

deliver. During the height of the Berlin Blockade there was one American division in western

Europe. The first two war plans produced by the newly formed Joint Chiefs of Staff admitted

that western Europe could not be held, and that if deterrence failed, the United States could

rely only on the atomic bomb—the bomb its forces did not have. Finally, in a document labeled

NSC 68, the government acknowledged the need to spend money and rebuild the United

States armed forces to the point where they presented a credible posture against aggression.

But NSC 68 was produced early in 1950, and in its turn sprouted disagreements about what

kind of forces the United States should have, and little had been done by the time of the

Korean crisis. President Truman remarked that everyone always wanted him to give the



Russians hell, but that this was hard to do when they had 260 divisions and he had one and a

third, rather recalling Joseph Stalin’s contemptuous remark “How many divisions does the

Pope have?”By 1950, in Japan, General MacArthur had four divisions serving on occupation

duties. Everything was understrength; the divisions had two regiments instead of the standard

three, the regiments had two batallions instead of three, the artillery battalions had two firing

batteries instead of three, and so on. And as usual in peacetime, the fighting troops were in

shortest supply; there were plenty of drivers, clerks, and cooks, but there were not many

riflemen. It was, in numbers and attitudes, a peacetime army. It was in for a terrible surprise.In

the first instance, MacArthur was relying not upon the Army but upon the Air Force to stem the

Korean onslaught. But the Far East Air Forces, under the command of Lt. Gen. George E.

Stratemeyer, were configured almost completely for the defense of Japan and other American

holdings offshore. The U.S. Air Force in 1950 was not in as poor shape as the Army, but it was

not equipped up to its authorized strength. Instead of the desired fifty-five wings, there were

forty-eight; nine of these, thirty squadrons, were in the Far East. Stratemeyer had a total of

1,172 aircraft under his control, but only 553 were in operational combat units. The rest were in

storage or in repair depots, or were training or transport or liaison planes. The Air Force was

especially short in the type it needed most, attack and ground-support planes. It had 365 F-80

Shooting Star jet fighters, their pilots among the early, not entirely happy, converts from flying

F-51 Mustangs; the Shooting Star had a realistic combat range of only 100 miles. There were

only twenty-six B-26 light bombers, and twenty-two B-29 Superfortresses, reclassified since

World War II as medium bombers. Base, support, and communication facilities were adequate

for peacetime operations, but not for a real war.The U.S. Navy in the Far East was in better

shape, more especially as it was the only real navy around; throughout the entire war there

was no challenge to American, or UN, command of the sea, and this fact, which is so easy to

mention in passing, was the absolute determinant of the way the war was fought, or indeed the

fact that it could be fought at all. Around Japan the Americans had a cruiser, a destroyer

division and part of a minesweeping squadron, and a small amphibious force. To the south was

the Seventh Fleet, the aircraft carrier Valley Forge, a heavy cruiser, and eight destroyers.

Before the end of June the British offered a carrier, two cruisers, and destroyers and frigates

from their station down at Hong Kong, and the Australians, New Zealanders, and Canadians

quickly joined in. All of these units were shaken down into Task Force 77 and were soon

operating in Korean waters. Except for its air strikes, the Navy remained something of the

“silent service” in the Korean War, but its ubiquitous presence, to bring supplies in, to put

soldiers ashore at Inchon or take them off at Hungnam, to provide coastal gunfire support, was

a classic demonstration both of the versatility and the vital nature of sea power.All of these

items and forces were still being sorted out in the hectic days of late June. On the peninsula

itself, the Republic of Korea Army was beginning to fall apart within two days of the invasion. It

launched one strong counterattack against the Communists, but the South Korean soldiers

could not hold off the enemy’s tank thrusts; units shredded apart, lost control of their flanks and

themselves, and what started out as an army began to flee southward as individuals. By the

evening of the second day, the government was packing up and moving south to Taejon, then

later on to Pusan. The capital city fell on June 27, amid scenes of panic and terror; escape

routes to the south ran over the bridges of the Han River, and the bridges were blown up

prematurely, when crowded with withdrawing soldiers and fleeing civilians. Several hundred

people were killed or wounded, and thousands more were trapped on the north side of the

river. A senior engineer officer was subsequently tried and executed, but the order to blow the

bridges seems to have been given by a cabinet-rank civilian.The disaster at the bridges was



compounded by the losses of those units still retaining some cohesion north of Seoul.

Americans, other foreign nationals, and dependents were being evacuated, first by ship from

Inchon, then by air from Kimpo airport. The KMAG people were trying to keep in touch with

their assigned Korean units and with each other, but by the end of the first few days, when the

South Korean Army reassembled and tried to regroup south of the Han River, it could muster

less than a quarter of its original strength of 98,000 men. A mere 22,000 were left, though

subsequent return of stragglers and cut-off units brought it up to 54,000. Two out of three men

had lost their personal weapons, and almost all the heavy equipment was gone.By the end of

June, U.S. and UN forces were beginning to intervene, though with little effect. During the

evacuation of personnel from Kimpo, American fighters shot down six North Korean planes on

the 27th; the next day, the Americans were bombing targets in Seoul and flying close-support

missions trying to slow the Reds down. Unfortunately, in the confusion of those early days, they

often hit South Koreans as well as North. Not until early July and the arrival on the ground of

several Tactical Air Control Parties did communications improve to the point where UN air

power began to have a real effect on the enemy. Meanwhile, at sea, Task Force 77, under the

command of Vice Adm. A. D. Struble, closed up to the coasts of Korea and began shore

bombardment, air strikes at North Korean targets, and interdiction of the few small craft,

torpedo boats and the like, the enemy was using along the shore. On July 3, British Fireflies

and Seafires hit a North Korean airfield at Haeju, while Corsairs, Skyraiders, and Panther jets

from the Valley Forge—long famous in the Pacific as the “Happy Valley”—worked over the main

field at Pyongyang. In the next several days most of the North Korean air force was wiped out,

largely caught on the ground.But though the sky and the water belonged to the UN, the ground

still belonged to the Communists. There was as yet nothing in Korea capable of standing up to

those T34 tanks, and for a long time there was not going to be. The axis of the advance was

fairly straightforward, dictated by the general geography of the peninsula. The main Communist

force had crossed the parallel in the west and converged on the capital at Seoul. From there

they drove south across the Han to the Kum River, about seventy-five miles. At the Kum, the

direction of the advance veered to southeast, heading for Taejon, then Taegu, and finally

Pusan, in the southeast corner of the peninsula. Pusan was about 150 miles from the crossing

of the Kum. Meanwhile, a part of the main force swept off rightward at the Kum and rolled over

the virtually undefended southwest quarter of the country. In addition to this main drive, there

were secondary pushes through the mountainous spine of the peninsula, in a generally

southerly direction, and there was finally an almost totally independent advance down the

narrow east coast.
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Andrew, “Good History of the Forgotten War. In the United States, the Korean War is

sometimes called "The Forgotten War" because the latter two-thirds of it was spent in

stalemate and it occurred between World War II and the Vietnam War, both of which left a

huge cultural impact. However, the Korean War was an important military event in the early

Cold War and certainly changed the face the Korean peninsula.In the post-World War II period,

Korea, previously under Japanese rule, was split across the 38th parallel with the Soviet Union

occupying the northern half and the United States occupying the south. It was supposed to be

temporary, but in the new Cold War world, this would not be. The Soviets turned the north into

a communist state while the United States supported the rightist president Syngman Rhee in

the south.In June 1950, North Korea invaded and attempted to wipe out South Korea. Because

of U.S. policy of leaving South Korea without an unnecessarily powerful military, they were

crushed by North Korean forces. The United States and the United Nations reacted. The U.N.

Security Council passed resolutions condemning the invasion and called on U.N. member

states to join and repel the invasion. South Korean and United States forces would dominate

the repel effort.With the South Koreans stuck in the southeast corner of the peninsula, General

Douglas MacArthur thought up of a risky scheme to take over Korea. He concocted the landing

at Inchon and allied forces would meet up in the middle. It succeeded fabulously. Then came

the decision of where to go from there. North Korea was back across the 38th parallel, but the

United States decided not to pass up the opportunity to simply wipe the communist state off

the map, or at least leave it severely smaller. So, U.N. forces continued up the peninsula with

the goal of the Yalu River. This ended up bringing Communist China into the war. With their

support, North Korea again was pushing south below the 38th parallel.Eventually the front

stabilized around the 38th parallel itself. For about the last two years of the three year conflict,

the fighting was marked by stalemate. One side might grab some hills only for it to be taken

back later. Negotiators attempted to bring the war to an end, but several sticking points, such

as voluntary repatriation, caused the talks to drag out for about two years.Aside from the action

on the ground, the book also takes a look at several other aspects of the war. It includes for

example how the U.N. was able to dominate control of the seas. There is also discussion about

the Korean War in the context of the Cold War, how the politics of the war played out in the

United States, and what the international forces looked like.Eventually, the negotiations, with

some compromises, came to an end in July 1953 and with it the war. The effects of Korean

War continue to exist today. North Korea is firmly a communist state while South Korea has

become a vibrant, capitalist republic.I found this book to be a very informative and detailed look

at the Korean War. I would recommend this book to those interested in military history, Korean

or American history, or the Cold War.”

ChapV, “A Very Good Short History. Stokesbury has written a number of "Short History

of..." (I've read his books on the US Revolution, US Civil War, WW1, WW2, and the Korean

War). They're all good. They provide a broad overview, a good analysis of the problems facing

decision makers, and enough detail to keep you engaged. Stokesbury also writes with a light

style that can at times get very funny as well as sarcastic. He appreciates irony and isn't shy

about pointing out the sometimes silly things people do, even in war. For a book that will give

you enough to think intelligently on the conflict without getting you bogged down in detail, you

won't find better.That said, I still think Toland's IN MORTAL COMBAT is the best one-volume

treatment of the Korean War and it's far more thorough, but then, that's not what Stokesbury is

aiming for.”



komyathy, “`The War over Korea'. Time line46 March: Iron Curtain speech by Churchill46 Fall:

Greek Civil War started by Greek communists47 June: Truman Doctrine/Marshall Plan47

Winter: Manchuria falls under control of Mao's forces48 February: Communist coup in

Czechoslovakia to prevent govt from accepting Marshall Aid.48 February: "People's Republic of

North Korea" proclaimed48 June: Berlin blockaded (at a time when only 1 USA division

remained in all of Western Europe)49 April: NATO formed49 May: Federal republic of Germany

proclaimed50 January: USSR walks out UN Security Council (in protest over not seating Mao

over Chiang Kai-shek)50 June 25: North Korea invades South Korea, with an estimated

135,000 men under arms and between 120 and 150 Russian-made T34 tanks. South Korea

on day one of the invasion had 95,000 men. "It had no tanks, few antitank weapons, and no

heavy artillery."What happened next is then thoroughly detailed: how the US intervened; how

MacArthur righted the situation and how the situation stabilized. Most of the book concerns

the first year of the war, but that's owing to the fact that the front line barely moved between

July 1951 and July 1953. (Post-MacArthur, the policy was, in effect, to build a defensive wall

and let the commies bang their heads against it until exhaustion and, thus, this period, in some

respects, was less dramatic and/or eventful, from a military perspective, than the first year of

the war.)This book is basically thus a military history of the Korean War. And, toward that end,

the author actually does a fine job characterizing the strategies of various campaigns; with the

relevant details of which army did what, when, and for what goal. It is, moreover, a military

history for the general reader, nevertheless. The book is a very manageable 218 pages (258

pages if maps and title pages are counted) and pretty much gives you enough detail on most

campaigns, as well as an adequate treatment of General MacArthur and his subsequent

dismissal by America's commander in chief at the time.Why North Korea chose to invade,

however, or even why it chose to invade at the time it did are questions pretty much ignored by

the author. What did, if anything, the Soviet Union and/or China have to do with this?

Interestingly, Stalin only merits 5 mentions in this book. 4 of the mentions are basically

asides.The fifth mention is the only relevant one:"The precise relationship between the North

Korean regime and the Soviet Union remains murky. One authority maintains that Joseph

Stalin, appraised of Kim Il Sung's intention to invade South Korea, came back with a "Do it but I

don't want to know about it" type of reply. Yet whether it was coincidence or not, the first big

break in the logjam came shortly after Stalin's death. This occurred on March 5."What about

the Chinese? How had they affected, or not affected, the start of the war? The author has

little to say about the Chinese either. He does point out though that the Chinese shortly

thereafter really were running the war. The Korean War, one could easily argue, was not

between Koreans, but between the USA and China, although it was started by Koreans (from

the North) and stabilized by the south's forces after America was able to check the 400,000

Chinese that came to "the aid of North Korea." Initially the Korean Communists from the North

were extremely successful, of course, but then almost were routed by MacArthur's Inchon

landing masterstroke and counterattack. Then it became a war between the Chinese on one

hand and Americans and Koreans from the south on the other side. In 1951 China had

upwards of four hundred thousand soldiers engaged in the war, four times the number of

soldiers that North Korea was able to keep in the field, whereas the division between American

and Korean forces from the south was approaching 50-50 at around this juncture. To boot, the

Chinese had many more forces just north of the Korean border in Manchuria to draw upon

through rotations or what have you; from a Manchuria it should be highlighted that was a safe

haven. The title Korean War thus is somewhat of a misnomer. Yes, it was a "police action" to

be legalistic, but it was far from a war between Koreans, as popular culture seems to think of it



as, wherein America bucked up one side to keep it from falling to the other side. If it wasn't for

the Chinese there wouldn't be such a sad state as North Korea now and while the Korean War

was started by Koreans (from the North) it was in great measure, after the initial period, fought

by the Chinese Army. `The War over Korea' would be a more accurate classification of the

conflict as this book makes clear, since for most of the time the war was between China on one

side with America and Koreans from the South on the other side. (09Aug) Cheers”

The book by James L. Stokesbury has a rating of 5 out of 4.0. 43 people have provided

feedback.
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