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				When we speak of the qualities of a “true man,” we are primarily talking about his thought and faith, for the more tenaciously he sticks to his thought and faith, the clearer will be the aim of his life and the more sincere his efforts to attain it. This is why we devote so much energy and effort to imbuing the people with faith in communism…. Without steel-like faith and will, one cannot attain final victory for this movement.

				—Kim Il Sung (1912–1994) With the Century: Reminiscences, Vol. 6
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				An Unexpected Invitation

			
			In the fall of 1991, Rev. Billy Graham, the American evangelist, received an unexpected invitation from Pyongyang. “It will be a great joy to welcome you to our church,” read the letter, which was sent by leaders of North Korea’s state-sanctioned Protestant and Catholic churches.[1]

			Rev. Graham, then seventy-three years old, had preached the Christian gospel to perhaps more people than any man in history. In addition to appearing before an estimated 215 million people in evangelistic “crusades” from New York’s Madison Square Garden to Moscow’s Bolshoi Theatre, the minister had reached hundreds of millions more through his televised rallies, and had the ear of an unbroken succession of U.S. presidents stretching back to Harry S. Truman.[2] As much as any one person could be said to embody twentieth-century American Christianity to the world, Rev. Graham—“America’s Pastor”—was it.

			Graham used his influence widely and was accustomed to preaching in peculiar settings. In addition to the trips he made to the Soviet Union, including several at the height of the Cold War, he regularly brought his crusades to countries behind the Iron Curtain, preaching a simple but powerful message of personal salvation: that God had sent his only begotten son for the redemption of humankind. Regardless of political ideology. Regardless of history. Regardless of war, famine, genocide, and the horrors of this most brutal of ages.

			Even so, the invitation from Pyongyang was unusual. Unlike East Germany, Poland, and the other Communist bloc countries that had been swept up in revolution around the time of the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, North Korea—which emerged as a satellite state of Moscow in the aftermath of Japan’s defeat in World War II—hadn’t shown any signs of buckling. Kim Il Sung, the founder of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, as North Korea formally calls itself, had ruled without interruption for nearly a half century. Aside from a benign growth on his neck about the size of a clenched fist, Kim had shown no obvious signs of ill health, nor had intelligence agents in the U.S. or in North Korea’s rival regime in South Korea picked up any signs that Kim’s rule was being seriously challenged. Indeed, while Nikita Khrushchev had systematically dismantled Joseph Stalin’s cult of personality in the Soviet Union in the 1950s, and while Deng Xiaoping had curbed the excesses of Mao Zedong worship in China beginning in the late 1970s, in North Korea, Kim Il Sung’s power—and his remarkable cult of personality—seemed only to grow with time.

			In portraits in homes and classrooms, in daily photographs on the front page of the country’s main party newspaper, on the lapel badges that citizens had pinned over their hearts, Kim’s image was the very iconography of the state. Even when he wasn’t visible, Kim Il Sung was omnipresent, in plaques at factories commemorating his visits, in hymns sung in praise of him by schoolchildren, in the white cloths draped over subway seats that his posterior had once graced and on which nobody could ever sit again.[3] Foreign visitors were shocked to hear the man hailed as nothing less than a god, the Sun of Korea. North Korea’s state media regularly hailed citizens who, amid earthquakes and floods, laid down their lives to protect sacral images of Kim Il Sung. “Corpses were dug out of the silt. Found out in their bosom were portraits wrapped with vinyl sheets to prevent them from being spoiled by water,” North Korea’s official news agency recounted after floods swept one rural county.[4]

			Kim Il Sung’s deification was a decades-long process. In 1972, to mark Kim’s sixtieth birthday, the nation erected a gleaming sixty-six-foot-tall statue of him on a hill in the capital, Pyongyang. In 1982, for Kim Il Sung’s seventieth birthday, an Arch of Triumph was built roughly a mile to the north, similar to Paris’s version but taller, to commemorate his fictionalized defeat of the Japanese Imperial Army. Across town, a stone obelisk—similar to Washington’s but, again, taller—was constructed with 25,550 blocks of white granite, one for each day of Kim’s seven decades of life. “The campaign to glorify him,” wrote one biographer in 1988, “has surpassed fanatic religious fervor. The North Korean ‘sun of the nation’ shines both day and night, and it is hard to escape his ubiquity.”[5]

			To ensure the people’s devotion to Kim Il Sung alone, North Korea—founded as a Marxist-Leninist state—spent decades stamping out rival faiths, most notably Protestant Christianity, killing pastors and thousands of lay believers; the mere possession of an unauthorized Bible could mean imprisonment. North Korea’s propagandists rewrote history to hold American missionaries responsible for Korea’s misfortunes, while state-sponsored novels, plays, and museums portrayed them as jackals who subjected Koreans to vile human experiments and branded them with acid. Instead, Kim sought to portray himself as the true Messiah, displacing Christ as “the benevolent sun” of the world. “People of the world, if you are looking for miracles, come to Korea!” the North’s official party newspaper declared in a Christmas 1980 editorial. “Christians, do not go to Jerusalem. Come rather to Korea. Do not believe in God. Believe in the great man!”[6]

			Even by the standards of the world’s foremost traveling minister, the invitation that Rev. Graham received from North Korea—timed just ahead of Kim Il Sung’s eightieth birthday—was puzzling. In Beijing, two days before boarding his flight to Pyongyang, Graham told reporters that he still didn’t know why the North Koreans had invited him.[7]

			

			· · ·

			Rev. Graham pled ignorance, but he knew more than he let on about the history of one of the world’s most isolated and least understood countries.

			Pyongyang was, in fact, a familiar place for the Graham family. In the 1930s, his wife, Ruth Bell Graham, had attended high school there, on a sprawling Presbyterian mission compound on Pyongyang’s west side.[8] There, missionary kids like Ruth from across the region—her parents were missionaries to China—attended school amid some of northern Korea’s earliest and most prestigious Western institutions: its first missionary-run high school, college, and modern hospital, as well as a Presbyterian seminary, the world’s largest. Then there were the churches, none greater than Pyongyang’s Central Presbyterian Church, which was packed to the rafters each week—even for Wednesday evening prayer meetings, which could draw standing-room crowds of 1,400 people. The city of Pyongyang had become so dominated by Christians, in fact, that it acquired a nickname: the “Jerusalem of the East.”

			By the time Rev. Graham boarded his plane in Beijing on March 31, 1992, bound for Pyongyang, the Jerusalem of the East was no more. The devastation of the Korean War, and decades of Kim Il Sung’s rule, had systematically wiped out the churches and Christian schools in the northern half of Korea, driving the 300,000 Christian believers in the North into hiding—or across the thirty-eighth parallel to the U.S.-backed South. That historic exodus helped turn the Republic of Korea, as South Korea is formally known, into a stronghold of the Christian faith and one of the world’s biggest exporters of missionaries. Meanwhile, Pyongyang became the centerpiece of a new state that was staunchly religious in its own way, but with a set of symbols and rituals that revolved around one man: Kim Il Sung.

			Despite its peculiarities, it was immediately apparent to visitors like Rev. Graham that the ideology and imagery of the system Kim had erected had much in common with Christianity. When he arrived in Pyongyang, he was greeted by Rev. Kang Yŏng-sŏp, chairman of Pyongyang’s state-run Chosŏn Christian Federation and a relative of Kang Pan-sŏk, Kim Il Sung’s mother. “I warmly welcome you to our country in the name of Jesus Christ,” Rev. Kang told the American preacher, who was accompanied by a CNN news crew, his son Ned, and a small entourage of Korean-speaking Americans, including two descendants of Presbyterian missionary Eugene Bell, a Kentucky native who had first arrived in Korea in 1895.[9] “Pyongyang now has both a fine Protestant church and a beautiful Catholic church, and I have heard that more places of worship are under construction or contemplated,” Rev. Graham said in a toast on his first evening in the North Korean capital. “This was wonderful news to me.”[10]

			When the American evangelist visited the humble thatched hut on the outskirts of Pyongyang where Kim Il Sung was said to have been born on April 15, 1912, the pastor and his delegation could only shake their heads at the similarities with the other faith that had once dominated the city. “All they’re missing are the manger and the three wise men,” the preacher quipped. In a sermon delivered at one Protestant church that Kim had ordered built in the late 1980s, Graham reflected on his wife’s high school years in Pyongyang and then urged the packed pews of North Korean congregants to accept God’s love and forgiveness, quoting from his favorite passage, John 3:16: “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son…”[11] “Seldom have I had a more attentive audience,” Rev. Graham said following the service, adding that his roughly four hundred listeners “certainly knew those hymns.”[12]
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					Rev. Billy Graham chats with North Koreans in Pyongyang, below a slogan that reads “We Reverently Pray for the Eternal Life of Our Great Leader.”

				
			
			Visiting a newly rebuilt seminary in Pyongyang, Rev. Graham stood beneath a portrait of Kim Il Sung and urged the gathered North Koreans to communicate the Christian gospel of salvation to others.[13] Later, while strolling around the city, Graham had a chance to chat informally with some students. A photograph taken by a member of the preacher’s entourage captures the moment, complete with a slogan on the building behind the men, a supplication for Kim Il Sung’s immortality: “We Reverently Pray for the Eternal Life of Our Great Leader.”[14]

			Before departing, Rev. Graham left two gifts for his hosts: a sculpture of a crane to “His Excellency” Kim Il Sung, and a carving of a globe with white doves to his son Kim Jong Il, North Korea’s Great Successor and Dear Leader.[15] For the elder Kim, the American evangelist added two extra gifts: an inscribed Bible and a copy of his bestselling 1953 book, Peace with God.[16]

			Speaking to a roomful of reporters in Hong Kong on April 6, 1992, days after departing Pyongyang, Graham sounded a hopeful note. “I believe it is impossible to say exactly what might have been accomplished by this trip,” the evangelist said. “Only time will tell.”[17]

			

			· · ·

			Officially, North Korea is a socialist state, founded with the help of the Soviet Union after the end of World War II. But in the roughly eight decades since its founding, North Korea has carved out a unique path among the socialist bloc nations: It suffered near-total destruction by U.S. bombers during a disastrous attempt at unifying the peninsula in the early 1950s; dialed up its cult of personality in defiance of a Soviet-led effort to curb the idolization of socialist leaders; deftly navigated a vicious fight between its patrons in Moscow and Beijing; and survived the death in 1994 of its godlike founding father.[18] At the same time, Kim’s ruthlessness, according to one former supporter and ally, “surpassed Stalin’s…in sheer brutality,” with “several millions…slaughtered in the concentration camps.”[19] Nothing like this had ever been seen in the short history of world Communism, and if North Korea seemed different from its socialist bloc peers, that’s because, as Russian historian Andrei Lankov put it, “North Korea was different.”[20]

			When Rev. Graham traveled to North Korea in March 1992, the world had just witnessed the fall of several socialist states, and it seemed to many that it was simply a matter of time before the anachronism in Pyongyang would be swept into the dustbin of history. In fact, the very uniqueness of Pyongyang’s breed of socialism may help explain how, more than three decades after the collapse of the Soviet Union and the death of its state founder, North Korea has managed to defy predictions of its demise, emerging as something of a survivor—a lone, grim success story among the former Communist bloc allies.[21] Unlike East Germany and the USSR, it has endured; unlike China and Vietnam, it hasn’t openly adopted key elements of the Western-led economic order it once spurned; unlike Cuba, it has not only remained relevant but become one of the West’s most consistently confounding geopolitical adversaries. Unlike many of his peers—Joseph Stalin in the Soviet Union, Mao Zedong in China, Fidel Castro in Cuba, Nicolae Ceaușescu in Romania—Kim Il Sung built up a personality cult robust enough to be passed down to his son Kim Jong Il, and then again to his grandson Kim Jong Un—a pair of hereditary dynastic successions that flouted expectations for the country’s collapse—and Communist orthodoxy.

			While North Korea may have started out extolling Marxist-Leninist ideas, it later removed the portraits of Marx and Lenin from Kim Il Sung Square in central Pyongyang; by the early 1980s, Marx and Lenin were quoted by North Koreans primarily to “blame the ideology as an incomplete theory which failed to find a solution to world affairs.”[22] Instead, Kim Il Sung supplemented and eventually replaced Marxism-Leninism with the Chuch’e Ideology, a philosophy that the Great Leader, as Kim Il Sung was known, is said to have begun developing as a fourteen-year-old revolutionary. Though Chuch’e, sometimes spelled Juche, is typically described as an ideology of “self-reliance,” it was replete with quasi-religious overtones, so much so that one scholar has dubbed it “the gospel of Chuch’e.”[23] One of Kim Il Sung’s top officials, for decades the primary architect and custodian of the Chuch’e Ideology, would later describe the teachings as an exercise in “idolizing the Great Leader, turning his ideology into a faith…and swearing unconditional loyalty to him.”[24] As Kim Il Sung’s power continued to grow, North Korea began in the early 1970s to refer to Chuch’e as merely the core of a broader, all-encompassing ideology unlike any that had been seen in the annals of history—one that it called Kimilsungism.

			It wasn’t enough for Kim Il Sung to merely have a new revolutionary ideology of his own. As the Great Leader entered the twilight of his life, ever-more-grandiose tributes were heaped on the man, “pouring forth in turgid, sentimental, far-fetched prose embarrassing to a 10 year old, as if irony, satire, self-parody, and wretched excess had yet to be invented,” in the scathing words of one scholar and regular visitor to North Korea.[25] “He seems to have been called by every honorary title imaginable,” added one leading biographer of Kim Il Sung—“the country’s leading novelist, philosopher, educator, designer, agricultural experimenter, architect, industrial management specialist, general and pingpong trainer.”[26] His name adorned the country’s most prestigious university, Kim Il Sung University, as well as some of the state’s highest honors, the Order of Kim Il Sung and the Kim Il Sung Prize.[27] He was extolled ad nauseam for his greatness, with a degree of adulation that, in the words of another biographer, “borders on fanaticism.”[28] Even Kim’s death, in 1994, could not hold him. In 1997, his son and successor Kim Jong Il elevated Kim Il Sung to be North Korea’s “Eternal President,” ruling posthumously and in perpetuity over a country that had, in effect, become one with its founder.

			All these developments appalled Kim Il Sung’s former socialist backers, precisely because it looked so little like Communism and so much like religion. In particular, some of them noted, it resembled one religion that had once held a firm grip on northern Korea—one that had been deeply woven into Kim Il Sung’s own family and upbringing.

			

			· · ·

			Understanding the motivations and pathologies of any individual can be a perilous task, never mind the self-mythologizing Eternal President of one of the most closed states the world has ever known. Kim Il Sung, as he began calling himself in his early adulthood, grew up with an eclectic mix of ideological influences around him: the Confucian values and practices that have shaped Korean society for millennia, the emperor worship of Korea’s Japanese occupiers, and, as Kim came of age in the 1920s, the new Bolshevik ideas flowing in from the Soviet Union. For the future Kim Il Sung, his parents, and his wider community, however, the dominant ideology could be traced to another foreign source: Protestant Christianity, and in particular, postbellum American Presbyterianism.

			Back home in America, Presbyterians preached salvation from sin through the grace of a merciful God. But they also described in their teachings an equality of all people before God that was radical when it was introduced to Korea in the late nineteenth century. These tenets were embraced with unusual fervor by Koreans in the country’s northwest, especially in and around Pyongyang. Among the first converts were members of Kim Il Sung’s immediate family, including his parents and many relatives on his mother’s side of the family tree. On the outskirts of a city so thoroughly Christianized it attracted church leaders from across the Western world, the future North Korean leader came of age in what can be described as a Christian bubble. This upbringing gave the young man a front-row seat to the power of faith—its power to mobilize, to offer succor, and, perhaps most importantly, to inspire awe, devotion, fear, and zeal. More than money, or power, or fame, faith alone could speak to one’s eternal fate.

			Though Kim would later obscure, downplay, and distort the impact of Christianity on his youth, its imprint on his life and his thinking is unmistakable. When Kim Il Sung was catapulted into power during the chaos that followed Japan’s surrender at the end of World War II in 1945, he began crafting the architecture of a state that, consciously or unconsciously, drew on the ideological heritage his family had received from American Presbyterian missionaries. He demanded faith and even worship from his followers, creating a belief system that was redolent of the Christian teachings and practices that he had been raised with.

			“The proportions of the cult of personality beggar description,” wrote Erik Cornell, a Swedish diplomat who opened his country’s embassy in Pyongyang in the 1970s and returned for a second stint as ambassador in the 1980s. “This was an iconography that could only be compared with—and unquestionably seemed to have been inspired by—the Christian one of the life of Jesus.”[29] Selig S. Harrison, an American scholar and journalist who visited North Korea roughly a dozen times and interviewed Kim Il Sung in 1972 for The Washington Post, described Kimilsungism as being “in effect a national religion” that “commands reverence on a nationwide scale comparable in intensity to the fervent support enjoyed by evangelical Christian denominations.”[30] Followers of Kimilsungism would be called upon to study his works and memorize his aphorisms, to dust the framed portraits of Kim that hung on the central axis of the main room of every residence, and to bow in reverence before his statue on Kim’s birthday, New Year’s Day, and almost every other day of any significance, including one’s graduation and wedding days. “No cult of personality has been carried further since that surrounding the sun gods of ancient times,” wrote American scholar Robert A. Scalapino. “The man and the ideology have thus been fused.”[31]

			For all of Kim’s efforts to establish himself as the ideological heir to Marx, Lenin, and Stalin, the essence of Kimilsungism had less to do with the intricacies of dialectical materialism than it did with a single overriding imperative: for followers to offer their absolute loyalty, obedience, and reverence to the person of Kim Il Sung. For devotees, glory and immortality in Kim Il Sung beckoned; for heretics, extermination or, if one was lucky, exile awaited. “There is no difference in the faith of blind believers toward God in religion,” one former Korean socialist ally of Kim Il Sung later wrote in disgust. “The will and the thought of the leader is the absolute truth, and accordingly, it is the absolute ideology.”[32] One North Korean, who defected while studying in Poland in 1989, put it more succinctly: “When I was in North Korea, I thought Kim Il-sung was God.”[33]

			Kim Il Sung’s entire life was mythologized, beginning with his 1912 birth in Man’gyŏngdae, a village on the outskirts of Pyongyang that North Korea has hailed as “the spiritual birthplace” of all Korean people, whether north or south of the dividing line.[34] As a teenager, Kim Il Sung was said to be able to cure people of disease with the mere touch of his hand, while his hagiographers spoke of his ability to teleport through space and read minds.[35] Even after his death in 1994, the country, from the wide thoroughfares of Pyongyang to the remotest mountains, were dotted with “Towers of Immortalization,” tall white granite pillars that proclaim “The Great Leader Comrade Kim Il Sung Will Be With Us Forever”—an echo of Christ’s words of comfort to his disciples before ascending into heaven.[36]
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					Kim Il Sung statue at Mansu Hill, Pyongyang, April 1992, as photographed by Rev. Graham’s team.

				
			
			The religiosity built into the personality cult around Kim Il Sung grew to such a degree that scholars, journalists, diplomats, and many North Koreans who fled the country have described it as being akin to a religious society—albeit one that wed the zeal of a millennialist theology to the hyper-rational pursuit of nuclear weapons.[37] Indeed, if Kimilsungism is classified as a religion, then it would be one of the world’s largest, claiming roughly as many adherents as Judaism.[38] The New York Times journalist Nicholas Kristof concluded after a visit to Pyongyang in 1989: “North Korea is not so much a nation as a religion.”[39] Jimmy Carter, the former U.S. president and longtime Sunday school teacher who traveled to Pyongyang in June 1994 to meet Kim Il Sung, was struck by how much North Korea resembled the Branch Davidians, the millenarian Christian religious group in Texas whose standoff with U.S. federal agents had resulted in eighty-six deaths the year before. “It’s a society like the religious group at Waco,” Carter wrote that month.[40]

			Those who led their own spiritual movements were uniquely positioned to appreciate the magnitude of what Kim Il Sung had built. Rev. Jim Jones, an Indiana pastor whose own religious society came to a gruesome end with the mass suicide of nearly one thousand followers in the jungles of Guyana in 1978, was a great admirer of Kim Il Sung; the Jonestown leadership met more than a dozen times with North Korean officials at its embassy there. Mun Sŏn-myŏng, the Korean religious leader better known to the world as the Rev. Sun Myung Moon, was similarly enamored with Kim Il Sung. Rev. Mun, born eight years after Kim Il Sung in a village forty miles north of the Great Leader’s birthplace, had been imprisoned and tortured by North Korean authorities early in his ministry. Nearly half a century later, Rev. Mun, by then the head of a global church boasting millions of committed followers, was welcomed to Pyongyang by Kim Il Sung; the two men embraced warmly and even started an automobile venture together.

			For many North Koreans, it wasn’t until they had left the country—in some cases on secret assignments on behalf of the Great Leader—that they first recognized the religiosity of the ideology that they had been raised in, and its similarities to the Christian faith that Kim Il Sung had been raised in. One North Korean commando who was captured during a daring 1968 mission to assassinate the South Korean president at his official residence in Seoul recalls the confusion he felt when first encountering Christianity. “When they talked about God, it kept reminding me of Kim Il Sung. We worshipped Kim Il Sung as god. When they mentioned Jesus, it reminded me of Kim Jong Il,” recalled Kim Sin-jo, who later became a Christian pastor.[41] Kim Hyŏn-hŭi, a North Korean agent who helped blow up a South Korean jetliner in November 1987 before being arrested and eventually converting to Christianity, went further in drawing a line between Christianity and Kimilsungism. “If you learn the Bible first and then learn Chuch’e, you’ll be able to understand it much easier,” she said. “I think you can even replace the name Jesus with the name Kim Il Sung.”[42]

			The similarities were, perhaps, more than coincidental. For the religious society that Kim Il Sung built over the course of a half century on the banks of Pyongyang’s Taedong River could trace its roots back to another idealistic young man. Like Kim, he was raised in a Presbyterian community—only half a world away and half a century before Kim’s birth—on the banks of the Ohio River.
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				The Jerusalem of the East
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				Farewell to Madison

			
			RIVER TOWN

			On a Sunday evening three weeks before Christmas in 1889, a young man stood up in front of the congregation at the First Presbyterian Church of Madison, Indiana, to tell his family and friends that he would soon be moving to an unfamiliar kingdom on the other side of the world.

			Samuel A. Moffett, twenty-five years old, was a local boy, born and raised in this city of nine thousand on the banks of the Ohio River.[1] Sammie’s father, Samuel S. Moffett, was an elder at First Presbyterian and proprietor of S.S. Moffett & Sons, a fixture on Main Street selling hosiery, gloves, buttons, and other dry goods.[2] The elder Samuel Moffett, with ancestral roots in Scotland, was born and raised in Hagerstown, Maryland, where he was baptized in the local Presbyterian church and “polished the pew with his little breeches.”[3] After being orphaned at age sixteen, Moffett senior headed out west, settling in Madison in 1847 and marrying the daughter of a wealthy saddlemaker.[4]
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			Madison was a beautiful city, its wide boulevards, ornate Italianate façades, and orderly gridlike layout hinting at grand aspirations.[5] Samuel S. Moffett found community at First Presbyterian, where his long white beard and brood of five sons became as much a part of the church as its uncompromising brand of theology.[6] Its pastors preached against the vices of the day—drinking, dancing, card-playing, and going to the horse races—reflecting the strict brand of Presbyterianism that had taken root across the American Midwest in the mid-nineteenth century.[7] Selling textiles and other sundries had made the elder Samuel Moffett wealthy enough to retire early and devote his energies to the church, where he was an elder, deacon, and, for a quarter century, superintendent of the Sunday school.[8] Two of his five boys would later be ordained as pastors, including his fourth son, Sammie, born in 1864 at the height of the Civil War.[9]

			“MINISTERIAL GROUP”

			Sammie’s early letters hint at a lifelong curiosity about the world, religious faith, and his family roots.[10] Sammie was tall and skinny, with a long face and a sincere disposition. Sermons and Sunday school were a fixture of his upbringing, though he also made time for baseball and was a lifelong devotee of tennis, exchanging forehands with his brothers at the Madison Tennis Club.[11] After high school, Sammie studied chemistry at Hanover College, five miles down the road along the Ohio River. Hanover was a Presbyterian school, founded by staunch abolitionists and home to one of the U.S.’s first college campus Young Men’s Christian Association buildings.[12] It was an idyllic place where the students could live “an enviable life,” in the words of one classmate, marred only by the thought that they would “soon have to leave these scenes of placid enjoyment.”[13]

			It was here that Moffett developed a reputation, along with his best friend William M. Baird, as a rather pious straight arrow, engrossing himself in prayer meetings and debating the finer points of biblical authority with his Sunday school teacher at nearby Hanover Presbyterian Church.[14] Moffett’s and Baird’s upright demeanor made them firmly a part of Hanover’s “ministerial group,” though Sammie at least joined the Phi Gamma Delta fraternity, where photos captured the six-foot-one student looking skinny to the point of gaunt and less than convivial.[15] After graduating in 1884 with a bachelor’s degree in chemistry—he was the salutatorian—Sammie stayed on at Hanover for an extra year to earn his master’s degree, which he hoped would open the way to a career as a pharmacist.[16]

			Before moving on, though, Sammie Moffett decided that he wanted something completely different: he wanted to become a foreign missionary.[17] Moffett may have been aided in this conviction by his best friend Will Baird, who was named the class’s top orator and who was also making plans to devote his life to missionary work.[18] Baird, too, came from a deeply Presbyterian family, in nearby Charlestown, Indiana, and his older brother taught Christian evidences and other subjects as a professor at Hanover College.[19] Pastors at the Bairds’ childhood church, Charlestown Presbyterian Church, had long instilled in their congregants a belief in the responsibility of spreading Christ’s gospel around the world, and as early as 1873, the church had established a Woman’s Foreign Missionary Society to raise funds for evangelism in Persia, India, Laos, and Japan.[20]

			In the fall of 1885, these two earnest Hoosiers, Sam Moffett and Will Baird, shipped off to McCormick Theological Seminary, a training school for pastors on the North Side of Chicago, a city quickly earning renown as a Presbyterian stronghold.[21] The seminary was named for Cyrus H. McCormick, a Virginia native who had become one of Chicago’s first industrial magnates—and, perhaps more importantly, an eager donor to Presbyterian causes, thus ensuring a conservative, missions-focused theology took root as the school grew to become America’s largest Presbyterian seminary.[22]
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			Moffett and Baird arrived at McCormick at a moment when seminary leaders feared their strict adherence to the Bible was coming under assault as never before. As seminary faculty railed against secularism and other challenges to church teachings, Moffett and Baird attended daily morning prayer meetings and mandatory worship services.[23] The seminarians found inspiration in Rev. Willis G. Craig, a scholar of church history who was so passionate about the newly opened mission field of Korea that he volunteered to give up his professorship and sail to the distant peninsula as a missionary, his eight children in tow, challenging Moffett, Baird, and their classmates to join him.[24]

			Perhaps as consequential was a visit to McCormick by Robert P. Wilder and John N. Forman, two recent Princeton University graduates who had developed a burning zeal to see the Christian gospel spread around the world.[25] Standing before Moffett, Baird, and their classmates, Wilder and Forman, each born in India to American missionaries, spoke fervently about the urgency of devoting their lives to missions.[26] By the end of their visit, Moffett, together with Baird and another classmate, Daniel L. Gifford, had signed the pledge that marked them as members of the Student Volunteer Movement for Foreign Missions: “We are willing and desirous, God permitting, to become foreign missionaries.”[27]

			The three young men couldn’t have known it at the time, but within four years, they would be living together on the other side of the planet, committing themselves to a cause that would change the fate of an ancient kingdom.[28]

			THE PLEDGE

			All across America, Canada, Australia, and the United Kingdom, young men and women were signing the same pledge. For young American men like Sam Moffett and Will Baird, the 1870s and 1880s were characterized by a dramatic broadening of horizons. After the carnage of the Civil War and the euphoria of the country’s centennial, a newly confident United States—with its lightbulb, telegraph, and steam engine making it a commercial powerhouse—began asserting itself on the global stage.

			Accompanying America’s growing economic and political clout was a new wave of missionary fervor—a spiritual twist on the notion of “manifest destiny,” the American belief in enlightened expansionism—led by Christian leaders like Dwight L. Moody, perhaps the greatest preacher of the nineteenth century. Moody, a rough-hewn farmer’s son whose rousing sermons and stadium-filling crusades would set the blueprint for later evangelists, worked closely with his friend Cyrus McCormick to turn their adopted home of Chicago into a nexus of foreign missionary activity, just as Sam Moffett arrived in town in 1886.[29] That summer, Moody staged a four-week student convention at his hometown in Massachusetts; as the conference reached its emotional climax, one hundred students publicly committed their lives to missionary work.[30]

			It was after the excitement of this conference that Wilder and Forman formed the Student Volunteer Movement, barnstorming North America’s colleges and universities and sparking a zeal for foreign missions that spread “like a prairie fire.”[31] Prior to this period, educated Christians rarely became missionaries. But by the end of the nineteenth century, the corps of Christian evangelists was made up almost entirely of college- and seminary-educated Americans like Moffett and Baird, many of them “bright, young, well-scrubbed” Ivy League graduates and all of them “convinced of the superiority of ‘Christian civilization.’ ”[32]

			Moffett, Baird, and thousands of others of their generation read The Student Volunteer, Missionary Review of the World, The Gospel in All Lands, and The Word, Work, and World, illustrated periodicals packed with tales of missionary derring-do in remote corners of the world, from the crocodile worshippers of sub-Saharan Africa to the cannibals of Polynesia, that captured the romance of life as an overseas emissary for Christ—“the last of the heroisms,” in the words of one preacher.[33] Members of this “missionary explosion” were intimately familiar with tales of men like William Carey, the impoverished English shoemaker who sailed to India in 1793, inaugurating the age of modern missions, and of David Livingstone, the renowned Scotsman whose disappearance in central Africa in the 1860s made him an icon of swashbuckling Victorian Christianity.[34] Meanwhile, tracts, sold for two cents apiece, pitched the virtues of a missionary life in some of the world’s most remote places: Why You Should Go to Africa; China’s Millions; The Claims of India; The Needs of South America.[35] At home, pastors were urged to preach at least twenty missionary sermons per year—virtually every other Sunday.[36] The cause was taken up by Moody protégés such as John R. Mott and Robert E. Speer, as well as closely aligned institutions including the YMCA, the Salvation Army, and the Student Volunteer Movement, formally established with a slogan breathtaking in its ambition: “The Evangelization of the World in This Generation.”[37]

			It had been two millennia since Christ’s last words to His disciples on Earth, known as the Great Commission: “Go ye therefore, and teach all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost.”[38] But the missionaries in the late nineteenth century were fueled by a belief that they were living in the most consequential times of all, that Christ’s promised Second Coming was close at hand, and that spreading the gospel—literally, “good news” in the original Greek—to every last hearer would hasten His return. According to this thinking, the world would end only when every person on the planet had been presented with the gospel and given a chance to accept or reject the faith.[39] Across the English-speaking world, church congregations gathered to pray for God to rescue each of the world’s peoples—“from Greenland’s icy mountains, from India’s coral strand,” as a popular hymn had it.[40]

			By the time Samuel Moffett was ordained in 1888, U.S. territorial ambitions had overrun the American continent, and the country soon found itself involved in empire-building in Cuba, Puerto Rico, the Philippines, and a collection of Pacific islands including Hawaii, annexed as U.S. territory in 1898. In 1899, with an eye to the Philippines, the English writer Rudyard Kipling penned a poem whose very title, “The White Man’s Burden,” would—with neither irony nor apology—encapsulate the spirit of the age: the uplifting of the world’s masses with the light of the Christian gospel. In the White House, President William McKinley, torn over the future of the Philippines, knelt in prayer to ask “Almighty God for light and guidance.” When he rose, he concluded that the U.S. had no choice but to take possession of the Spanish-ruled archipelago in order “to educate the Filipinos, and uplift and Christianize them, and by God’s grace do the very best we could by them, as our fellow men for whom Christ died.”[41]

			Many missionaries adapted the martial language of conquest to the cause of world evangelization—a crusade that they regarded as an epochal life-and-death battle with eternal souls hanging in the balance.[42] “I look upon the world as a wrecked vessel, its ruin coming nearer and nearer,” Dwight Moody declared. “God has given me a life-boat and said to me, ‘Moody, save all you can.’ ”[43] At one Student Volunteer Movement meeting, some four thousand students listened with bated breath as Robert Speer took out a watch and counted out the number of people in Asia and Africa dying without salvation, each second, each minute.[44]

			There was perhaps no greater urgency than in Asia. China, naturally, was the greatest prize of all, with its millions of unreached souls, and by the mid-nineteenth century, Western missionaries had begun, in the words of John Mott, “to lay siege to that great Empire.”[45] But the ultimate goal, Mott emphasized, was to win all of Asia for Christ: “The present urgency and crisis in the Extreme Orient is unmatched by any other crisis and opportunity which has confronted the Christian Church. It involves the destiny of nearly 500 millions of people of Japan, Korea, China, Manchuria…. What religion shall dominate these changing people?”[46]

			“THE GRAND AND NOBLE WORK”

			For Sammie Moffett, a young man from Indiana who yearned to make a mark for his faith, the call of missions was the most noble and important that any human being could heed. From his earliest years, he would flip through the missionary literature that his parents kept at home; at Hanover College and McCormick Seminary, Moffett was deeply stirred by the missionary spirit then sweeping through those schools.[47] In June 1888, after graduating from McCormick, Moffett traveled to his father’s birthplace in Maryland to research his family roots, tailoring his itinerary so he could also catch sermons from American missionaries recently returned from places like Angola and Burma.[48] Moffett so admired missionaries in part because he regarded the Christianizing of England and Scotland—and by extension his own ancestors—as the product of the earliest foreign missionary work.[49] “To the missionary, of all persons, is given the position of greatest privilege,” Moffett later wrote, extolling “the greatness and the honor of his calling.”[50]

			On another trip out east, to New York in September 1889, Moffett, then twenty-five years old, met Frank F. Ellinwood, corresponding secretary of the Presbyterian board of foreign missions.[51] For Ellinwood, the choice to send Moffett was an easy one; his main criterion was for men and women whose “great aim is the conversion of men,” and Moffett—earnest and wholly devoted to soul-saving—was precisely that.[52] But while Moffett felt a deep conviction about his calling, he was curiously unconcerned about where he would spend the rest of his life, leaving it to the missions board to decide—perhaps southern China, or somewhere else entirely.[53]

			By that Sunday evening in December 1889, when Sammie stood up before his childhood congregation in Madison, few doubted his earnestness and his fitness for the task. “I am resolved to know Jesus Christ, and Him alone,” he had written that year.[54] The owner of the Madison Daily Courier personally praised “the grand and noble work” that Moffett was embarking upon, while Hanover College’s president boasted of the “great gratification” of a beloved alumnus entering the foreign missions field.[55] But among some residents of the close-knit river town, the decision of young Sammie Moffett—“born and raised among us,” the local newspaperman wrote—was regarded without exception as a great loss.[56] Not everyone understood Moffett’s decision, and the crowd buzzed with regret. Many feared that, given the risks, Moffett’s words that evening might be his last. “If so, they will prove a precious legacy to many a heart,” the Courier offered.[57] Few of the hearts, or heads, in Madison First Presbyterian Church that evening could have placed on the map where it was that Moffett was going—a tiny peninsular nation on the northeast edge of the Chinese empire. Standing before family and friends, Moffett acknowledged the many questions they had and replied that the answer lay in simple obedience to Christ’s calling. Moffett was devoting his life, he said, “to carry the Gospel to the heathen” in a small country on the other side of the world called Korea.[58]
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				Hermit Kingdom

			
			TERRA INCOGNITA

			When Isabella Bird Bishop, a pioneering nineteenth-century English explorer and writer, told friends she was to set sail for Korea, “many interested friends hazarded guesses at its position—the Equator, the Mediterranean, and the Black Sea being among them, a hazy notion that it is in the Greek Archipelago cropping up frequently.”[1] Others, including well-read Westerners of the late nineteenth century, believed “the Korea” to be an island located somewhere “in the tropics,” perhaps with cannibals, while still others were convinced that Korea was in Arkansas or in Africa or at the poles.[2] One Canadian missionary, upon being told he was going to Korea, prepared to pack his bags for the Mediterranean. “Procuring a map, I learned that particular island was Corsica,” he later confessed.[3] Anyone hoping for an accurate map of Korea was out of luck. “It is not an exaggeration to say that geographers know more of central Africa and its mountain and river system than they do of the interior of this mere promontory, interposed like a wedge between the seas of China and Japan,” one British writer remarked in 1872.[4] Even basic facts about Korea were near impossible to pin down, the few books on the country becoming obsolete almost as soon as they were published. “The traveler must laboriously disinter each fact for himself,” Bishop complained after her fourth trip to Korea in 1897. “Five or six versions of each are given by apparently equally reliable authorities.”[5]

			The explanation for the lack of knowledge was simple. Though Korea would soon take its place on the global stage, in the late nineteenth century, few Westerners could boast of having cast a shadow on the peninsula. Arab traders had reached Korea as early as the ninth century, drawn by its gold, ginseng, and porcelain.[6] A crew of Dutchmen shipwrecked off the southern coast of Korea in 1653; they were imprisoned for more than a decade before sixteen of them escaped and told of their ordeal.[7] In July 1832, Lutheran minister Rev. Karl Gützlaff landed in southwestern Korea aboard a British East India Company ship—making him the first Protestant missionary to reach the peninsula. But while Rev. Gützlaff handed out books and medicine, he didn’t stay long and failed in his quest to get a copy of the Bible to the king.[8] Other adventurers went to great lengths for a rare glimpse into the “Hermit Kingdom,” as Korea came to be known—but seldom got more than that.[9] When British explorer Sir Francis Younghusband scaled Mount Paekdu, the nine-thousand-foot peak that has long delineated the border between China and Korea, in 1886, he peered over into the forests below “and wondered what lay within.”[10]

			Where facts about Korea were scarce, half-truths and outright fictions filled the void.[11] One of the most widely propagated portrayals depicted the country as some kind of El Dorado, with gold reserves so large that “the metallic wealth of Corea will affect the monetary equilibrium of the world.”[12] Little enough was known about Korea by 1882 that estimates of the country’s population varied wildly to the point of absurdity, from 250,000 people to more than 16 million.[13] The Chinese and Japanese were kept at arm’s length by their aloof neighbors.[14] The imperial court in Beijing received annual delegations bearing tribute from the Korean king in Seoul, including Korean ginseng that the Chinese regarded as possessing near-mystical powers, but for most Chinese, the lands beyond the Yalu River were terra incognita. The Japanese had invaded Korea twice in the 1590s and traded for centuries with Koreans at the southeastern port city of Pusan, but likewise kept their distance.

			In fact, the Korean court actively sought to make the kingdom appear more foreboding by denuding its shores of trees and maintaining a desolate forty-mile-wide buffer with China along the Yalu River.[15] The threat of decapitation and a strict policy of refoulement, which sent back any Koreans found in China, ensured the peninsula’s near-hermetic isolation.[16] Commerce with China was confined to periodic trade fairs held at a site called the “Gate of Korea,” about twenty-five miles north of the Yalu on the Chinese side; after sunset, merchants were required to return to their respective zones, with violators subject “to the severest penalty.”[17] With Korea’s northern land border thus sealed off to all but “the wild beasts, fugitives from justice, and outlaws,” and its eastern, western, and southern sea boundaries serving as a shield, the Korean court was able, for centuries, to keep the world at bay, allowing it to turn almost entirely inward.[18]

			By the late nineteenth century, though, powerful changes were coming—the rise of sea power, but also a new spirit of expansion and enterprise. “What was once barrier is highway. What was once the safety of isolation, is now the weakness of the recluse,” wrote the author of one influential book on Korea in 1894. “Corea cannot long remain a hermit nation.”[19]

			STIRRINGS OF CHANGE

			In the millennium since its unification in AD 938 under the Koryŏ dynasty—the source of the nation’s modern English name—Korea had paid tribute to China. This was only fitting, for it regarded China as a kind of big brother under the familial precepts of Confucianism, a system of beliefs that Korea had embraced with an eagerness that outshone even the old sage’s descendants in China. Civilization and culture and Chinese characters flowed in from the Middle Kingdom, shaping Korean ideas on governance and society. From southwest Korea, those same concepts were transmitted across the Korea Strait to Kyushu and up through the Japanese main islands. Because of their proximity to the perceived font of civilization in China, Koreans for centuries scoffed at the Japanese, whom they regarded as an inferior “midget race.”

			By the mid-nineteenth century, however, all three countries’ ruling dynasties were showing signs of wear. Most conspicuous was China’s once mighty Qing empire, which in addition to defeats at the hands of Britain in the two Opium Wars was almost brought down by a mass uprising started by a disgruntled peasant who, inspired by Christian missionary tracts, believed himself to be the younger brother of Jesus Christ, establishing a Taiping Heavenly Kingdom that ruled nearly half of China in the 1850s. The Qing would hobble on for another half century after this civil war, the deadliest in history with more than 20 million casualties, but its days were numbered—“the sick man of Asia,” as the chattering classes in Europe dubbed it.

			Korea’s ruling Chosŏn dynasty, if anything, was even sicker. By the late nineteenth century, Korea could boast of political continuity spanning more than twelve centuries with just two dynastic changes, and a ruling house, the Yi clan, that had been in power for nearly half a millennium, dating to 1392. But Chosŏn Korea was badly weakened in the 1590s when the Japanese samurai Toyotomi Hideyoshi launched a series of devastating invasions of Korea, which left the royal palace in ashes and wiped out one fifth of the population.[20] Two subsequent Manchu invasions left the kingdom in an even more precarious position—and even less willing to engage the outside world. In the centuries that followed, Chosŏn’s monarchs jealously monopolized power, blocking rivals from accumulating wealth and mobilizing spies to sniff out discontent. The aristocratic elite, accounting for roughly one tenth of the population, were entrenched in hereditary positions insulating them from toil, while the other nine tenths of Koreans labored with no hope of advancement—a system “indistinguishable from castes.”[21]

			But stirrings of major changes were becoming apparent in the Far East. This was nowhere more evident than in Japan, whose shoguns watched China’s Opium War defeats with apprehension. After a tepid and ultimately unsuccessful attempt at adopting Western technologies in the 1830s and 1840s, change came in the form of the U.S. Commodore Matthew Perry’s “black ships,” which sailed into Edo Bay in 1853, causing alarm. When Perry returned a year later, Japan agreed to open two ports to American vessels and thus end its two-century policy of seclusion.

			Changes were evident, too, in Chosŏn Korea, though against a far more worrying backdrop. The nineteenth century saw a string of uprisings, in 1804, 1811, 1813, 1817, 1833, 1862, and 1885—many of them fueled by religious groups prophesying cataclysmic events and messiahs claiming deliverance.[22] Perhaps the most prominent of these was a book of occult prophecy predicting the decline of the Chosŏn dynasty and the rise of a mystical prince who would rescue Korea and establish a new political order. Though there was no single authoritative text, and variants abounded, the prophecy, called The Records of Chŏnggam, foretold in the main that a “Wonder Man” or “True Man” would emerge from an island in the sea to claim the throne of Korea and usher in an enlightened dynasty to replace the decadent existing one, after five centuries of rule. As the reign of the Chosŏn dynasty approached the end of its fifth century in the 1880s, the Chŏnggam prophecy spread like wildfire, particularly in the restive northwest, despite attempts by the Chosŏn court to smother it.[23]

			Meanwhile, another foreign doctrine known as Catholicism was beginning to circulate widely, causing further anxiety among the Chosŏn rulers. The Western religion first began to make inroads into Korea in the 1780s through members of the Chosŏn court who, while making the annual tributary mission to Beijing, had brought back books and crucifixes from Jesuit missionaries in the Qing Chinese capital. Narrow though this channel of transmission was, tens of thousands of Koreans “converted themselves” in subsequent decades to the foreign faith, drawn to its creed of equality before God.[24] Even without instruction from the Vatican, Korean converts taught themselves the basics of Catholic doctrine, occasionally sending for papal assistance. One Chinese priest, answering such a call in 1795, smuggled himself over the Yalu River into Korea; six years later, he was executed after his discovery by the Chosŏn court. The first Korean-born priest, ordained in Shanghai, was likewise put to death by Chosŏn authorities in 1846. By the mid-nineteenth century, the Chosŏn court, spurred to action by the rapid growth of the doctrine, had launched seven major persecutions against Catholicism, executing thousands of converts. But each successive wave of killings appeared only to strengthen the foreign teaching and drive it deeper underground.[25]

			The pressures were clearly mounting, though when political change finally came to Korea in the mid-1860s, it would have struck outside observers as little more than another twist in the internecine intrigues of Far East court politics. On January 16, 1864, at the height of the American Civil War and just nine days before Sammie Moffett’s birth in Indiana, Korea’s king was found dead under suspicious circumstances at age thirty-two, with no designated male heir, ending an unbroken royal line that stretched back to the founding of the Chosŏn dynasty in the fourteenth century. In the succession crisis that followed, an eleven-year-old boy and distant member of the royal family was chosen as the next king, taking the name Kojong upon his accession.[26] Kojong’s father was elevated to the regency—and he wasn’t shy about exercising the privileges that came with his son’s royal mandate. The Prince Regent, as the father is known to history, was a deeply conservative man whose isolationist policies would put the Chosŏn dynasty on an inward-facing trajectory, just as outside powers were beginning to take an interest in the country. Critically, the Prince Regent was a man of iron will—“perhaps the last really strong man to appear on the stage of Korean politics.”[27] Possessed of “bowels of iron and a heart of stone,” as one writer put it, his rule was one of “ruthless slaughter,” sparing not even his family.[28]
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			The Prince Regent, having shown a keen sensitivity to rival power bases and seeking to solidify his still-tenuous influence, closed Confucian schools and destroyed shrines. But in 1866, three years after his son was plucked from obscurity to rule the kingdom, he ordered an extermination of followers of Catholicism—according to one account, because a fortune teller had told the superstitious regent that the blood of ten thousand people would be required to secure his rule.[29] Though previous waves of persecutions had failed to stamp out this foreign “no-father-no-king” heterodoxy, the campaign that the Prince Regent launched that year—starting with the brutal torture and execution of nine French missionaries—far surpassed that of any of its antecedents.

			At the same time, Russians, Frenchmen, Englishmen, Americans, and Germans would all poke and prod at Korea’s shores that year, some seeking an explanation for the persecutions, others trade; some pursued an opening for the Christian gospel, while others came to plunder.[30] Whatever the disparate motives, these interactions would kick off a series of events that would reshape Korean history.

			THE GENERAL SHERMAN

			In July 1866, as a two-and-a-half-year-old Sammie Moffett was learning to form sentences on the Ohio River, a small American steamer worked its way up the Taedong River that flowed past the ancient Korean city of Pyongyang. The ship, a merchant vessel called the General Sherman, was named for the Union war hero General William T. Sherman, who a year earlier had accepted the Confederate surrender in Durham, North Carolina, effectively ending the American Civil War. Pushing into the unexplored Korean interior, the General Sherman would meet a more ignoble end than its namesake. On board was a Welsh missionary, Rev. Robert J. Thomas, carrying copies of the New Testament translated into Chinese—the written language of Korean scholars.

			Rev. Thomas, then twenty-four years old, had originally been sent to China, but developed an interest in Korea after arriving in Yantai, a Chinese port city facing Korea across the Yellow Sea.[31] There, Thomas met two ginseng traders from Chosŏn who had converted to Catholicism.[32] After the two men told him of how the faith had spread so quickly in Korea that the court no longer dared to persecute believers for “the Christians were too numerous,” an elated Rev. Thomas sailed from Yantai in September 1865 on a nearly three-month trek along the coast of northwestern Korea.[33] Thomas used his pidgin Korean, learned from his two companions, “to announce to these poor people some of the most precious truths of the Gospel.” But, finding them “as a whole, very hostile to foreigners,” he succeeded only in convincing a few “to accept a book or two.”[34] Rev. Thomas returned to China generally unimpressed, pronouncing the Koreans “as immoral as the Japanese” and “centuries behind the Chinese in the arts. Is it worth while to open such a country? Poor, effete little country.”[35]

			Disappointed though he may have sounded, that first encounter only whetted the young missionary’s appetite for another assay. A few months later, word reached Rev. Thomas of a great persecution being undertaken against Korea’s Catholics, resulting in the execution of several French missionaries. Ominous though it all seemed, the Welshman sensed opportunity and signed on to serve as an interpreter for a planned French investigatory expedition. When demands in Indochina led France to shelve its mission to Korea, Thomas quickly agreed to join the crew of another Korea-bound ship, the General Sherman.[36]

			The General Sherman, a dark-colored and heavily armed ship owned by an American, W. B. Preston, had been consigned to a British company in the Chinese port city of Tianjin, where it departed on July 29, 1866, loaded with cotton cloth, glass, tinplate, and other goods for sale in Korea.[37] In an ominous foreshadowing of later incursions into the Korean peninsula, the captain of the General Sherman, ignoring warnings from the provincial governor in Pyongyang to proceed no further, pushed up the river to Man’gyŏngdae, a riverside village on the outskirts of Pyongyang.[38] Things quickly took a turn for the worse. According to the provincial governor’s account, the crew of the General Sherman kidnapped a police captain. When the public angrily demanded his release, the steamship instead plowed on toward Pyongyang, only to fall victim to the Taedong’s notorious shifting tides and end up stranded on a mudflat not far from the city.[39] At some point, the crew of the General Sherman—five Englishmen and Americans, and nineteen Malay and Chinese sailors—left the vessel and got into a dispute with the locals; retreating to the surrounded ship, the Westerners began firing, killing twenty before succumbing to the far more numerous Koreans, who had set several boats alight and aimed them at the foreign ship.[40] As the crew attempted to surrender and the ship caught fire, a desperate Rev. Thomas was said to have tossed copies of the Chinese-language New Testament onto the shore before he, too, was captured and executed.[41] There were no known survivors.

			History remains divided on what exactly the General Sherman was doing on the Taedong River, and whether the crew had provoked a military response; the boat was, after all, “rather too heavily armed for a peaceful trading voyage.”[42] Rumors of mineral reserves so plentiful that kings and queens were buried in coffins of gold were rampant enough to fuel a belief that the crew of the General Sherman was perhaps seeking to ransack the royal tombs nearby.[43] Others have suggested that the crew had improperly treated some Korean women, or that the Koreans had mistaken the Americans for French, with the nation on a hair trigger after the execution of the French Catholic priests in February.[44] More plausible is the conclusion of the commanders of two separate U.S. Navy expeditions who sought answers from the Chosŏn court in the months following the General Sherman incident—namely, that the American schooner had erred by ignoring the authorities’ warnings and provoking an angry mob response.[45] To this day, what really happened with the General Sherman remains unknown. But as one prominent Western writer concluded, after considering several different accounts and theories, “few of the unprejudiced will believe that the General Sherman’s
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