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History has always been more than a collection of dates, wars, and rulers. It is the story of humanity itself — our triumphs and failures, our dreams and fears, and the events that shaped the world we live in today. Yet for many people, history can feel overwhelming, buried beneath thick volumes, academic language, and endless details that make it difficult for busy readers to begin.

That is why I created History in an Hour.

The purpose of this series is simple: to make history accessible, engaging, and meaningful for everyone. Each book is carefully written to provide a concise yet compelling introduction to a historical subject that can be read in about an hour. Whether you are a student, a lifelong learner, a traveler seeking deeper understanding, or simply someone curious about the past, these books are designed to help you discover history without requiring weeks of study.

In every volume, the goal is not merely to present facts, but to tell a story — the story of civilizations rising and falling, of remarkable individuals who changed the course of history, and of ordinary people whose lives were shaped by extraordinary times. By understanding the past, we gain greater wisdom about the present and clearer insight into the future.

This series embraces the belief that learning should be enjoyable, approachable, and inspiring. History belongs to everyone, not only scholars and historians. Even within a single hour, a reader can encounter powerful ideas, unforgettable events, and lessons that still echo across generations.

As the founder of History in an Hour, I hope these books will ignite curiosity and encourage readers to continue exploring the rich and fascinating story of our world. If even one book inspires someone to learn more, ask deeper questions, or see humanity through a broader lens, then this series will have fulfilled its purpose.

Thank you for joining me on this journey through time.

Yours sincerely,

Chong Shipei (Founder of History in an Hour)
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Korea’s history is the story of a people who have lived for thousands of years on a peninsula at the crossroads of East Asia. Surrounded by powerful neighbors and shaped by mountains, rivers, seas, and fertile plains, Korea developed a distinctive civilization while remaining deeply connected to the wider world. Its history is filled with the rise and fall of kingdoms, ambitious rulers, devastating invasions, remarkable cultural achievements, political struggles, foreign influence, and repeated efforts to preserve Korean identity.

To understand Korea today, it is essential to understand the long journey that came before it.

This book begins in the distant past, when small communities lived by hunting, fishing, gathering, and agriculture. Over time, increasingly complex societies emerged, technologies such as bronze and iron transformed communities, and political centers developed. The ancient tradition of Gojoseon stands at the beginning of Korea's recorded historical story, followed by the emergence of powerful regional states.

Among the most famous were the Three Kingdoms—Goguryeo, Baekje, and Silla—along with the important political communities of Gaya. Their competition shaped the political landscape of the peninsula for centuries. Yet this was not simply a story of warfare. During this period, Korea became an important participant in the cultural networks of East Asia. Buddhism spread across the peninsula, writing and administrative practices developed, and connections with China and Japan encouraged the movement of knowledge, technology, religion, art, and ideas.

The eventual victory of Silla transformed the political order, but it did not bring an end to division and competition. The emergence of Goryeo created a new dynasty that would give Korea its modern English name. Goryeo survived invasions, navigated relationships with powerful neighboring states, and developed a sophisticated culture. Buddhist scholarship flourished, printing advanced, the magnificent Tripitaka Koreana was produced, and Goryeo artisans became renowned for their distinctive celadon pottery.

In 1392, another great transformation began with the establishment of Joseon. For more than five centuries, Joseon shaped Korean government, society, education, family life, and culture. Neo-Confucianism became central to the state's political and intellectual order. Perhaps the most famous ruler of this period was King Sejong, whose reign witnessed remarkable developments in scholarship, science, agriculture, printing, and government. His support for the creation of Hangeul gave Koreans a writing system specifically designed to represent their language.

Yet Korean history was never simply a story of peaceful cultural achievement. Joseon experienced devastating wars, including the Japanese invasions of the 1590s and the invasions by the Jurchens and Qing. Political factionalism, economic difficulties, social inequalities, and demands for reform created further challenges.

By the nineteenth century, Korea faced an increasingly dangerous international environment. Western powers and Japan pressed for greater access, while China, Japan, and Russia competed for influence. Korean reformers sought ways to strengthen their country, but modernization unfolded amid intense foreign pressure. The Korean Empire was eventually unable to prevent the loss of Korean sovereignty, and in 1910 Korea was annexed by Japan.

The colonial period brought profound political, economic, and social changes, as well as widespread resistance. The March First Movement of 1919 became a major expression of the Korean independence movement. Koreans continued to pursue independence through political organizations, education, cultural activities, and armed resistance.

The history of Korea is therefore not merely a succession of dynasties. It is a story of adaptation and endurance. It is the story of people confronting changing circumstances while preserving, transforming, and redefining their society.

The chapters that follow invite you to explore this remarkable journey—from ancient Korea to the great kingdoms, from Goryeo and Joseon to colonial rule and the transformations of the modern era. The goal is not simply to remember what happened, but to understand how one event led to another and how the experiences of earlier generations continue to shape Korea today.
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​Chapter 1: The Birth of Korea
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​1.1 The First Koreans and the Formation of Early Societies

The earliest history of Korea begins long before written records, and much of what is known about this period comes from archaeology. During the Paleolithic period, people lived in small groups and survived through hunting, gathering, and fishing. By the Neolithic period, beginning roughly 10,000 years ago, communities became more settled. Archaeological sites show the development of distinctive pottery traditions, including the comb-patterned pottery commonly associated with Neolithic Korea. People increasingly gathered in permanent or semi-permanent settlements, especially near rivers and coastal areas where water, fish, shellfish, and other resources were available. Agriculture gradually became more important, although hunting, fishing, and gathering continued for a long time. Rice cultivation appeared later and became increasingly significant, particularly during the Bronze Age.

Korea's geography strongly influenced this development. Much of the peninsula is mountainous, while broad river valleys and coastal plains provided more suitable places for farming and settlement. Rivers also served as routes through which people, goods, technologies, and ideas could move between communities. At the same time, Korea was connected to neighboring regions of northeastern China and Manchuria. These connections meant that technological changes did not develop in isolation. New forms of pottery, agriculture, metalworking, and burial practices appeared through a combination of local development and contact with communities beyond the peninsula.

The Bronze Age brought important changes to Korean society. Bronze objects appeared by approximately the second millennium BCE, although the exact chronology differs between regions and remains debated among archaeologists. Bronze was particularly important for weapons, tools, mirrors, and







​1.2 The Three Kingdoms Compete for Korea








​1.3 Religion, Culture, and the Struggle for Unification
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