


  CHAPTER 1


  Why Korea?



   “We were laying our baby Republic [South Korea] naked on the altar.”


   —Lt. Gen. Matthew B. Ridgway, commander, U.S. Eighth Army




  SUNDAY, JUNE 25, 1950: KOREAN PENINSULA


  


  Korea was an odd place for the Cold War’s first major conflict. In the summer of 1950, seven months before the ambush near the Twin Tunnels, most Americans—including most of the soldiers in 1st Lt. James P. Mitchell’s platoon—couldn’t find South Korea on a map. North Korea’s dictator, Kim Il-Sung, counted on America’s geographic illiteracy when he made the decision to invade South Korea, ostensibly an ally of the United States. In 1950, the dividing line that cleaved the Korean Peninsula into North and South Korea was an afterthought between the two dominant powers at the end of the Second World War: the United States and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR). Kim Il-Sung sought to end the artificial separation and control all of Korea. Comrade Joseph Stalin, his benefactor, supported the ambitious dictator, arming his military with Soviet weapons and sending Soviet advisors to train his armies. On the morning of June 25, 1950, Kim Il-Sung’s communist-trained and -equipped armies invaded South Korea.


  Prior to the invasion, few policymakers in the West thought that anyone would come to the aid of South Korea if North Korea attacked it. They had good reason to feel that way. For the last hundred years, Korea had been the plaything of empires. Culturally, Korea looked to China as its protector and progenitor. As a result, when Chinese power and influence began to wane under the last emperors of the Qing Dynasty in the latter half of the nineteenth century, Korea was ripe for exploitation. This was evident when Western traders and navies arrived to sign and enforce unfair trade agreements with Korea.


  Leading the way was Japan. Unlike the Chinese, who tried to resist Western influence, the Japanese embraced it after Commodore Matthew C. Perry’s fleet made landfall in Tokyo Bay in 1854. The samurai rulers of Japan believed the only way their country could survive was by becoming a colonizing nation with a modern, industrialized army and navy. However, like Germany, Great Britain, and even the United States, Japan’s growing industry needed raw materials, and Japan had little mineral wealth or other natural resources within its own boundaries. On the other hand, their neighbor across the Sea of Japan did, and so—just like their European counterparts had done in Africa, Asia, and elsewhere—Japan sought to control Korea, bringing them into conflict with China. In 1894, Japan and China decided diplomacy was useless and went to war for control of the Korean Peninsula. The Imperial Japanese Army and Navy, with their modern weapons and European-trained soldiers and sailors, were too much for China. In 1895, the governments of China and Japan signed the Treaty of Shimonoseki, in which China ceded all territorial and political rights in Korea to Japan.


  Obviously, no one had bothered to consult the Koreans about their new landlords. In response, King Kojong, Korea’s monarch, sought assistance from another nearby power: Russia. Czar Nicholas II was thrilled, and within a few years, Russian businessmen and military advisors were operating inside Korea. The Japanese had traded one competitor for an even more powerful one. Unlike China, Russia had a modern army and navy. Despite this deterrent, Japan’s government pressed ahead with its goal of conquering the Korean Peninsula; the country’s growing industrial economy demanded it. In February 1904, Japan surprised and defeated the Russian Pacific Fleet based inside Port Arthur on the Liaodong Peninsula; after a protracted siege, the port fell. Even worse for the czar, Japan defeated the Russian Baltic Fleet at the battle of Tsushima and crushed the remaining land forces in the battle of Mukden in 1905. It was the first time an Asian nation had defeated a modern European country.


  After the belligerents signed the Treaty of Portsmouth in September 1905, Japan found itself sharing a table with the other Western colonial powers: its new colony was the entire Hermit Kingdom, another name for Korea. The United States and Great Britain even recognized Japan’s control of Korea as part of the treaty. With this new conquest, the former samurais decided to extract as much wealth and resources as they could from their neighbor. The Japanese were far worse landlords than the Russians or the Chinese. In effect, the Koreans were now slaves, and outside of the peninsula, no one in America or Europe cared. For the next forty years, the “Land of the Morning Calm” was under the yoke of the emperor of Japan.


  During that time, Japan used Korea as a stepping-stone to invade Manchuria in September 1931. With little effort, the Imperial Japanese Army conquered the mineral-rich territory and added it to their growing empire. The Chinese never forgot, nor forgave, the Japanese. More importantly, the Chinese remembered the role Korea played in Manchuria’s conquest. If the Japanese had not been in Korea, then they would have been hard-pressed to take the Chinese territory. In July 1937, the Japanese attacked China proper. The descendants of the samurai seemed unstoppable.


  Then, the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941. The surprise attack changed everything in the Pacific. For several years, the Japanese battled the Americans on the land, sea, and in the air, but it was a losing proposition. The United States was a far more powerful adversary than Czarist Russia. By July 1945, Japan’s empire lay in ruins. Thanks to American bombers, Japanese cities were rubble, and among the smashed stones and smoldering embers lay the ruins of Japan’s manufacturing base.


  Across the globe, President Harry S. Truman and Comrade Stalin were making plans for the rest of the world. Germany had surrendered, leaving Japan as the sole Axis power. The great colonial powers like Great Britain were shadows of their former selves, and as a result, the United States and the USSR were calling all the shots. Both governments met in Potsdam, Germany, to discuss the postwar world. One of the many topics was Korea.


  Without much thought or foresight, the American government decided that the best way to deal with Korea was to divide it in half, just as the Allies had done with Germany. Truman received a promise from Stalin that the Soviets—once they had shuttled their armies from Europe to eastern Asia—would attack the Japanese Kwantung Army to liberate Manchuria. Stalin promised Truman that the operation would commence within a few weeks of the Potsdam Conference. For the communists, the U.S. decision to leave the northern half of Korea to the advancing Soviet armies made it an easy conquest for Stalin. Even though Russia had replaced the czars with communist premiers, the importance of the Korean Peninsula remained. Stalin wanted an ally south of the strategic port city of Vladivostok, Russia.


  On August 6, a B-29 dropped a single atomic bomb on the city of Hiroshima, Japan. On August 9, another B-29 dropped another atomic bomb on the city of Nagasaki, Japan. Yet, Americans tend to overlook the Soviet invasion of Manchuria, which began a minute after midnight on the same day the city of Nagasaki vanished under a mushroom cloud. The Japanese Kwantung Army had over a million men in Manchuria, and it had been preparing for a Soviet invasion since it had lost the battles of Nomonhan in 1939.


  As it turned out, the Russians had also learned a thing or two from fighting the Germans during the intervening years. When the Russian attack began, it was a disaster for the Imperial Japanese Army. Despite the dogged resistance on the part of isolated Kwantung units, the Russians crushed the Japanese forces in Manchuria. Within days, Soviet tanks and infantry crossed into northern Korea. Stunned by the rapid Soviet advance, the Americans quickly agreed to the 38th Parallel as an armistice line on August 17, 1945.1 The Russians reached it on August 26. The American Army, on the other hand, would not arrive for another two weeks.


  On September 2, 1945, Japanese delegates signed the articles of surrender onboard the battleship USS Missouri. For the Koreans, the long occupation was over. On September 9, 1945, amid the celebrations, Lt. Gen. John R. Hodge, commander of XXIV Corps, finally arrived and accepted the surrender of the Japanese army in Seoul. For the Americans, the goal was the establishment of a free and democratic Korea so that the GIs could go home. Alas, the Soviets had other ideas.


  Stalin’s concept of a free and democratic Korea had only one party—the Communist Party—and he chose Kim Il-Sung to be its leader. Born in 1912, Kim Il-Sung had been a communist since the 1920s when he joined the nascent Chinese Communist Party. He also was a seasoned warrior; prior to World War II, he had been a guerrilla, fighting against the Japanese occupation in Manchuria. By the end of 1940, the Japanese targeted his unit for destruction, and he escaped with his guerrillas to the USSR. There, his Soviet handlers trained his soldiers, and Kim Il-Sung became an officer in the Russian Army. After the war, he returned home, determined to make a name for himself. In December 1945, the head of the NKVD (People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs), Lavrentiy Beria, met with Kim Il-Sung and recommended him to Stalin, who then appointed him as chairman of the Korean Communist Party (North Korean branch).2


  During that same period, the Americans, British, Chinese (Chiang Kai-shek still controlled China), and the Russians met in Moscow to discuss the future of the Korean peninsula. Delegates from each nation decided that their four nations would run Korea for a period of five years as part of a trusteeship. In the meantime, the Koreans would form a provisional government. In March 1946, the Soviets, Americans, and Koreans assembled in Seoul to hammer out the agreement. To the chagrin of the American and Russian delegates, the Koreans did not want a trusteeship. All political parties wanted instant independence, save one: the Korean Communist Party. Adding to the turmoil, the Soviet delegates recognized the Korean Communist Party as the only legitimate party. Naturally, the U.S. officials balked, and the conference ended with no tangible progress toward unification or independence. After the conference, the Korean communists established a provisional government for North Korea. Kim Il-Sung became the de facto leader north of the 38th Parallel.


  Unlike the northern provisional regime, with one party in charge, the southern counterpart included compromise. In December 1946, the U.S. authorities created an assembly comprised of half elected leaders and half appointed leaders. The elected legislators were supporters of Syngman Rhee, a hard right-wing politician. To balance out the assembly, General Hodge selected liberal and moderate politicians for the appointed half. As a result, the assembly was divided and lacked any real authority over the South Korean people.


  Born in 1875, Syngman Rhee was much older than his future adversary, Kim Il-Sung. Even at an early age, Rhee was an ardent nationalist and political agitator. As a result, the Korean monarchy imprisoned him for several years. At the end of the Russo-Japanese War, the monarchy released him and sent him to the United States as part of a delegation to represent Korea’s interests at the peace conference in Portsmouth, New Hampshire. (Rhee spoke fluent English thanks to Methodist missionaries.) Though the delegation was unsuccessful in securing Korean independence, the trip provided Rhee with a chance to see America. After the conference ended, Rhee decided to stay in the United States, where he earned his bachelor’s degree from George Washington University, his master’s from Harvard, and a PhD from Princeton.


  Whereas Kim Il-Sung was a soldier, Rhee was a politician. In 1919, he became president of the Korean Provisional Government in Exile and served in that role for the next twenty years. During that time, Rhee lived in the United States and married an Austrian woman, Franziska Donner. After the Japanese bombing of Pearl Harbor, Rhee assisted the Office of Strategic Services (OSS) in their efforts to defeat Japan while lobbying for an independent Korea.3


  With the war over, Syngman Rhee did not want to wait any longer. He had lived long enough to remember the bickering between the Russians and the Japanese over the future of Korea at the beginning of the century. When the dust settled from that standoff, Korea had ended up a colony. He did not want history to repeat itself with Korea as a colony of the United States or, even worse, the Soviet Union.


  With the establishment of the South Korean provisional government, Rhee departed for the United States and directly lobbied President Truman and the U.S. Government to recognize an independent Korea. Meanwhile, the supervising U.S. and USSR powers tried to reach a solution. The U.S. representatives proposed nationwide free elections, which the Soviets rejected. Realizing they had reached an impasse, the U.S. delegation referred the issue to the United Nations. In early 1948, the United Nations arrived in Korea to kick-start the election process, but the Soviets refused to allow the U.N. delegation access to North Korea. Undeterred, the South Koreans held their own elections in May 10, 1948, and on August 15 of the same year, Rhee was sworn in as the president of South Korea.


  At the same time, on the other side of the globe, the Western powers learned that the Soviets were using a different dictionary to define freedom. Stalin rigged the election in Poland in 1947, with only Soviet-sponsored parties on the ballot. As a result, the communists gained control of Poland. In Czechoslovakia, the Soviet-backed communists overthrew the elected government in February 1948. Simultaneously, the communists overthrew the monarchy in Romania, establishing the People’s Republic of Romania on April 13, 1948. Meanwhile, communists were also eliminating other political parties in countries like Hungary, which succumbed to Soviet rule in 1949. In East Germany, Stalin commenced the Berlin Blockade on June 24, 1948, in an attempt to starve the West Berliners. He hoped the Americans and British would cede West Berlin to Soviet control instead of risking war. Closer to Korea, the Nationalists under Chiang Kai-shek were losing the Chinese Civil War to the communists under Mao Zedong. (The war ended on October 1, 1949, with Mao’s communists in complete control of mainland China.) Amid this turmoil, Western leaders came to the harsh realization that they had defeated several totalitarian governments during World War II only to replace them with a single totalitarian regime more powerful than any of the previous ones combined.


  Back in “The Land of the Morning Calm,” it was far from calm. As planned, General Hodge and the U.S. Army began to close up shop in September 1948. The U.S. government left South Korea with no offensive weapons, and therefore no tanks, few large-caliber artillery pieces, and virtually no air force. In effect, the Republic of Korea’s army (ROK) was little more than a border constabulary. This was on purpose: The U.S. government did not want Rhee to invade North Korea and start a war with the Soviet Union. Many back in Washington, D.C., believed Rhee might have been crazy enough to do so, and they denied the Korean president the tools to conduct offensive operations.4


  As the soldiers of the XXIV Corps started to pack their bags to return to the United States or Japan, the North Koreans instigated an insurgency in the south, using communist sympathizers and guerrillas to infiltrate from the north. Replacing XXIV Corps was the Korean Military Assistance Group (KMAG), which numbered around 500 men and was tasked with training the ROK Army. Alas, the growing insurgency meant training had to wait, and many units spent much of their time patrolling the South Korean countryside, searching for communist guerrillas, instead of learning how to shoot straight or defend a fixed position.5


  Despite the obvious attempt by Kim Il-Sung to destabilize the ROK government, President Truman did not intend to include South Korea within the U.S. defensive zone. In a top-secret document dated April 2, 1948, the National Security Council (NSC) presented an approved policy paper to President Truman, which stated, “The U.S. should not become so irrevocably involved in the Korean situation that any action taken by any faction in Korea or by any other power in Korea be considered a casus belli for the U.S.”6


  In the same document, the Joint Chiefs of Staff argued “the U.S. has little strategic interest in maintaining its present troops and bases in Korea.” The NSC added: “Moreover, in the event of hostilities in the Far East, these troops would constitute a military liability. U.S. troops could be maintained there without substantial reinforcement prior to the initiation of hostilities, but this would be militarily inadvisable since any land operations would, in all probability, bypass the Korea Peninsula.”7


  This hands-off policy in Korea continued into 1949. The American people had enjoyed the postwar economic boom, and if they were concerned with any international news, Europe was usually the topic. In response to the Berlin Blockade, Truman ordered the Berlin Airlift to feed the citizens of West Berlin. Meanwhile, diplomats on both sides of the Atlantic worked on a mutual defense treaty, and on April 4, 1949, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) was born. On October 1, China finally fell to the communists, but that was not the worst news of 1949. On the morning of August 29, 1949, the Soviets detonated an atomic bomb. Truman’s announcement of the act shocked the world because it was so unexpected. The U.S. military no longer had a nuclear monopoly. For the Pentagon and the State Department, the strategy of nuclear deterrence was now in jeopardy.


  Back in the Hermit Kingdom, KMAG had their hands full. The U.S. advisors had to train several Korean divisions while assisting them in conducting counterinsurgency operations. In addition, several more divisions remained stationed along the 38th Parallel to block North Korean infiltrators from sneaking into the South. The divisions along the border lacked truck transports, spare parts for the vehicles they did have, and other items essential for a modern, motorized army. Thanks to a postwar austerity program that affected everyone in the U.S. armed services, as well as nations that received weapons from the United States, the shortages in the ROK Army were not likely to improve in the near future. The KMAG officers knew the ROK Army was ill equipped and ill prepared for a communist invasion.8


  It was a different story in the north. Thanks to Kim Il-Sung’s persistent pestering of Stalin, the North Korean Peoples’ Army (NKPA) had become a well-oiled machine. Whereas the United States government did not want Syngman Rhee to have the capability to conduct offensive operations, Stalin trusted Kim Il-Sung and provided him with modern T-34/85 tanks and SU-76 self-propelled assault guns. In the air, Soviet advisors trained North Korean pilots to fly the modern Yak-9 fighters and Il-10 ground-attack aircraft. In addition to the modern weapons, the NKPA had a large cadre of trained officers who had served either in the Soviet Army or in the Chinese People’s Liberation Army during World War II. Finally, unlike the ROK Army, which had to conduct pacification operations, the NKPA did not face an insurgency; therefore, it could devote all its time for training.9


  Throughout 1949 and into early 1950, Kim Il-Sung readied his forces for an invasion of the south. Back in Washington, D.C., the analysts at the newly established Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) had missed some of the signs of what was coming. Though they detected the Soviet effort to modernize the NKPA, they assessed that it was far from ready for action. On January 13, 1950, the CIA issued the following statement in a report: “Despite this increase in North Korean military strength, the possibility of an invasion of South Korea is unlikely unless North Korean forces can develop a clear-cut superiority over the increasingly efficient South Korean Army.”10 This perception of North Korea dominated the bureaucracies inside the U.S. military and intelligence establishments for the next five months. In Seoul, however, the officers and soldiers of KMAG saw it differently. To KMAG, it was question of when—not if—North Korea would invade.


  No one on MacArthur’s staff in Tokyo or Truman’s staff in Washington heeded Seoul’s warnings. The major players in the intelligence establishment thought only Stalin could make the decision to go to war in Korea or anywhere else in the world. They did not think Stalin would opt for a small, short war. To the analysts and policymakers working along the Potomac River, the next war would be all or nothing. Unbeknownst to them, Stalin had already given the green light to Kim Il-Sung, who promised the Soviet leader that the war in the Hermit Kingdom would be over before the U.S. military could intervene.11


  ✯ ✯ ✯


  On Sunday morning, June 25, 1950, the U.S. ambassador to the Republic of Korea, John J. Muccio, received a call from his deputy ambassador, Everett Francis Drumright. Apparently, the KMAG was reporting to Drumright that there was “an onslaught across the 38th Parallel.” Muccio had heard reports like this before and wanted to get more information before he sent a cable to Washington. He looked at his watch and saw it was 0830 hours, local Korean time. He left for the Chancery to get more information about the border incursions. As he walked out of the official residence, he ran into William James of the United Press.


  Startled to see the ambassador so early on Sunday morning, James asked Muccio, “What are you doing stirring at this time of the morning?”


  Muccio replied, “Oh, we’ve had some disturbing reports from activities on the 38th Parallel. You might want to look into them.”


  James did look into the reports. It was all-out war. Within hours of Muccio’s run-in with the reporter, the U.S. ambassador had reported to Washington that the communists of North Korea had invaded the South. That evening, Syngman Rhee told Muccio that he and the ROK Cabinet were debating when to evacuate Seoul to escape the advancing NKPA. Meanwhile, MacArthur’s Far East Command reported to Washington that at least three divisions and several constabulary brigades had crossed the 38th Parallel and were advancing south with roughly forty tanks. To Muccio, the last twenty-four hours had been a disaster for American interests in the region.12


  Lt. Gen. Matthew B. Ridgway, who would later command the U.S. Eighth Army in Korea, said of the U.S. policy for South Korea prior to the invasion, “we were laying our baby Republic [South Korea] naked on the altar.”13


  The question now facing President Truman was whether the United States would sacrifice South Korea to keep the peace. Truman answered it. Once again, the United States was going to war.14





  CHAPTER 2


  The 23rd Infantry Regiment Goes to War



   “The regiment was not sufficiently trained for combat. It was a skeleton organization with partially trained leaders and specialists.”


  —Lt. Col. Frank Meszar




  SUNDAY AFTERNOON, JUNE 25, 1950: WILDWOOD, NEW JERSEY


  

  The invasion of South Korea caught most Americans by surprise. Bob Beeby, a soldier in the Inactive Ready Reserve (IRR), heard the news while sunbathing on a beach in New Jersey. War seemed far away for Beeby and for most Americans. World War II had ended less than five years ago, and many thought that large-scale conventional wars were an anachronism in the age of the atomic bomb. It was summer, and most Americans wanted to enjoy the postwar economic boom, a time of prosperity that many were experiencing for the first time in their lives. Like other young men of the time, Beeby was enjoying his youth. He recently had returned from serving a couple of years in Korea as an army welder. While there, he had been attached to a combat engineer unit stationed near Kimpo Airfield.


  When Beeby heard the news, his friends jokingly said to him, “You’ll be the first to go back in the army because you’ve had experience in Korea.” The twenty-four-year-old veteran laughed. He did not want to go back there. Beeby later wrote, “My time in Korea did help me to appreciate what a lousy duty station [it] was. I had never seen weather that was so cold . . . and I remember one of my buddies saying, ‘I sure would hate to be here fighting a war.’”


  Several weeks later, Beeby received a telegram in the mail calling him back to active duty to serve in Korea with the 23rd Infantry Regiment, 2nd Infantry Division. He would not be the only soldier returning to the Army and to the 23rd Infantry. Despite the many warnings of a North Korean invasion, most of the units in the ROK Army were overwhelmed in the first few days of fighting. If Truman wanted to make a stand in Korea, he would need the U.S. military to do it.1


  TUESDAY, JUNE 27, 0826 HOURS: PENTAGON, ARLINGTON, VIRGINIA


  

  North Korea’s naked aggression angered the president of the United States. Though he loathed the idea of going to war, he despised appeasement even more. Memories of Munich were still fresh in everyone’s minds. Truman felt that if the British and the French had stood up to Hitler over the annexation of the Sudetenland in 1938, World War II could have been avoided. He would not repeat Neville Chamberlain’s mistake. He also wanted the involvement of the international community. It was time for the United Nations to show the world it was not like the powerless League of Nations that had preceded it.


  Less than twenty-fours after receiving the news from Korea, the Security Council stood up to Truman’s challenge and passed Resolution 82, which required “the authorities in North Korea to withdraw forthwith their armed forces to the 38th Parallel.” The vote was almost unanimous, with only Yugoslavia abstaining.2


  For the next forty-eight hours, the president collected more information. He wanted to know if the invasion was the first part of a larger communist operation. When he was convinced that the Soviets were behind it, but not actively participating, he decided to act. (Stalin forbade Soviet advisors from traveling south of the 38th Parallel with the invading North Korean Army). On the morning of June 27, Truman authorized Gen. Douglas MacArthur to use force to stop the North Korean invasion. At 0826 hours, the teletypes in the Pentagon started to click and tap. The message was coded TOP SECRET and read:

  
[image: chpt_fig_001]



   President has directed that instructions be issued as follows: . . . All restrictions which have previously prevented the full utilization of the U.S. Far East Air Forces to support and assist the defense of the South Korean territory are lifted for operations below the 38th Parallel. All North Korean tanks, guns, military columns and other military targets south of the 38th Parallel are cleared for attack by U.S. Air Forces. The purpose is to clear South Korea of North Korean military forces. Similarly naval forces may be used without restriction in coastal waters and sea approaches of Korea south of [the] 38th Parallel against forces engaged in aggression against South Korea.3




  Truman hoped it would be enough to staunch the flow of North Korean troops heading south. However, events on the ground dashed his aspirations within hours of his cable to the Pentagon.


  FRIDAY, JUNE 30, 0131 HOURS: STATE DEPARTMENT, WASHINGTON, D.C.


  

  While much of the Federal City slept, the lights were on at Foggy Bottom. Teletype machines chattered as cable after cable arrived from Japan, where Ambassador William J. Sebald was collecting and forwarding reports from General MacArthur and Ambassador John Muccio, both still in South Korea.


  The news was not good. Despite commencing air interdiction operations and a naval blockade, nothing could stop the NKPA steamroller. Adding to the bad news, scores of brave ROK junior officers had been killed in the fighting north of Seoul. The ROK Army would feel the leadership loss later on when they needed to rebuild the shattered force in July and August and were bereft of those trained officers. On June 27, President Rhee abandoned Seoul, along with much of the government. They became refugees, just like the citizens of Seoul, and retreated to Suwon, 30 kilometers south of the capital.


  However, signs of hope appeared. To the surprise of Kim Il-Sung and almost everyone in the Far East, Rhee reestablished the government. Kim and Stalin had both expected the Rhee regime to collapse once Seoul fell. Much to their chagrin, that did not happen. Even more worrisome for the aggressors was the lack of prisoners. Large numbers of prisoners indicated a defeated army, but according to the NKPA reports, the communists had rounded up only a few ROK soldiers. Though reeling and retreating, the ROK Army was still fighting hard.4


  The South Koreans did not have the proper weapons or the expertise to fight a conventional war. If help did not arrive quickly, their sacrifices would be in vain. The latest teletype report from Sebald was stark. Ambassador Muccio spoke plainly in the communique, which Sebald relayed directly to Secretary of State Dean Acheson. Muccio told Sebald: “It is absolutely essential that we adopt the bold plan without further delay. It is essential that a master stroke be carried out, the sooner the better.” It was 0136 hours in Washington. Time was of the essence in the Far East.


  Acheson read the note. Even though Truman had authorized the Army to conduct limited operations to protect the port of Pusan (the only major port still under ROK control) and other airbases, it was not enough for MacArthur. According to Muccio, “an all-out effort is necessary if the situation is to be saved.” Acheson knew the president would have to make another decision, and soon. To Muccio and MacArthur, a few soldiers on a guard detail were not going to cut it in Korea. If Truman wanted to save the fledgling democracy, he would have to commit American GIs and Marines to do so.5


  JUNE 30, 0500–0700 HOURS: BLAIR HOUSE, WASHINGTON, D.C.


  

  President Truman stared at the green walls in his makeshift office. Since 1948, he had called the Blair House his home while the White House underwent a major renovation. He had chosen a small room to be his office. Behind him was a fireplace, and in front of him were portraits of Francis Preston Blair and his wife, Eliza, who had owned the Federal-style house in the early nineteenth century. Truman had not thought the room he now called his office would be a witness to major historic events. The North Korean invasion proved him wrong.6


  At 0500 hours, Truman received a phone call from the secretary of the Army, Frank Pace. As he listened to Pace, he wiped the last bits of shaving cream from his smooth face. MacArthur had sent a message to Pace from Korea, his request straightforward: the general wanted two infantry divisions to buttress the ROK Army and secure the port of Pusan, and he wanted a regimental combat team that he could use at his own discretion.


  For the next two hours, the president thought about MacArthur’s appeal. At 0700 hours, he telephoned Pace and Secretary of Defense Louis A. Johnson and told them he was authorizing MacArthur’s request for additional troops. Truman also suggested that they consider using Chinese Nationalists from Formosa, offered by Chiang Kai-shek when he heard about the invasion, to augment the ROK forces. After the calls, Truman jotted down a few notes from his phone conversations on some White House stationery. Writing his thoughts helped him work through complex issues. On the same stationery note, he wrote, “Must be careful not to start to a general Asiatic war.”


  Truman felt that the Korea Incident, as the Joint Chiefs and the State Department were calling it, might be a distraction. He then scribbled, “Russia is figuring on an attack in the Black Sea and toward the Persian Gulf. Both prizes Moscow has wanted since Ivan the Terrible who is now their hero with Stalin and Russia.” If the United Nations could stop the communists in Korea, maybe then they would think twice about attacking somewhere else.


  That afternoon, the rest of the country learned what Truman had decided that morning. Even though Congress had not declared it as such, the United States was certainly going to war. The White House’s press release read:



   In keeping with the United Nations Security Council’s request for support to the Republic of Korea in repelling the North Korean invaders and restoring peace in Korea, the President announced that he had authorized the United States Air Force to conduct missions on specific military targets in Northern Korea wherever militarily necessary, and had ordered a Naval blockade of the entire Korean coast. General MacArthur has been authorized to use certain supporting ground units.




  One of those units that MacArthur later requested was the 2nd Infantry Division and all of its regiments, including the 23rd Infantry.7


  SUNDAY, JULY 9, 0700 HOURS: HEADQUARTERS, 23RD INFANTRY REGIMENT, NORTH FORT, FORT LEWIS, WASHINGTON


  

  After the White House press release on June 30, rumors swirled on all Army posts as to who was going to get the call to go to South Korea. On Fort Lewis, it was no different. So far, it had been an uneventful and lazy summer. The soldiers and officers of the 2nd Infantry Division had been training the soldiers of the 41st National Guard Division, and key personnel had been teaching officer cadets at the newly opened Reserve Officer Training Corps Camp (still in operation today). Since it was


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  THURSDAY, JULY 20, 1515 HOURS: HEADQUARTERS, 23RD INFANTRY REGIMENT, NORTH FORT, FORT LEWIS


  

  

  

  

  SATURDAY, JULY 22, 1325 HOURS: 23RD INFANTRY REGIMENT BARRACKS AREA, NORTH FORT, FORT LEWIS, TO THE PORT OF TACOMA, WASHINGTON


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  AUGUST–DECEMBER 1950: 23RD INFANTRY REGIMENT, SOUTH KOREA TO NORTH KOREA, THEN BACK TO SOUTH KOREA


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  TUESDAY, DECEMBER 26, 0930 HOURS: HEADQUARTERS, FAR EAST COMMAND, DAI-ICHI BUILDING, TOKYO


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  JANUARY 1951: 23RD INFANTRY REGIMENT, AREA AROUND WONJU
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