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PREFACE

The well-known essayist and novelist Pankaj Mishra recently declared decolonization to be “the central event of the twentieth century.”1 He suggests that the first phase of this process took place during the years immediately following World War II “when anti-colonial movements across the world began to achieve their delayed victories.”2 During the decade following the Japanese surrender almost all of the countries of South, East, and Southeast Asia that formerly had been colonies of the European powers or conquests of the Japanese became independent nations.

Whether or not this process constituted “the central event of the twentieth century,” it was certainly among the bloodiest. Two years after the end of World War II, Harold Isaacs, an American journalist in Asia, reported, “from one end of the vast continent to the other it has seldom been possible since Japan’s collapse to avoid the sound of continuing gunfire. There has been civil war in China, nationalist war in Indochina and Indonesia, rioting and mutiny in India, political collisions in Korea and the Philippines.”3

Historian Priya Satia has observed that in explaining the origins and growth of the British Empire, “it is impossible to factor the violence out.” Similarly, in telling the story of the end of empire in Asia, it is also impossible to factor the violence out. East and Southeast Asia was, in fact, the most violent region of the globe during the decade following the end of World War II.

In the course of their emancipation, the peoples of the former colonies and foreign-dominated areas split into rival factions and movements, all with claims to leadership and legitimacy in their new nations. A prolonged civil war engulfed China, a country still reeling from the wounds of its seven-year struggle against the Japanese. Similarly, Korea’s liberation from four decades of Japanese rule was soon followed by a civil war that became an international conflict in 1950, marked by campaigns, weapons, and casualty rates comparable to those of World War II. The anticolonial wars waged in Indochina and Indonesia also had many of the characteristics of civil wars and, in some areas, resulted in a far larger number of deaths, particularly among the civilian population, than those experienced during the Second World War.

No one can say with certainty how many died in these wars, but two respected demographers concluded in 2005 that “the greatest battle violence of the past fifty years took place in China, Korea and the Indochinese peninsula.”4 About 2,500,000 combatants lost their lives in the Chinese Civil War, about 800,000 in the Korean War, about 400,000 in the French war in Indochina, and at least 50,000 in the Indonesian War of Independence. These figures refer only to deaths among combatants. Estimates of the number of civilians who died vary greatly, but there is general agreement that they were much higher, perhaps eight to sixteen million in China, five million in the Korean War, and 300,000 in the Indonesian War of Independence.5

Except for the War in Korea, these conflicts are little known to American readers. History textbooks often treat them as an aspect of the Cold War. Other authors see them as a chapter in the long narrative of decolonization or, as Pankaj Mishra calls it, the “interconnected struggles against white supremacy.”6 A Continent Erupts aims to complicate those narratives by examining the characteristics, dynamics, and consequences of the military operations and other forms of mass violence during the decade following World War II in China, Indonesia, Korea, and Vietnam. While these wars have often been seen in terms of black and white, Communists vs. anticommunists, colonial powers vs. anticolonialists, and US clients and allies vs. Soviet clients and allies, this book suggests that these apparently black-and-white struggles may be more accurately viewed in various shades of Technicolor.

Instead of being simply wars of liberation or ideological contests, most of the conflicts in postwar Asia soon took on the character of civil wars, contests between and among the peoples of former colonial or foreign-dominated territories who held vastly different visions of their nation’s postcolonial future. The character of these conflicts as civil wars also helps to explain the savagery of much of the fighting during this unsettled decade. In a conventional war the opposing forces could be viewed simply as the enemy’s army, but in a civil war the opposing forces are often viewed as betrayers and oppressors of their nation. Such traitors had to be converted to the true cause or annihilated; crushed, not merely defeated.

Far from being simply part of the “struggle against white supremacy,” the protagonists in this first decade of decolonization drew recruits from diverse racial and ethnic communities. In Indochina, for example, where French colonial authorities confronted Ho Chi Minh’s Democratic Republic of Vietnam, often referred to as the Viet Minh, about 30 percent of the French Expeditionary Corps was made up of Vietnamese, Laotian, and Cambodian troops. Another 30 percent were colonial troops from West Africa and the Maghreb. Former Japanese Army soldiers were active on all sides of the Chinese Civil War and the wars in Indochina and Indonesia.

Similarly, although most of the wars of decolonization coincided with the years during which growing Soviet-US tensions hardened into the Cold War, none of these conflicts had their primary origin in Cold War rivalries. Instead, one or often both of the warring sides in Asia actively recruited the world’s two five-hundred-pound gorillas, America and Russia, to intervene on behalf of their cause. As with any five-hundred-pound gorilla, their entrance inspired awe and fear. They thrashed about and caused a great deal of damage but were seldom able to completely control the course of events.

A Continent Erupts is primarily, though not entirely, a military history. It examines the nature and composition of the warring forces, their leadership, military effectiveness, strategy, and operational methods in the context of the political, social, and ideological forces influencing their behavior. It argues that whatever the larger historical significance of decolonization, its nature and duration was largely shaped by events on the battlefield, whether that battlefield was a clearly defined area of operations as in the Huahai Campaign, the Battle of Dien Bien Phu, or the Inchon Landing, or was characterized by patterns of irregular warfare, terrorism, and massacre spread over entire provinces and regions.

In his book Bloodlands, Timothy Snyder analyzes the mass killings in certain areas of Eastern Europe where Hitler’s racist expansionism met Stalin’s own deadly ambitions during World War II. Snyder points out that the highest number of civilian deaths often took place in areas such as Poland and the Baltic states where cities and regions changed hands more than once in the course of political maneuvering or military operations.

A similar pattern may be found in the wars of 1945–1955 in China, Indonesia, and Korea, where cities and towns often changed hands more than once. Seoul, for example, changed hands four times in less than one year during the Korean War. The city of Siping, in Jilin Province, changed hands three times during the Chinese Civil War. In addition to the catastrophic deaths and severe hardships inflicted on the residents by these repeated battles, each conquest and reconquest forced the inhabitants of these cities to choose sides; those who chose one side unavoidably became vulnerable to reprisals by the opposing side when the city changed hands. This, together with their character as primarily civil wars, often fought with the level of firepower and intensity of World War II, help to account for the deadly toll of the wars of decolonization and highlight the fact that in examining the story of Asia’s liberation, as in the story of Asia’s colonization, “it is impossible to factor the violence out.”
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The Continent of Empire

In 1938 journalist John Gunther published Inside Asia. The book was a follow-up to his highly successful Inside Europe, which had introduced American readers to the politics and personalities of a continent increasingly shaped by the rise of Fascism. Inside Asia was intended to serve as a similar analysis of what his publisher called “the continent of mystery,” providing “all the average Western reader wants to know about Asia.”1 Whether or not it was the continent of mystery, the Asia described by Gunther was certainly the continent of empire. Between the Persian Gulf and the Pacific Ocean there were only three independent nations, and one of them was doing its best to swallow up the other two.

The Empire of Japan seemed to many to be the Asian equal of Fascist Germany and Italy in dynamism, ambition, and aggressive expansionism. Japan had first challenged the post–World War I international order in 1931 by seizing control of Manchuria. Manchuria, together with Korea, which Japan had forcibly annexed in 1905, was being developed by the Japanese as a model of modernity, industrialization, and rational planning, the answer to all of Japan’s economic and social needs. The Manchurians, Mongolians, Chinese, and Koreans involved in the enterprise were expected to carry out their designated roles as part of a harmonious team under Japanese leadership and inspiration. Those who refused were dealt with swiftly and ruthlessly.

Japanese expansion into Manchuria soon led to increased Japanese pressure on northern China, and by 1937 the Japanese were engaged in a full-scale war in China. By the time bookstores in New York were receiving their copies of Inside Asia, most of the largest cities of China had fallen to the Japanese, but the Chinese continued to resist. “This war,” an American diplomat told Gunther, “will be permanent.”2

The Japanese were the most fearsome and dynamic empire in Asia, but they were hardly the only one. Dominating the map of Asia was the “great crescent” of colonies and protectorates of the British Empire stretching from India to Hong Kong. With close to 400 million people, India, Burma, Ceylon, and the Malay States produced much of the wealth of the British Empire in the form of rice, timber, rubber, oil, and tin. Malaya alone produced about 45 percent of the world’s rubber and 35 percent of the world’s tin.

Southeast of Malaya, the Netherlands Indies, a vast archipelago of over two thousand islands with over sixty-five million people, stretched east almost three thousand miles to the Pacific Ocean. Even richer than Malaya in natural resources, the Indies had first attracted the Dutch because of its abundance of pepper, rice, and spices. In the twentieth century the islands also provided an enormous output of coffee, sugar, oil, iron, and rubber. France’s empire in Asia, the collection of colonies and protectorates in Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam that comprised French Indochina, was not so rich as the Indies but still provided high-grade rubber for the Michelin tire factories as well as coal, timber, coffee, and rice for export.

“A white man in the Orient can live a wonderfully easy life,” an American army officer in China observed.3 For the most part, the Europeans in prewar China and Southeast Asia did just that. “Colonial life was very grand,” recalled a former Life photojournalist in Indochina. “You dressed in a white jacket and black trousers. . . . They would all come dressed to the hilt, driving up in their Citroens. Nobody worked very hard. All the finest imports were available, caviar, French wines and champagnes. A fantastically easy and gracious way of life because of the tremendous number of servants and the wealth they got out of the rubber plantations and the trading of rice and other businesses.”4

Suhario “Kecik” Pamodiwiryo, a student in the Netherlands Indies, recalled “the elegant and fashionable boulevards” of colonial Surabaya. “Families used to take the cool evening air in elegant horse-drawn carriages, the ladies and their chaperoned daughters on show all decked in their finery, and passengers enjoying the welcome cool. . . . The Simpang club was a luxurious venue where tennis, billiards, dancing and card nights were featured. The . . . staff wore great uniforms using Javanese headdress and colorful diagonal sashes.”5

Except for parts of India and the Netherlands Indies, most of these colonial domains of the Europeans and the Japanese were less than a hundred years old. The oldest Burmese, Koreans, and Vietnamese could still remember a time when their countries were at least partially independent. Attempts by the traditional rulers and governments in China, Korea, Vietnam, Burma, and other states to resist the encroachment of European rule during the nineteenth century had proven futile, but the close of the century saw the emergence of a new type of self-conscious anticolonialist nationalism in many parts of Asia.

The political and intellectual leaders of these new nationalist movements like Gandhi and Nehru in India, Sun Yat-sen in China, and Sukarno in the Netherlands Indies were almost always Western-educated and often members of local elites. Many drew their inspiration from Japan, whose victory in the 1904–1905 Russo-Japanese War served as an inspiration to colonial peoples from Egypt to the Netherlands Indies. Here was an example of an Asian nation that the Americans and Europeans had attempted to bully into submission as they had done with China. But the Japanese, through an astounding effort of self-strengthening, mass education, and industrialization, had retained their independence and emerged as a modern nation.

The new anti-imperialist leaders lived in colonies that included a great variety of religious, linguistic, and ethnic communities. Nevertheless, these leaders saw their colonial territory as comprising a single nation, having its origins in an ancient period of national unity and greatness. Since then, the nation and its people had entered a long period of decline and forgetfulness infinitely worsened by the arrival of the European oppressors. Many nationalists spoke of reawakening their past glories to help liberate their peoples. (In Japan, the young samurai reformers, who had initiated the drastic transformation of their country using the Emperor Meiji as a symbol and figurehead, labeled their program a “restoration.”)

“One of the remarkable developments of the present age has been the rediscovery of the past and of the nation,” declared the great Indian political leader, Jawaharlal Nehru.6 Much of this glorious past of unity and high civilization existed mainly in the minds of nationalist intellectuals, political leaders, and publicists. Along with appeals to supposed common origins, traditions, and attachment to a common soil, the half-mythical glorious past formed an important part of the glue with which anticolonialists hoped to bind divergent religious communities, tribes, and ethnic groups into a single nation. They were, as political scientist Benedict Anderson famously observed, “imagined communities.”7

Despite these growing movements of intellectual and practical resistance, the colonial empires of 1939 still appeared solid, unchanging, and unassailable—except perhaps by another colonial power. The European colonizers’ mastery of scientific knowledge and technology, their sophisticated devices and machines, not to mention their military superiority, appeared to both justify and explain their hegemony over millions of less “advanced” peoples.8 A French colonial officer concluded that an “error” had been made by Lafayette and the other framers of the 1789 “Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen.” They should instead have written more modestly “the declaration of French citizen rights.”9

The Europeans’ material superiority was widely believed to be a product of their national character marked by rationality, discipline, scientific-mindedness, industriousness, and reliability. By contrast, Asians were generally perceived to be indolent, passive, devoted to tradition, superstitious, and unreliable. Virginia Thompson, an American academic expert on Southeast Asia, explained that the “apathy, insensitivity and placidity of the Annamites [Vietnamese]” was forced on them by climate and undernourishment, and “they lack the driving force given by strong desires. Their intelligence is keen but their character weak.”10 One old Asia hand told John Gunther that “among the natives of all Malaysia, including Siam there were only half a dozen ‘adults.’” The other “natives” were “inept, slothful, lacking in push and incredibly timid of accepting responsibility.”11 Even in India, whose nationalist movement had caught the attention of the world as far back as the 1920s, many British colonials still insisted to Gunther that “the Indians are incompetent, shiftless, supersensitive, bribable and torn by religious fissures. They say that Indian capacity for self-government is a tremendous overstatement.”12

The one exception to this pattern of native “backwardness” and European rule appeared to be the Philippines, which the United States had acquired from Spain in 1898 in a brief flush of boisterous overconfidence, patriotic ignorance, and geopolitical fantasy. After a short time, an American reaction against imperial adventures set in. It was encouraged by the experience of the bloody and protracted war against American rule that the Filipinos waged for over three years and by resentment on the part of American sugar interests toward the preferential treatment granted to Philippine sugar.

The 1916 Jones Act formally declared an American intention to grant eventual independence to the Philippines, and the Tydings-McDuffie Act, passed in 1934, provided for the establishment of self-government in the Islands and set a ten-year date for independence. These American actions appeared to most foreign observers as merely the odd exception to the inexorable spread of empire and suggested to many Europeans that the Yankees lacked the dedication and perseverance necessary to carry out the “civilizing mission.”13

Then, in 1941, the entire edifice of European empire, built on racism and historical myth, bluff, bribery, tradition, and an increasingly feeble military capability, came crashing down. On December 7–8, 1941, Japan struck simultaneously at Hong Kong and the Philippines and carried out a devastating raid on the US Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor. Two days later the Prince of Wales and Renown, the only two British capital ships in the Far East, were sunk by Japanese planes off Malaya.

In the weeks following Pearl Harbor, the Japanese rampaged through Southeast Asia, capturing Manila at the beginning of January and advancing down the Malay Peninsula to seize Singapore by mid-February. By then, Japanese forces had moved into the Netherlands Indies, and by late February they had annihilated the British, Dutch, and American naval forces defending Java. Burma fell to the Japanese at the beginning of May following a string of disastrous British military setbacks and costly retreats. By that time the conquest of the Netherlands Indies had been completed.

Corregidor, the last American outpost in the Philippines, fell on May 6, 1942. In the course of a few months the Japanese had made themselves masters of an empire that rivaled that of Genghis Khan in size and extent. “By a stroke more compelling than the fall of Melaka to the Portuguese in 1511, the balance of power between Europe and Asia seemed to have been immediately and permanently transformed.”14

The cultural, social, and psychological consequences that accompanied this transformation were even more far-reaching. The European colonial masters with their scientific knowledge, advanced technology, and superior efficiency were suddenly shown to be toothless tigers, pathetic blunderers—all pomp and show, but helpless before the implacable and determined warriors of Japan. To Gay Wan Gay, a Singapore Chinese, the fall of Malaya proved that “the British were not supermen as we used to think. . . . And we remembered seeing them on the long marches to Changi Jail. It was a pitiful sight . . . and even the older people realized that white supremacy was a myth; that the Japanese had come and shown that Asians could come and overthrow the white authority.”15

Ngo Van Chieu, a Vietnamese high school student in 1940, recalled that “[m]any Indochinese people admired the French, despite their faults and their racism. They believed in the power of the French Empire. The early defeat of France by the Germans was hard to believe. Many people found it incomprehensible.”16 Even more astounding was the supine way in which the French colonial authorities agreed, after only brief fighting, to convert Vietnam into a Japanese satellite in return for retaining their local prerogatives. The admiration and affinity that many former colonial subjects felt toward their Japanese “liberators” in 1941–1942 was to prove short-lived, but their newfound disdain toward their former colonial masters was to prove permanent.

Millions of former colonial subjects now found themselves participants in Japan’s “Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere.” For some, Japanese rule brought opportunity. Thousands of lower-ranking “native” bureaucrats, technicians, policemen, and teachers now found themselves promoted to jobs previously reserved for Europeans. The changed landscape of political power inspired the emergence of new political movements, ambitions, and ideologies as well as encouraging the renewal of older national, regional, and ethnic aspirations, quarrels, and rivalries.

Some leaders, like Aung San of Burma and Sukarno of Indonesia, sought to further their cause by active cooperation with the Japanese. Others, like Ho Chi Minh’s Viet Minh in Indochina, the Malayan People’s Anti-Japanese Army in Malaya, and the Huks in the Philippines, actually strengthened the appeal and cohesion of their movements by opposing the Japanese. In a few cases, Japanese-trained national militias such as Aung San’s Burma National Army and the Indonesian PETA ended up turning against their Japanese sponsors.

For the great majority of Asians, the Co-Prosperity Sphere brought hardship, insecurity, and oppression. The large Chinese population of the Malay states and Singapore received especially cruel treatment. Several thousand were shot or drowned in mass executions during 1942. Many were arrested and tortured. Other groups were treated less harshly, but throughout Southeast Asia no one was free from the attentions of the Kempeitai (the Japanese secret police) or from arbitrary confiscations, demands for labor, and the casual brutality of Japanese soldiers and officials. Malay villagers in Johor recalled that “when passing a Japanese checkpoint, everyone had to bow to the sentries. The bow must be executed properly. If the guards were not satisfied they would punish the people by having them stand in the hot sun or slapping them.”17

Men from Burma, Indonesia, and other parts of Southeast Asia were ruthlessly conscripted for Japanese construction projects such as the notorious Burma-Siam Railroad. Three hundred thousand Indonesian forced laborers were sent for service throughout the Japanese Empire. Many never returned.18 Thousands of women were forcibly recruited for duty as captive prostitutes or “comfort women” to serve the Japanese military.

Japanese mismanagement of the economy throughout their empire left a trail of hunger and privation. Everywhere in Japanese-ruled Asia there was a catastrophic drop in rice production. Large-scale requisition of rice by the military in exchange for nearly worthless Japanese occupation currency discouraged rice farmers and encouraged hoarding. At the same time, the breakdown of local and international transportation left many farmers with no means to get their crops to market.19 Food shortages in some areas reached near-famine proportions.

Life became even harder in 1944–1945 after devastating Japanese defeats in the Marianas, the Philippines, and Burma. As they girded for the expected Allied attacks on the rest of their Asian empire, the Japanese tightened their rationing and stepped up their requisitions and conscription. The emperor’s sailors and soldiers in Southeast Asia were expected to fight to the death as they had done in New Guinea, Saipan, Pelelieu, and Iwo Jima. On August 12, 1945, Imperial General Headquarters had advised its overseas commanders that “to continue the war with one mind is the only strategy for us and each soldier should follow this spirit.”20

Then, as suddenly as it had begun, the war with Japan was over. In the space of one week American planes dropped atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, killing a total of at least 105,000 people.21 On the day before the second atomic bomb was employed, the Soviet Union declared war on Japan and attacked Manchuria across a broad front. Japanese military leaders and some cabinet ministers still wished to fight on, but the emperor intervened to direct that the government accept the terms of surrender issued by the Allies, following their summit meeting at Potsdam the previous month.

On August 10, 1945, the Japanese Domei News Agency broadcast a statement by the Foreign Ministry announcing that Japan was prepared to accept the surrender terms offered by the Allies at Potsdam “provided that the said declaration does not comprise any demand which prejudices the prerogatives of His Majesty as a Sovereign Ruler.” Washington’s reply repeated the assurance offered at Potsdam that “the ultimate form of government of Japan shall be established in accordance with the freely expressed will of the Japanese people,” but specified that the authority of the emperor would be subject to the Supreme Allied Commander.

In Tokyo, receipt of the Allied reply touched off a heated crisis within the small circle of high-level government leaders. The generals found the terms of the note intolerable and argued that Japan must fight on whereas most civilian leaders called for acceptance of the Allied terms. With the government deadlocked, the emperor again intervened, announcing that it was his wish to accept the Allied reply “as it stands.”22 At 7:00 p.m. on August 14, 1945, President Truman announced to reporters jammed into his White House office that he had received from Tokyo “a full acceptance of the Potsdam Declaration which specifies the unconditional surrender of Japan.”23 The following day a brief radio address by the emperor announced the end of the war to millions of astounded Japanese all across the still-vast empire, calling upon them to “endure the unendurable and suffer the insufferable.” Imperial princes were dispatched to the various outposts of the empire to ensure that military commanders complied with the emperor’s instructions to cease hostilities.

During August and September of 1945, forces of the victorious Allies moved to occupy all portions of Japan’s former empire, where they would receive formal surrenders from various commands, and disarm and repatriate the Japanese. The basic surrender document, General Order No. 1, provided that Japanese forces in China, Taiwan, and northern Indochina were to surrender to Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek, China’s nominal wartime leader. All Japanese forces in Manchuria and Korea north of the 38th parallel were to surrender to the commander in chief of Soviet forces in the Far East. Japanese forces in Southeast Asia were to surrender to the Supreme Allied Commander, Southeast Asia, Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten, and those in other parts of the Pacific to Admiral Chester Nimitz, commander in chief, Pacific. Japanese government leaders and armed forces in Japan and Japanese troops in the Philippines and Korea would surrender directly to General Douglas MacArthur.

Except for the Soviets and MacArthur in the Philippines and Japan, most of the Allied forces were slow in arriving. In Southeast Asia, Mountbatten’s forces arrived in southern Indochina only in mid-September, and in Java at the end of the month. The Chinese occupation of northern Vietnam began in mid-September. These delays gave the emerging nationalist political factions and movements in the former empires time to attempt to consolidate their positions and square off against each other. In Indochina, the Viet Minh, a coalition of nationalist and anti-French groups dominated by the Indochinese Communist Party, had been able to seize power in Hanoi and most of northern Vietnam with Japanese acquiescence by the end of August. On September 2, Viet Minh leader Ho Chi Minh formally proclaimed Vietnam’s independence before a large crowd in Hanoi. Although support for the Viet Minh appeared overwhelming, they in fact faced strong opposition from some older nationalist parties. Their backing by Vietnam’s large Catholic community in the north and two indigenous religious movements, the Hoa Hao and the Cao Dai in the south, was highly contingent and unreliable.

Indonesia had declared its independence even earlier than Vietnam, and in southern Korea the American occupation forces found a “Korean People’s Republic” already in place and performing most governmental functions in many areas of the country. Both these new republics enjoyed widespread popularity, but there were rival factions and movements and plenty of fence-sitters.

In Tokyo Bay, 280 Allied warships assembled on September 2 to witness the Japanese surrender ceremony. Between 8:00 and 9:00 a.m., General Douglas MacArthur and other high-ranking officers came aboard the battleship Missouri to preside over the surrender proceedings. At its mainmast the Missouri broke out two five-star flags, one on a red background for General MacArthur and one on a blue field for Admiral Nimitz, who was also aboard the battleship. The commander of the British Pacific Fleet, Admiral Sir Bruce Fraser, had provided a handsome mahogany table to hold the surrender documents.

At the last moment it was discovered that the mahogany table was not wide enough to hold the two documents when laid side-by-side. Captain Stuart Murray, the Missouri’s commanding officer, dashed down to the wardroom with some sailors to grab a mess table. “The mess table was bolted down, as it should be of course, so we dashed down to the next compartment, the crew’s mess compartment. . . . Well we grabbed the first table, the mess cooks were just cleaning it up. . . . on the way to the wardroom we knew we had to have a cover for that table, so I yanked the green table cloth off the first wardroom table I came to and said to the guys on the deck to set up the mess table and spread the green cloth on it. It really looked very nice.”24

Facing the small Japanese delegation across the table was a formation of Allied generals and admirals drawn up behind General MacArthur. Many of the defeated colonial figures were present. There was Lieutenant General Arthur Percival, who had surrendered Malaya; Admiral C. E. L. Helfrich, who had narrowly escaped from the Netherlands Indies; and General Philippe Leclerc, a hero of the European war, who had been recently dispatched to try to pick up the pieces in French Indochina. Their presence could be taken as MacArthur’s way of emphasizing the complete negation of Japan’s earlier military triumphs, or as a way of signifying the determination of the dispossessed imperial powers to reclaim their colonial real estate.

At the conclusion of the half-hour surrender ceremony, a formation of almost two thousand American planes passed over the Missouri. If the defeated Japanese, British, Dutch, and French generals represented the imperial past, then those two thousand planes represented the postwar present. Only the United States possessed the economic and military resources to decisively influence world events in distant Asia. The Soviet Union had an enormous army which, after the defeat of Germany, now occupied half of Europe as well as northern Korea and a sizable slice of Manchuria. On the other hand, the Soviet economy was in a desperate state. Many of its industries were in ruins, and about twenty-four million Soviets had died in the war. By contrast, the US gross national product had almost doubled during the war, and the nation had suffered only 419,000 casualties of all types, less than even Great Britain.25

US industry had performed at such a rate that a great majority of Allied troops were armed with American weapons, rode around in American trucks, and flew American-made airplanes. In addition, American science and engineering had produced the atomic bomb. “Hiroshima has shaken the whole world,” concluded Soviet premier Joseph Stalin, “the balance has been destroyed. . . . That cannot be.”26

While the Soviets raced to right the balance by producing their own atomic bomb, the United States rapidly demobilized. Twelve million men and women were in service at the end of the war, the vast majority of whom desired to return to civilian life as quickly as possible. This was especially true of those serving overseas. The logistical and administrative difficulties involved in transporting these forces back home quickly were immense, but GIs and their families were not disposed to hear about them.

“Bring the Boys Home” became a universal demand. Congressman John Vorys of Ohio called on the Joint Chiefs of Staff “to allay suspicions that our armed forces are being held together so as to avoid a loss of rank by officers due to shrinkage of their commands.”27 Twenty thousand GIs demonstrated in downtown Manila in January 1946 against what they saw as the slow pace of demobilization. Similar demonstrations occurred at American bases in Europe. Secretary of War Robert Patterson, on a tour of Pacific bases, was repeatedly booed and heckled by soldiers impatient with repeated delays and conflicting information.

In fact, the pace of demobilization was remarkably rapid. In eight months, from October 1945 to May 1946, American ships returned more than two million servicemen and -women to the United States.28 Separation centers could complete all the paperwork to turn a GI into a civilian in less than two days. Altogether about five million men had been discharged by early 1946, and many more soon followed.29

The size and structure of the armed forces shrank almost as rapidly as the number of personnel. The navy abruptly canceled most contracts for new ships, about seven thousand vessels were declared war surplus, and an additional two thousand were mothballed. The number of sailors on active duty shrank from about three million in August to less than one million in June 1946. The Marine Corps, which had had a strength of almost half a million on V-J Day, had fewer than 100,000 by 1946.30

Despite this rapid demobilization, or “disintegration” as some of Truman’s advisors called it, the United States remained the premier power in East Asia. In Japan, General MacArthur, as Supreme Commander Allied Powers (SCAP), exercised absolute authority, as did Lieutenant General John R. Hodge, who commanded US occupation forces in southern Korea. Two Marine divisions were in northern China helping to disarm and repatriate the Japanese, guard the rail lines, and, some in Washington hoped, deter further advances by the Soviets, whose troops held generous slices of Manchuria following their three-week war with Japan in August 1945.31

American shipping transported troops of Chiang Kai-shek’s armies to northern China and Manchuria. American warships and planes returned to their old bases in China and the Philippines, as well as to newly acquired bases in Japan and the Ryukyu Islands. The warships of US Naval Forces Far East, though only a small remnant of Nimitz’s immense armada of 1944–1945, nevertheless ruled the seas unchallenged. Yet beyond any military presence, it was the overwhelming economic strength of the United States and the postwar impoverishment of the old imperial powers, both victors and vanquished, that shaped the new international order.
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“We Buried Imperialism Here Today”

The final act in the US wartime mission in Asia appeared to come on a rainy morning on July 4, 1946, when the Philippines received its independence. It was independence with some strings attached. The Philippine economy was still closely tied to that of the United States, and the Americans retained large military and naval bases in the Islands. Nevertheless the occasion was greeted with enthusiasm by both Filipinos and Americans.

In Manila at 9:00 a.m., newly appointed ambassador to the Philippines Paul V. McNutt, standing before a large crowd assembled in front of the imposing monument to Filipino patriot Jose Rizal, slowly lowered the American flag while bands played the “Star-Spangled Banner.” A few moments later, President Manuel Roxas raised the colors of the newly independent Philippines while the band played the national anthem. A parade of Filipino and US soldiers wound through the streets past buildings still scarred and bruised by the bitter fighting for the city between Japanese and American troops less than two years before, a battle that had left thousands of Filipino civilians dead.

As the weather temporarily cleared, formations of planes passed overhead while warships in the harbor fired a salute and church bells rang. Senator Millard Tydings, author of the Commonwealth Act, resplendent in a white sharkskin suit, gave an address, as did McNutt. But the star of the occasion was General Douglas MacArthur. Recalling the American promise of eventual independence for the Philippines, he declared, “America today redeems that pledge.” The day’s ceremony also marked “the end of mastery over peoples by force alone, the end of empire as the political chain that binds the unwilling weak to the unyielding strong.”1 Privately, MacArthur asserted that “America buried imperialism here today.”2

If imperialism had been “buried” on July 4, 1946, the death notice did not seem to have reached the rest of Southeast Asia. At the time of MacArthur’s address, the French and Dutch were making a determined effort to reassert control in their former colonies. With few forces of their own in Asia, however, they were dependent on the cooperation of Southeast Asia Command (SEAC), an Allied headquarters established in mid-1943 under Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten to direct the war effort against the Japanese in Burma, Malaya, the Netherlands Indies, and parts of Indochina. SEAC’s air, ground, and naval forces were mainly from Britain and countries of the British Commonwealth, primarily India. After the Japanese surrender, SEAC became responsible for the occupation of southern Indochina and the Netherlands Indies.

Britain had little problem with the desire of France and the Netherlands to reoccupy their former colonial real estate. Indeed, London had already concluded civil affairs agreements with both governments, which called for local administration to be handed over to the colonial authorities as soon as possible. On the other hand, the British were unhappy with their occupation tasks. Britain was teetering on the brink of bankruptcy. The newly installed Labour government was preoccupied with problems of the postwar transition and was under pressure to bring home the remaining British troops abroad.

More than half of SEAC’s troops would be units of the Indian Army, and India was facing its own problems as that country moved rapidly toward independence. Jawaharlal Nehru and other leaders of the dominant Indian National Congress Party sympathized with other independence movements in Asia. They saw no reason for Indian soldiers to be used to suppress the freedom struggles of other peoples. British authorities in India wanted their troops back as early as possible to deal with growing political and communal unrest in the subcontinent.

Admiral Mountbatten and his staff had their own misgivings about the task ahead. A relative of the royal family, charismatic and ambitious, Mountbatten had no wish to see his public reputation suffer by association with the troubles and upheavals likely to occur when the French and Dutch colonials attempted to turn the clock back in Indochina and the Indies. “I think we should avoid at all costs the accusation that we are assisting the West to suppress the East,” wrote Mountbatten’s political advisor, Sir Esler Dening. “Such accusations will rise very readily to the lips of the Americans and Chinese and are likely to create an unfavorable impression throughout Asia.”3

Major General Douglas Gracey, the commander of British occupation forces in southern Vietnam, appeared to embody Dening’s worst fears. An Indian Army officer with little political experience and limited imagination, Gracey had arrived in Saigon with the first SEAC occupation forces on September 11, 1945. If southern Vietnam had a government at the time of Gracey’s arrival, it was the newly established “Provisional Executive Committee for the South,” only four of whose thirteen members were from the Viet Minh. The others represented the Trotskyites, the formerly pro-Japanese Phuoc Quoc Party, and two indigenous religious sects, the Cao Dai and the Hoa Hao, each of which had their own local governments and militias. These factions were often bitter rivals but had united in an effort to present a united front to the British and French.

Gracey completely ignored a delegation from the Committee sent to welcome his plane at the airport, but he did work closely with the French. A few days after his arrival, the British commander issued a proclamation banning all demonstrations and processions by the Vietnamese. At the urging of French colonial officials, he also agreed to rearm French soldiers and sailors in the Saigon area, who had been disarmed and imprisoned by the Japanese, and allow them to reoccupy public buildings and government offices. On September 23, 1945, the French colonials promptly ousted the members of the Provisional Government from the treasury, the city hall, the police station, and various other public buildings, triumphantly raising the French flag over their reclaimed real estate. The French celebrated their success by going on a rampage, firing into empty buildings, assaulting Vietnamese at random, including women and children, and dragging many off to jail.

Gracey was infuriated and ordered the French confined to their barracks, but the damage had been done. The clumsy and brutal French takeover united large segments of the heretofore quarrelsome and divided Vietnamese nationalists against the British and French. There were strikes, demonstrations, and sabotage. The food markets were burned out, shops and cafes closed, and many areas of the city lost their water supply. The Binh Xuyen, a Vietnamese criminal syndicate, carried out a bloody raid on the Cite Herault, a residential suburb of Saigon that housed many well-to-do French and Eurasians, murdering more than 150 people, mostly women and children.4

From that point on, fighting was widespread around the Saigon area. Within a few days many parts of the city were without food or electricity.5 Days appeared calm but there was always the sound of gunfire during the nighttime hours. “Sniping is a nerve-wracking affair in the lightless city,” wrote a reporter for the New York Daily Herald. “Shots may be fired from any building or doorway. Half-naked Annamites may suddenly whip out knife or gun from a loin cloth.”6

Gracey lacked sufficient forces to secure the Saigon area and break the virtual siege of the city by Vietnamese in the surrounding areas. Few French forces had yet arrived, and those on the scene had just demonstrated their unreliability. The best-armed, best-disciplined, and most numerous soldiers in southern Vietnam were those the British had come to disarm—the Japanese. Now, instead of being quickly repatriated, Japanese units retained their weapons and were ordered to assist in patrolling Saigon and protecting food convoys to the city. In the course of combatting the Vietnamese, the Japanese were to incur more than four hundred casualties in only three months of fighting on behalf of their erstwhile enemies.7

By the beginning of October, Gracey had become convinced that it would be a good idea to talk to the Vietnamese after all. Urged on by Mountbatten’s headquarters, he managed to arrange a cease-fire and a meeting between French representatives and Vietnamese leaders. The talks broke down after a few days because of the French inability to offer any firm commitments about independence, and fighting resumed after a week. By this point Gracey had received reinforcements, including Spitfire fighters, and authorization to use them against Vietnamese roadblocks. General Leclerc, accompanied by elements of two French divisions with tanks and other heavy equipment, arrived during October, and the British, French, and Japanese took the offensive against the Vietnamese resistance. During November, as additional reinforcements poured in, the French reestablished control of the main towns and roads in the provinces around Saigon and in the Mekong Delta.

In January of 1946, the last SEAC forces were withdrawn from Vietnam. Gracey was made an honorary citizen of Saigon and warmly thanked by the French. Ho Chi Minh sent a new commander, Nguyen Binh, to the south to organize and direct resistance in the Saigon area. The Vietnamese forces, loosely led by the Viet Minh, withdrew to the swamps and jungles, where they established guerrilla bases for a war that was to continue for the next eight years.

Despite their unhappy experience with Indochina, SEAC planners initially had relatively few apprehensions about Indonesia. The Dutch were widely considered, even by the Americans, to be the world’s most scientific, progressive, and efficient colonizers.8 Former Dutch colonial officials assured the British that the Indonesians, a docile and unsophisticated people, would be happy to return to the good old days. “It seemed fantastic to the West to entrust the gentle untrained peoples of the Indies with self-government,” recalled American diplomat Charlton Ogburn, “better they occupy themselves with gamelan music and the wayang dramas.”9

The major challenges in the occupation of the Indies were expected to be disarming the Japanese forces in the islands, as well as liberating and assisting the thousands of Dutch, British, and other Allied prisoners of war and internees being held in scattered camps on Java. As in the case of Indochina, the British had concluded a civil affairs agreement with the Dutch at the end of 1944 that provided for a Netherlands Indies Civil Affairs Administration (NICA) to accompany or follow close behind the occupation forces and assume responsibility for any Dutch colonial territory recaptured from the Japanese.

The Netherlands economy had been wrecked by the war and the German occupation. Dutch politicians, businessmen, and ordinary citizens looked forward to utilizing the wealth of their Asian colony to help rebuild their economy and recoup their losses. During the war little information about developments in the Indies had been available to the Allies, and the Dutch imagined that the docile “natives” would welcome back their generous colonial masters.10 The Netherlands pushed for a speedy liberation of the Indies, reminding the Allies of their determined (if ineffective) defense against the Japanese in 1941–1942 and the subsequent contribution of Dutch shipping to the Allied campaigns in the Pacific. There was also growing concern about the fate of the more than 70,000 Allied prisoners and internees, many of whom were still living in miserable conditions in internment camps where disease and malnutrition were rampant.

At the same time, Mountbatten was also receiving reports that the Dutch might not receive the warm welcome they anticipated in Java and Sumatra. The war experience had profoundly changed the Dutch Indies. “The Dutch colonial rulers were blown away as if they were grains of sand on a rock” by the all-conquering Japanese, an Indonesian nationalist recalled in his autobiography.11 During the war many nationalist leaders like Sukarno and Mohammed Hatta had cooperated with the Japanese and urged others to do so. Sukarno and Hatta had even been to Tokyo and received decorations from the emperor. Yet they were not simply opportunistic collaborators. They were widely acknowledged nationalist leaders of long standing who had spent time in Dutch prisons. They were also in secret touch with their prewar associate, Sutan Syahrir, who had retired to his country home, claiming tuberculosis, but was actually occupied in organizing resistance to the Japanese.12

After installing themselves as absolute rulers of the Dutch Indies, the Japanese encouraged Indonesians to join officially sponsored mass organizations intended to mobilize labor and support for their rule and to indoctrinate Indonesians into hatred of the Dutch and the Allies along with admiration for Japan’s Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere. The Indonesians had little trouble with the anti-Dutch part but could not help noticing the wide gap between the lofty goals of Greater East Asia and the day-to-day conduct of the Japanese, who brought their own brand of casual cruelty and racism to the Indies. On Sumatra, newly arrived Japanese soldiers “confiscated every bicycle they came across” as well as the wristwatches of the people they had just liberated. “If anyone tried to resist they received a kick or a punch.”13

The Japanese wrecked the economy, created food shortages, and fueled inflation. The ubiquitous Kempeitai, the Japanese military police, arrested and tortured anyone thought to be subversive or a spy. Indonesian women and girls were forced into service as “comfort women,” captive prostitutes for the military. About 200,000 Indonesians were also sent as “Volunteer Laborers” to all parts of the Japanese Empire. Many never returned. The combination of Japanese mass mobilization and Japanese oppression helped to politicize millions of Indonesian farmers, craftsmen, small businessmen, and clerks who before the war had had no political affiliation or interests.

As Japan’s military fortunes worsened, the Japanese began to recruit and organize young Indonesians into various types of military and paramilitary organizations. The Heiho (“Way of the Soldier” in Japanese), organized in 1943, was a direct auxiliary of the Japanese Army. Following their military training, its members served on all fronts in the Southwest Pacific, including the Philippines and New Guinea.14 The Pembela Tanah Air (PETA, “Defenders of the Homeland”) were intended to be a kind of national militia that would participate in the defense of the archipelago in the event of an Allied invasion. There was also a civilian “Vigilance Corps” composed of air raid wardens, firefighters, and reserve police as well as a women’s auxiliary and a “Youth Corps.” Not all of these organizations were armed, but all received a degree of military training and were indoctrinated in the Japanese military ideals of unconditional loyalty, “warrior spirit,” and indifference to death.

By mid-1944 as the Pacific War progressed from adverse to catastrophic for the Japanese, the Imperial Government in Tokyo began to speak seriously of independence for Indonesia. If Japan could not hold on to its Southeast Asian empire, it wished to leave behind independent and strongly anti-Western states to confront the returning Allies. On August 9, as American heavy bombers were completing their work of systematically burning down Japanese cities, Sukarno and Hatta flew to Saigon to meet with Field Marshal Hisaichi Terauchi, the top commander in Southeast Asia, who confirmed the Japanese intention to grant independence to the Indies with the formal announcement set for early September.

By the time Hatta and Sukarno arrived back in Jakarta on August 14, clandestine shortwave radios were already carrying the news that Japan was about to surrender. At first, the two nationalist leaders reacted cautiously, but younger activists and a good many of their elders urged an immediate declaration of independence. At one point a youthful group of nationalists kidnapped Sukarno and Hatta and demanded that they act. The two older revolutionaries were unintimidated by the young toughs but were worried about the attitude of the Japanese on Java, which still retained their military capabilities.

After receiving assurances from the local Japanese commander that he would not interfere with a declaration of independence, Sukarno and Hatta returned to Jakarta. Following an all-night meeting with a small group of Indonesian nationalist politicians and intellectuals, Sukarno emerged with a short typed statement:


We the People of Indonesia hereby declare the independence of Indonesia.

Matters relating to the transfer of power etc. will be carried out in a conscientious manner and as speedily as possible.



Members of the mass organizations, originally established by the Japanese to support Greater East Asia, quickly mobilized in support of independence and the newly proclaimed Republic of Indonesia. “From cars, carts, windows, flagpoles, rooftops and bicycles sprang up a forest of red and white flags of the new Republic,”15 recalled one British observer.

Colonel K. K. Kennedy, the American military observer in Singapore, who visited Java in September and October 1945, reported that “the feeling of nationalism had become so widespread throughout the Javanese population that the people as a whole could be aroused to resist Dutch rule and that none would support the Dutch.” In what proved to be an accurate assessment of the coming Dutch-Indonesian conflict, Kennedy concluded that “a fully equipped Dutch division could probably penetrate Java and proceed to wherever it wished to go” but that “immediately after the army had passed a given point the revolution would close in behind it.”16

Providing armed support for the Republic was a collection of armed militias, urban gangs, and militarized youth groups. The most effective elements were men who had served in the Japanese-organized PETA militia or in other military and paramilitary organizations. Veterans of PETA, along with former Heiho solders and former Indonesian members of the Netherlands Indies Army (the KNIL), formed the core of what would become the Republic’s regular army, the Tentara Keamanan Rakjat (TKR, People’s Security Army) and later the Tentara Nasional Indonesia (TNI, Indonesian National Army).

When the PETA and the various paramilitary organizations were officially disbanded by the Japanese at the close of the war, many former members managed to retain their arms. Additional arms were obtained from the Japanese through bluff, bribery, or theft. Some Japanese officers, sympathetic to the Indonesian cause, helped nationalists obtain weapons. Other Japanese soldiers were not averse to selling or bartering a few rounds of ammunition or a rifle or two if the right deal was offered. In this manner the Indonesian nationalists were able to acquire a formidable arsenal, estimated by one Japanese source to include about 50,000 rifles, 3,000 light and heavy machine guns, and 100 million rounds of ammunition.17 Mountbatten’s forces would thus be facing not only an anticolonial revolution with mass support, but a collection of well-armed, if not always well-organized or well-trained, militias, volunteers, and guerrilla forces determined to fight for independence.

Lieutenant General Sir Philip Christison, commander, Allied Forces Netherlands East Indies, considered Java a powderkeg. He knew that Mountbatten and the government in London were unhappy with General Gracey’s actions in Indochina and were determined not to have the experience repeated in Indonesia. Mountbatten told the senior Dutch representative at Southeast Asia Command that British and Commonwealth troops would “on no account be drawn into internal troubles on Java.”18 The secretary of state for war advised Christison that “HM government are determined that nothing should be done to suggest that your troops are going to reimpose Dutch colonial rule.”19 Shortly after his arrival in Batavia (Jakarta), Christison held a press conference at which he announced his intention to meet with nationalist leaders and expressed regret that the Netherlands government had not done the same. This brought a strong protest from the Dutch, and Mountbatten cautioned Christison to be more circumspect.20

Yet whatever British intentions were, a clash with the Indonesians proved in the end impossible to avoid. This was the case for two reasons. The first was British concern to safeguard and evacuate Allied POWs and internees located in scattered camps and towns throughout Java. This frequently brought them into collision with nationalist forces that often appeared hostile or threatening toward the Europeans, Eurasians, and others in the camps. Second, the British were committed to facilitate the work of the Netherlands Indies Civil Administration (NICA) and the return of the Dutch.

Anticipation of the imminent return of the colonial authority brought on widespread anxiety, suspicion, anger, and resentment among Indonesians. Many were convinced that the Republic was in deadly danger. Rumors spread about the early arrival of Dutch troops. Spies in the pay of NICA were reported to be everywhere.

This atmosphere of anxiety and suspicion formed the background to a period of prolonged violence, kidnapping, and individual and collective murders, later referred to by the Dutch as the “Bersiap” (get ready). The violence of the Bersiap period took the lives of at least 8,000 and possibly as many as 20,000 civilians in Java between October 1945 and late 1947.21 In addition to the Dutch, the suspicion and hostility of the nationalists was particularly directed against the Chinese community, who were attempting to remain neutral in the independence struggle, as well as the Amboinese, Christian Indonesians from the Maluku Islands east of Sulawesi. The large number of Eurasians called “Indos,” who spoke Dutch and wore European clothing, were also frequently singled out for violence.

By September 1945 violence was widespread in many parts of Java. People began to disappear, most never to return. Others were attacked by roving gangs of youths and often hacked to pieces. Bodies floating in the rivers and canals became a common sight.22 Dutch colonials who had walked out of their internment camps after the Japanese surrender and managed to return to their houses in the cities now found themselves without water and electricity. Telephones ceased to work. Youth gangs armed with long bamboo spears patrolled the shops and markets, enforcing a self-proclaimed boycott against selling to Europeans. Servants were threatened with dire consequences unless they left the employ of the Dutch.23

Dutch and Eurasians were not the only targets of violence in Indonesia in 1945–1946. Indonesians in rural areas took their revenge against small or isolated groups of Japanese and against suspected Dutch collaborators. Chinese were frequently arrested and jailed. Others were assaulted, robbed, or murdered. In one district not far from Jakarta a local resident recalled that in those days it was difficult to find a drink of fresh water because most of the wells were stopped with the bodies of dead Chinese.

Faced with the growing violence, many Dutch and Eurasians returned to the relative safety of their internment camps. They were joined by Chinese, Amboinese, and other ethnic groups who had been targets of revolutionary violence. These “IFTUs” (“Inhabitants Friendly To Us” in SEAC jargon) swelled the numbers in the camps well beyond their wartime population. The camps suffered from overcrowding, poor sanitary conditions, food shortages, and lack of medicine, and SEAC aimed to evacuate them as quickly as possible. Attempts to do this often led to problems with nationalist forces that controlled the nearby towns and access roads.

As more and more Dutch soldiers and administrators arrived and tensions mounted, the nationalists often appeared to directly threaten the camps themselves. At the same time, British relations with the Republic deteriorated drastically after a clash between British forces and Indonesian fighters at the major port of Surabaya at the beginning of November 1945. In almost three weeks of intense fighting, entire areas of the city were destroyed. The Indonesians had obtained large supplies of arms, including artillery and antiaircraft guns, from the Japanese. The British brought in tanks and aircraft. Two cruisers and three destroyers offshore provided naval gunfire support. Over five hundred bombs were dropped on the city and 90 percent of the population became refugees.24

“The reports from Surabaya bear a sickening resemblance to the news from Warsaw, Belgrade, Rotterdam, Athens, Coventry and London when they were subjected to the bombs of the Nazis,” observed the St. Louis Post-Dispatch.25 The battle for Surabaya cost the Republic an estimated seven thousand casualties and left the British in command of the city, but it quickly became a symbol of Indonesians’ determination and ability to fight for their freedom even against a modern military power like Britain. Surabaya was Indonesia’s Lexington and Concord, and the anniversary of the battle is commemorated in that country as Heroes Day.

News of events at Surabaya inflamed nationalists all over Java and led to additional fighting between Indonesians and SEAC forces. Major battles erupted around the large camps near Semarang on the Java Sea, Ambarwara in the mountains of central Java, and Megalang not far from Yogyakarta. The Indonesian government had made some attempt to protect the camps in the first months after the Japanese surrender but as fighting escalated, control of local governments and militias often passed into the hands of extremists who ignored admonitions from Sukarno’s government.

The independence struggle had long since attracted not only youthful patriots but thugs, criminals, young men attracted by violence, older men with grudges, and freelance sadists of all backgrounds.26 Consequently British attempts to protect and evacuate the camps were often accompanied by heavy fighting. Sometimes SEAC garrisons near the towns came under siege. Relief convoys on the roads frequently became the target of snipers, mines, and even artillery. The British responded with air strikes by fighter bombers and naval gunfire. During December 1945 when the Semarang area was described as “fairly quiet,” the cruiser HMS Norfolk still fired 140 high-explosive rounds in support of operations ashore during one six-day period.27

The Japanese were involved on both sides. Most Japanese soldiers, obeying British directions to protect the camps, fought alongside the British, Gurkha, and Indian troops. (They did this so effectively that one Japanese officer was recommended by the local British commander for the Distinguished Service Order.)28

A much smaller but significant number of Japanese cooperated with the nationalists, providing them with arms, ammunition, and tactical training. Some Japanese fought alongside Indonesians in their battles with the British and Dutch. In 1953 the Japanese Repatriation Agency reported that at least 550 Japanese soldiers and civil servants in Java and Sumatra were known to have defected to the nationalists and were still in Indonesia. The number of those who had died fighting the Dutch or British or from other causes was not known.29

Basing its conclusions on interviews with those who eventually returned to Japan, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs listed the four leading reasons for Japanese defections as fear of prosecution as a war criminal, loss of contact with their unit, connections with Indonesian women, and a desire to help achieve independence.30 Mr. Oshiro, for example, had been a cook in an infantry regiment. His job brought him into contact with many local Indonesians whom he met in the course of arranging and purchasing food supplies for his unit. At the conclusion of the war they persuaded him to defect to the nationalists. He did so, bringing along two machine guns and cases of grenades. Mr. Oshiro joined the army and served until independence, participating in the battles around Semarang and Bandung.31

On Sumatra, at the end of the war, Shigeo Miyayama, a young officer and graduate of Tokyo University, found that “I could not just watch and stand by as the Indonesians resisted the return of white rule.” During the war he had found the treatment of the Indonesians by the Japanese “disturbing.” He guessed that the Japanese government “must have promised the Indonesians independence. Now I watched the Japanese running away but I couldn’t just leave. I felt solidarity with oppressed peoples. I also liked the southern ‘laid back’ life style.”

Miyayama had been secretly reading nationalist pamphlets and newspapers and so learned about fighting at Surabaya. “When I read about it, I thought, ‘the Japanese are now the running dogs of the British and Dutch.’ I considered that as the beginning of my own revolution.”32 Miyayama found it difficult at first to join the nationalists because they were suspicious of Japanese officers. However, the local Indonesian forces were in need of someone who could train their soldiers in the use of trench mortars. Miyayama was able to slip away from his base, escorted by seven distrustful Indonesian soldiers. He served for four years with the Indonesian forces before returning to Japan.

For a time Miyayama’s unit was commanded by “Mr. Shima,” who Miyayama guessed was a graduate of the Nakano School, the Japanese Army’s school for intelligence and special operations. “He had the characteristics of a fanatic right winger, but still, many soldiers liked him.” Shima was “very knowledgeable about making explosive devices from left over Japanese ordnance.” He also provided guerrilla warfare training to the nationalists and started a school for noncommissioned officers. “Mr. Shima” was accidentally killed while rigging a grenade booby trap, but stories of his supposed heroic death circulated among the Acehnese of western Sumatra for a number of years.33

By the end of 1945, pressures were mounting on the British to wind up their sojourn in the Indies as early as possible. There was widespread concern over the casualties to British and Indian troops. Questions were raised in Parliament. Indian National Congress leader Jawaharlal Nehru was reportedly so concerned about the situation that he considered making a personal visit to Java. News stories about Dutch and Japanese troops riding around in American Lend-Lease trucks and tanks still bearing their US markings angered American readers and prompted a formal protest from the State Department.34 The Soviets brought up the question of Indonesia in the United Nations and called on the Security Council to intervene.

British generals worried about the morale of troops who had already fought through one long war and were now committed to a new one after peace had been declared. Admiral Mountbatten observed, “[B]oth by the press and by letters from home British troops are being made to believe that the imposition of Dutch authority by force of British arms is a wrong cause. They do not like fighting for this although they are quite ready to fight to secure the safety of European and Eurasian women and children.”35

Then, in November of 1945, the hard-pressed British received some welcome news. A new Indonesian government took office headed by Sjahrir as prime minister and minister of foreign affairs with his close associate Amir Sjarifudden as minister of defense and information. Sukarno remained as president. Sukarno had often been labeled by the Dutch as simply a Japanese collaborator, but Sjahrir had avoided even the appearance of collaboration during the occupation. Sjarrifuden’s credentials were even more impeccable: he had actually been imprisoned by the Japanese.

With the cooperation of the new government, Christison was able to arrange for the evacuation of the remaining Dutch and Allied internees from the interior camps to British- or Dutch-controlled areas. At the same time, talks began between Sukarno and Dr. Hubertus Van Mook, head of NICA and chief Netherlands representative in Java. The talks led nowhere, but the British government, now determined to escape the Indonesia quagmire, transferred General Christison, who had alienated the Dutch with his ill-concealed contempt for the conduct of their colonial troops, to an important command in Europe. An experienced diplomat, Sir Archibald Clark Kerr, was appointed to help facilitate negotiations between the Indonesians and Dutch.

Talks between the Dutch and the Sjahrir government dragged on through the first quarter of 1946, with the Netherlands offering little beyond a new scheme for a Commonwealth of the colonies of Curacao, the Indies, and Surinam. After a “given preparatory period” the citizens of the colonies would have the right to determine “their constitutional destiny.” Nothing was said about the independence of Indonesia.

Meanwhile nine battalions of Dutch Marines came ashore at Batavia and Samarang. Some still wore the American uniforms and insignia they had received during their training at the US Marine Base at Quantico in anticipation of an Allied invasion of Japan. How much training the Dutch had actually absorbed in the United States was a matter of conjecture, but British observers agreed that they had thoroughly assimilated the American habit of constant gum chewing.36

In March 1946 Sjahrir and Van Mook reached a tentative agreement in which the Dutch would recognize the Republic of Indonesia, headed by Sukarno, as the de facto government in the areas it controlled on Java and Sumatra. The Republic would agree to join an Indonesian federation organized by the Dutch. Further negotiations about this plan were supposed to take place in The Hague, but when the Indonesian representatives arrived in the Netherlands they found the country in the midst of an election, with none of the major parties willing to risk the appearance of making concessions on the Indies. After a week of fruitless discussions the Indonesians returned home.

While the Dutch-Republican talks had been proceeding, SEAC had begun concentrating the remaining Japanese troops on Java in Batavia and Surabaya for repatriation back to Japan. By June 1946 all had returned home, followed by the Japanese troops from Sumatra during the summer. Mountbatten concluded an understanding with the Dutch giving them a free hand to call in all the additional troops they wished and carry out operations anywhere outside the narrowly demarcated areas still held by the British. Mountbatten made clear that his forces would not be available to provide military support anywhere outside those areas after June of 1946.

The last British troops left Indonesia in November of 1946. The Dutch viewed their departure without regret, confident that they could quickly reestablish their authority now that outsiders like the Japanese and British were gone and the Royal Netherlands Indies Army, with its American weapons and equipment, had finally arrived in force.

Before their complete withdrawal the British had insisted on some form of agreement between the Dutch and the Republic. Following a cease-fire in October 1946, negotiations began in November in a large colonial mansion in the pleasant hill town of Linggadjati in central Java. On November 12, van Mook and Sjahrir concluded an accord. In the Linggadjati Agreement the Dutch recognized the authority of the Republic in Java, Madura, and Sumatra. Both parties agreed to work toward the eventual creation, by 1949, of a “United States of Indonesia” with the Republic as a constituent state and the Queen of the Netherlands as the head of a Union of all the former Dutch colonies. Neither side was happy with the agreement nor trusted the other to really abide by its terms.

[image: ]

In contrast to the widespread violence and disorder in southern Vietnam and Indonesia, the Chinese occupation of northern Vietnam was remarkably peaceful and orderly. Chiang Kai-shek assigned the Yunnan warlord General Lu Han to direct the occupation of the north. Most of Lu Han’s troops were scheduled for early redeployment to northern China and Manchuria, where they would be needed in the anticipated confrontation with the Chinese Communists.

Unlike their British and Dutch counterparts, French colonials in Vietnam had not been obliged to forfeit their comfortable lifestyles when Indochina came under the sway of Greater East Asia. Feeling militarily vulnerable and encouraged by Vichy to cooperate, the French colonial authorities had made progressively greater concessions to the Japanese, allowing them to station troops in Indochina and to use the ports, railroads, and airfields. In return for French acquiescence in this de facto occupation, the Japanese allowed the French colonial government, headed by Admiral Jean Decoux, to remain in place and carry on most of its day-to-day functions. The French flag still flew over Hanoi, Haiphong, and Saigon. French colonial police patrolled the streets and colonial society still gathered in the cafes, but 50,000 Japanese troops garrisoned the country, Japanese planes flew from the airfields, and the Japanese Navy established a base at Cam Ranh Bay.

This convenient arrangement continued until March of 1945. By that point the Japanese had become increasingly concerned about the possibility of an Allied invasion of Indochina. They were also aware that the French colonials, at the urging of General Charles de Gaulle’s newly installed government in Paris, were busily reinventing themselves as an anti-Japanese maquis to impress the Allies. On March 9, 1945, the Japanese moved suddenly against French garrisons and forts all over Indochina. A few French soldiers offered brief resistance, but most were quickly disarmed and many French soldiers, police, and colonial functionaries found themselves locked up in their own jails.

With the French deposed, the Japanese called upon the hereditary emperor of Vietnam, Bao Dai, to form a government for “independent” Vietnam. Bao Dai’s government, headed by Prime Minister Tran Trong Kim, had no popular following and little real power, but the disappearance of the French security apparatus and the preoccupation of the Japanese with preparing for the anticipated invasion provided an opportunity for more ambitious political groups to organize and expand. The best positioned of these organizations was the Viet Minh, a coalition of nationalist and anti-French groups dominated by the Indochinese Communist Party. Its leader was Ho Chi Minh, a veteran revolutionary who had battled French colonialism for decades. A founding member of the French Communist Party, Ho had trained in Moscow during the 1920s and guided the establishment of a communist organization in Vietnam during the 1930s. A man of great personal charm and magnetism, he combined tenacity of purpose with flexibility in action.

With the Japanese takeover the Viet Minh saw their opportunity. Viet Minh propaganda teams, proclamations, and underground newspapers told the people that the Japanese were now the major enemy and would be vanquished like the French. Vietnamese soldiers of the former French colonial army and militia were encouraged to defect to the Viet Minh. Government officials, educators, and professionals in northern Vietnam secretly began to align with the Viet Minh. Mass front groups, such as the Women’s National Salvation League and the Peasants Salvation Association, were quickly established.

During the spring and summer of 1945, a devastating famine, caused by bad harvests and requisitions by the Japanese military, swept through northern Vietnam. The Viet Minh saw the famine as an opportunity to organize to seize the rice granaries of the colonial regime and direct popular resentment and anger against the French and Japanese.

Besides their success in infiltrating and mobilizing the population, the Viet Minh benefited from a unique advantage among Vietnamese nationalists, their association with the victorious Allies. Since 1944 the Viet Minh had been involved in the recovery and rescue of American aviators whose planes had been brought down over Indochina. After the Japanese takeover in March, the Viet Minh became the sole source of reliable intelligence for the Allies. In July 1945 the OSS chief of intelligence for Indochina, Major Archimedes L. Patti, met with Ho Chi Minh and agreed to send an OSS training team to arm and train the Viet Minh for guerrilla operations against the Japanese.37

When news of the Japanese surrender reached the north, the Viet Minh were ready. Within a few days most of northern Vietnam, Tonkin, and a large portion of Annam in the center were in the hands of the Viet Minh. Emperor Bao Dai abdicated in favor of the new government, and the Japanese remained discreetly in the background, handing over responsibility for police, public order, and utilities to the new regime. On Sunday, September 2, a crowd swollen to 300,000 or 400,000 by arrivals from the countryside gathered in Ba Dinh Square near the former governor-general’s palace in Hanoi to hear Ho Chi Minh read Vietnam’s Declaration of Independence.

The Viet Minh knew that their new regime was in a race against time. Chinese occupation troops would arrive in a few weeks. The French were determined to regain control of their colony. The attitude of the Allies was uncertain. Widespread starvation remained a threat. Rival nationalist and anticolonial groups like the Vietnam Quoc Dan Dang (VNQDD, or Vietnamese Nationalist Party), the formerly pro-Japanese Dai Viet, and the Chinese-backed Dong Minh Hoi were in temporary eclipse due to the Viet Minh’s superior organization and its association with the Americans, but these groups retained a large following together with their own newspapers, radio stations, and armed militias.38

The Viet Minh government did what it could to eliminate its opponents. Hundreds of nationalists were tried as “counterrevolutionaries” or disappeared into the hands of specially formed “honor squads for the elimination of traitors.” Ngo Van Chieu, who had joined the Viet Minh in the spring of 1945, was in charge of soliciting “contributions” from wealthy Hanoi Vietnamese to help support Ho’s new government. Potential beneficiaries who hesitated to contribute were imprisoned by the militia. Their wives were then notified that their husbands were sick and that they needed to pay 500 piasters a day to help restore their health.39 Prominent members of Bao Dai’s government were executed at the time of the emperor’s abdication. Decrees issued on September 5 and 12 outlawed the Quoc Dan Dang Party and the Dai Viet. Yet the Viet Minh could not go too far since some of its rivals, especially the Dong Minh Hoi, had close ties to the Chinese.40

General Lu Han’s occupation army advanced slowly into Indochina and did not reach Hanoi until September 14, 1945. “All day and all night the troops kept pouring into the city,” recalled one Vietnamese observer. “They shocked everyone including the local Chinese community which had organized a formal welcoming committee for them. . . . The troops wore shoes of woven straw cloth or rubber cut out from tires or even went barefoot. They had tattered uniforms and looked tired and thin. Each unit was accompanied by cooks laden with pots and pans making a racket.”41

Accompanying Lu Han were American liaison teams of the Chinese Combat Command, an American military advisory organization that had been training Chinese troops in southern China when the war ended. The teams were under the command of Brigadier General Philip E. Gallagher, Lu Han’s advisor. Major Patti was already in Hanoi with a small OSS team and had witnessed the independence ceremony. Ho treated Patti as a confidant and addressed messages through him to Washington, appealing for US support of Vietnam’s independence.

Although the presence of these Americans in Hanoi appeared to be evidence of high-level interest in the fate of Indochina, their actual assignments were far more prosaic. In the case of Patti’s OSS team, the principal mission, in addition to collecting general intelligence on Indochina, was to locate and assist Allied prisoners of war and internees, investigate war criminals, and assist in preparations for the surrender and disarmament of Japanese forces. General Gallagher’s orders limited him to “advising and assisting the [Chinese] central government military forces during their movement to their areas of occupation” and providing necessary supplies and support.42

The United States had never had a clearly defined policy toward Indochina, although President Roosevelt had been outspokenly critical of colonialism in his private comments and discussions. With his death in April 1945, the United States virtually ceased to take any active role in discussions of Indochina’s future.43

Nevertheless, many Vietnamese viewed the handful of Americans in Hanoi as a symbol of support for their independence, while the French viewed the Americans with suspicion as part of a conspiracy to displace them in Vietnam. Colonel Jean Sainteny, de Gaulle’s representative in Hanoi, reported that “the role of mediator in this conflict has been conveniently assumed by the Americans who are especially interested in establishing future commercial relations.”44

The French expected to be treated as one of the victorious Allies in Asia just as they had been in Europe. Never mind that the French colonial regime had collaborated with the Japanese for almost five years—the de Gaulle government insisted that the brief, disorganized response to the Japanese coup of March 1945 constituted “resistance” and France had a right to expect its allies to help it regain its rightful position.

The Chinese were little inclined to cooperate. Lu Han was no Patton, and his army may have lacked spit and polish, but he knew a good deal when he saw one. Hanoi was virtually undamaged by the war. Its shops, businesses, and small manufacturers were still intact. The French-owned Bank of Indochina held thousands of piasters. The French garrison was still locked in the Citadel, an eighteenth-century fortress to which the Japanese had confined them after the March takeover.

Ignoring French protests and demands, the Chinese quickly came to a working agreement with Ho. French soldiers remained locked in the Citadel. The Viet Minh were not disarmed. Ho was pressured but not compelled to include members of the Chinese-supported nationalist parties in his government. The price paid by the Viet Minh for this arrangement was high. The entire cost of the Chinese occupation forces in the north was to be borne by the Vietnamese, to be compensated later at a “fair” rate of exchange. The exchange rate between the almost worthless Chinese dollar and the Vietnamese piaster was arbitrarily set at 14 to 1, thus making the Chinese dollar worth three times more in Vietnam than in southern China.

Millions of Chinese dollars began to arrive in Indochina. In one instance $60 million was reported on a single flight from Kunming.45 Lu Han’s officers, Major Patti recalled, “quickly organized themselves into tightly knit syndicates to buy out at ridiculously low cost every profitable enterprise they could. . . . Front companies and trusts were quickly formed to acquire outright ownership of or controlling interests in Vietnamese or French owned plantations, farmland, buildings, mines and factories. Even the small merchant was not spared. If they protested or dared to resist any offer made by the syndicate, the military had ways to persuade.”46 With their bargain shopping and other business activities, the Chinese, according to one estimate, managed to extract some 400 million piasters from the poorer half of a country whose total gross national product in 1939 had been 1.1 billion piasters.47

In return for these concessions the Chinese dealt with the Viet Minh as the de facto government of Vietnam. Many Chinese officers had long-standing grudges against the French and were in no hurry to see them returned to power. When the French government sent General Marcel Alessandri as the official representative to the Japanese surrender ceremony, Lu Han refused to allow him to participate because of his “unclear position.” Nor would the Chinese general allow the French flag to be flown with those of the other Allied nations.

Yet while Lu Han and his generals were happy to give the back of their hand to the French in Hanoi, Chiang Kai-shek’s government was more than willing to negotiate a return of the French to northern Indochina in exchange for the surrender of the last remaining French concessions and special privileges in China. On January 8, 1946, the French and Chinese governments officially opened talks on the withdrawal of Chinese troops.

Since October, Ho and Sainteny had been meeting for secret talks in a villa off Paul Bert Square in central Hanoi. Sainteny was accompanied by Leon Pignon, a veteran colonial bureaucrat, and Ho by Hoang Minh Giam, the minister of culture. Sainteny recalled that while he talked, Ho “smoked continually—Chinese cigarettes, American cigarettes and the strong Gauloise cigarettes. Pignon smoked even more. . . . Our talks ended late at night in an atmosphere as thick with smoke as an opium den but without the euphoria.”48 The talks took on added urgency when the French negotiations with the Chinese government became known and as the French assembled an invasion force in the south to reoccupy northern Vietnam. The main point of contention in the talks was Ho’s insistence on explicit French recognition of Vietnam’s independence and unity.

While the talks dragged on, Ho took what steps he could to strengthen the Viet Minh’s position. The Indochina Communist Party was officially disbanded (to be replaced by a “Marxist Study Group” through which the party continued to function). To placate the Chinese and broaden popular support, Ho opened talks with the opposition nationalist parties for a broad coalition government, with elections to be held in January and with the VNQDD guaranteed 50 seats and the Dai Viet 20 seats in the new 350-delegate National Assembly.

The Viet Minh swept the subsequent elections. No voting took place in provinces such as Vinh Yen, Viet Tri, Yen Bay, and Lang Son where the nationalist parties predominated, but the Viet Minh candidates for these areas were nevertheless declared winners as well. Altogether the Viet Minh won 300 of the 350 seats, or 280 after the VNQDD and Dai Viet had received their guaranteed quota. The national elections gave prestige and legitimacy to the Viet Minh and enabled them to represent themselves as the authentic representatives of the Vietnamese people.

Having prevailed in the elections, the Viet Minh turned to neutralizing their Vietnamese opposition. Some of the opposition nationalist parties enjoyed the support of the Chinese. They also controlled an articulate and influential press, including two leading newspapers that regularly attacked and denounced the deeds of Ho’s government and accused it of readiness to compromise with the French. The VNQDD also operated its own radio station.49

Yet the parties were not united and all proved vulnerable to infiltration and disruption by the Viet Minh, who controlled the municipal police and the security services in the large cities and many parts of the provinces. The armed forces and the militia were also firmly under Viet Minh control. These organizations were used to control and disrupt nationalist activities and to infiltrate their leadership. Nationalists who appeared susceptible were pressured to defect to the Viet Minh through persuasion and propaganda, family pressure, blackmail, kidnapping, or torture.50

“One of Ho’s favorite tricks was to catch opposition elements with counterfeit money,” recalled the American vice-consul at Hanoi, James O’Sullivan. “Everybody had counterfeit money because that’s something the Chinese do well. If [Ho’s] men picked up somebody he’d always be carrying counterfeit money. Or you’d read in the newspapers that the Tu Ve [militia] had raided some Quoc Dan Dang place and found counterfeit piasters. Then maybe they dug around and claimed they’d found skeletons. . . . It was part of a consistent pattern of eliminating the opposition. These guys would be arrested and disappear.”51

Outside the cities the nationalists fought back with some success but were handicapped by disunity and lack of coordination. Their support from the Chinese was changeable and uncertain, while at the same time the French began to look on the Viet Minh as a faction with which they might make a deal. “Thank goodness Ho Chi Minh is the boss,” wrote one French general. “He wants to get rid of the VNQDD which can only aid our cause.”52 Sainteny observed that while Ho’s nationalist rivals demanded total and immediate independence as a condition of any negotiations, Ho seemed to be more reasonable.53

On February 2, 1946, the French and Chinese governments finalized their agreement on “the relief” of the Chinese occupation troops by the French. A French expeditionary corps under General Leclerc was already on its way north by sea. Yet Ho and Sainteny still had reached no agreement. Finally in the early morning hours of March 6 as the expeditionary corps prepared to land, the two concluded a deal. France “recognized the Republic of Vietnam as a free state having its own parliament, army and finances.” Questions concerning the unification of the three parts of Vietnam were to be settled by popular referendum. In return, the government of Vietnam agreed to “amicably welcome” the French army when it arrived to “relieve” the Chinese troops.54

On March 18, 1946, General Leclerc led a long column of trucks carrying the troops of the French Second Armored Division in a parade through central Hanoi. French residents of Hanoi “who thought the city had been liberated” lined the parade route cheering enthusiastically. “What they did not realize,” observed OSS cryptographer George Wickes, “is that it cost Leclerc considerable face before he was allowed to enter the city with a ‘guard of honor’ of 1,000 troops.”55

One week later Ho met with Admiral Thierry d’Argenlieu, high commissioner for Indochina, aboard a French cruiser in Along Bay. A former Catholic monk as well as a naval officer, d’Argenlieu was a fervent disciple of de Gaulle. In politics he stood slightly to the right of Louis XIV. Personally he was imperious, grandiose, and implacably stubborn. During World War II he had inspired homicidal thoughts among the American officers who had the misfortune to have to deal with him as Free French governor of New Caledonia. In a remark that was soon to become famous, d’Argenlieu declared, “I am amazed, yes that is the word, I am amazed that France has such a fine expeditionary corps and yet its leaders would rather negotiate than fight.”56 It took only a few hours of conversation with the admiral to convince Ho that any real progress would have to come from direct negotiations with the French government in Paris. Leclerc and Sainteny agreed with Ho’s insistence on direct talks, and on April 30 Ho and a Vietnamese delegation boarded a French airplane for the long journey to France.

After a few days’ rest at Sainteny’s villa at Biarritz, Ho went to Paris where he gave interviews, attended receptions, and drew large crowds of onlookers. The talks themselves soon bogged down. The unstable and changing French cabinets could give them little attention, leaving the actual negotiations to old hands of the colonial ministry. In addition d’Argenlieu did his best to sabotage the entire process by unilaterally organizing an “Autonomous Republic of Cochinchina,” then calling a conference of representatives from Annam, Cochin China, Laos, and Cambodia to discuss a future Indochinese Federation. When the French representatives in Paris refused either to set a firm date for a referendum on Cochin China or explicitly recognize Vietnam’s independence, the Vietnamese delegation broke off the talks and returned home.

Ho remained behind in Paris and succeeded in negotiating a modus vivendi with Marius Moutet, the colonial minister, on September 15. The modus vivendi reaffirmed the March Agreement, and called for a cease-fire in southern Vietnam and a second round of negotiations in Paris in January.

At 4:00 p.m. on October 20, 1946, the sloop Dumont Durville steamed into Haiphong Harbor flying the red flag with gold star of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam next to the French tricolor on its mast. The ship sounded a long blast from its siren and was answered a few moments later by a siren blast from the municipal theater. Ho Chi Minh stepped ashore to be met by French and Vietnamese dignitaries and an honor guard while a band played the Vietnamese and French national anthems.

Pham Quang Le, a young engineer from France who had accompanied Ho back to Vietnam, found “the situation very tense. The French colonialists had gone back on their undertakings. The people were in a fighting mood. They hated the enemy and were ready to die for their country, though insufficiently armed.”57

While the negotiations had proceeded in Paris, the Viet Minh at home had taken advantage of the departure of the Chinese to complete the destruction of the rival nationalist parties. Nationalist groups such as the Quoc Dan Dang, the Dong Minh Hoi, and the Dai Viet still had considerable forces and held some important towns, but the factions, even when they were not fighting one another, seldom cooperated or coordinated their efforts.

The Viet Minh forces were better armed and disciplined, and they had the acquiescence and sometimes the support of the French, who were happy to see the defeat of the nationalist parties, which they regarded as more dangerous than the Viet Minh. A French report noted that the Viet Minh “were able to eliminate the parties of the opposition who were hindering their efforts, thanks to our indifference and in some cases, our aid.”58 Between June and November 1946, Viet Minh forces seized the nationalist strongholds at Viet Tri, Lao Cai, Lang Son, and Phu Yen. Some nationalist adherents retreated to southern China. Others were “converted” to the cause or executed.59

The National Assembly convened at the end of October and approved a new cabinet in which Viet Minh ministers occupied all key positions. Ho was named prime minister as well as president. A draft constitution that declared the complete independence of Vietnam without reference to the French Union was approved two weeks later.

By then there had already been trouble with the French. At the port of Haiphong the French had continued to behave as if they were in total control, ignoring Vietnamese customs authorities and stopping shipping they believed to be carrying smuggled goods. On November 20, fighting broke out when a French patrol boat attempted to seize a Chinese junk that had already cleared Vietnamese customs. High-ranking French and Vietnamese officers managed to impose a cease-fire the next day, but the French authorities in Saigon had already decided to force a showdown. General Jean Valluy, the French commander in chief and acting governor-general, believed that “it is absolutely necessary to take advantage of this incident to ameliorate our position in Haiphong.”60

General Louis Moliere commanded in Hanoi. He was an old soldier who had previously encountered Vietnamese only as servants or troops in the prewar colonial army, but he believed that France could live with an independent Vietnam and that to force a showdown “would end up in a complete rupture of the March 6 Agreement and the spread of fighting to all our garrisons in Tonkin.”61 Valluy, however, had already issued orders to Colonel Pierre Debes, who commanded the French forces in Haiphong, to demand that all Vietnamese military forces withdraw from the Haiphong area.

On the evening of November 22, Debes issued an ultimatum to Vietnamese authorities calling for all Vietnamese military forces to evacuate the city. Shortly after 10:00 the next morning, French heavy artillery began their bombardment of the Vietnamese quarters of the city. The Viet Minh government in Hanoi was not even informed of the ultimatum until after the French had opened fire.62 “That the French could seriously have wished for a favorable reply to their ultimatum is incredible,” observed Vice-Consul O’Sullivan.63

French 105 and 155 mm artillery, mostly acquired from the United States by Lend-Lease, blasted the Vietnamese quarter, causing heavy casualties among those civilians who had not evacuated the area. Vietnamese fighters stubbornly held out for two days before being forced to withdraw. Many of the civilian refugees gathered in the village of Kien An just outside the city. Yet Kien An offered little protection when Debes’s artillery, supplemented by air strikes and naval gunfire, was turned on the village in what Vice-Consul O’Sullivan called “a terroristic measure.”64 At least three thousand Vietnamese were killed in the course of the French operations at Haiphong.

Although after Haiphong war appeared inevitable, both sides hesitated to commit themselves to an all-out struggle. The French were concerned about the safety of French civilians in isolated parts of Hanoi and the weakness of some of their outlying garrisons in Tonkin. Ho Chi Minh and a few other leaders still hoped for a negotiated solution, but the Viet Minh continued to prepare for war.

By now the armed units of the Viet Minh had been expanded and reorganized into the People’s Army of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam under Vo Nguyen Giap, a former lawyer and history teacher and a self-taught military strategist and tactician. A longtime nationalist whose wife, father, and sister had all died in French prisons, Giap had been a close associate of Ho since the late 1930s. A French general observed that “Giap incarnated to the highest degree the traditional virtues of the Vietnamese people: a tenacious energy, patience and subtlety. . . . In contrast to Ho Chi Minh who retained the appearance of an old Vietnamese man of letters, he seemed a modern Europeanized Vietnamese with his jacket, tie and soft hat. His full round face conveyed the impression of a powerful personality.”65

Giap’s army numbered less than 70,000 regulars. The best-trained were former soldiers of the French colonial “Garde Indigene Indochine,” former members of military auxiliaries organized by the Japanese, former Viet Minh guerrillas of 1945 (some of whom had been trained and armed by the OSS), and a number of repatriates who had acquired military training and experience in France and China.66 The remainder were young recruits who had joined since the August revolution. The Tu Ve or militia numbered over 100,000, but not all were combat troops and many were armed only with swords, pikes, and antique firearms.

To train the expanding army, three military schools were established in March 1946 in northern and central Vietnam, where officer candidates received basic infantry training, learned small-unit tactics and guerrilla warfare, and were drilled on party theory and doctrine. Each regiment of the army also established its own basic training school.67

As in Indonesia, the services of a relatively small number of Japanese deserters proved invaluable in helping the new army master basic skills and military techniques. Somewhere between one thousand and three thousand Japanese soldiers deserted their units during August and September 1945 and joined the nationalists.68 A few Japanese joined out of conviction: men who wished to continue to fight for greater East Asia or could not accept the idea of defeat. Captain Kanetoshi Kobayashi found defeat “unthinkable.” He could not bear the thought of returning to Japan when so many of his comrades had died for the empire.69

A larger number of Japanese deserted because they suspected they might have to wait years for repatriation to Japan or saw no economic future for themselves there even if they did return. Others had married or were involved with Vietnamese women.70 Some Japanese had been in Vietnam before the war and desired to stay. Mr. Takahata, a Japanese businessman in Hanoi, had been called up for army service in 1944 and served as an army translator. Following the Japanese surrender he had joined the Viet Minh and become a company commander.71

Japanese officers and NCOs trained Vietnamese in the use and maintenance of weapons, small-unit tactics, and communications. Specialists provided training in field medicine, staff work, and administration. Junior officers were trained in company and battalion exercises. The Japanese introduced the Vietnamese to the guerrilla tactics they had intended to employ against the superior Allied invaders in the last months of the war. Japanese advisors aided in planning and sometimes led Viet Minh forces in battle. Nguyen Thi Tuyet Mai, a former Viet Minh fighter, recalled that her platoon had a Japanese advisor known as “Brother Hai” and had been armed by the Japanese one day after the surrender.72 A French intelligence report concluded that Japanese “cadres, specialists and instructors were of very great combat value” to the Vietnamese. “As fighters they represent the most aggressive and formidable elements among the rebels.”73

There was no shortage of volunteers for the People’s Army, but there was a serious shortage of weapons. Even with weapons acquired from the Japanese after the surrender, American M-1 rifles supplied by the OSS in the final weeks of the war, and other weapons smuggled in from China and Thailand, French intelligence estimated that the Vietnamese had only one rifle for every two combatants. There were only about a thousand automatic weapons and fifty-five light caliber artillery pieces.74 In December 1946, Ngo Van Chieu’s “section” of sixteen men had between them “three English guns, two old hunting guns, four French rifles, and one revolver.” In his entire unit only a platoon-sized force of former Japanese-trained Vietnamese auxiliaries, led by a Japanese officer, were relatively well armed with rifles, a machine gun, and a small mortar.75

The young engineer, Pham Quang Le, was appointed head of the Armaments Department of the Defense Ministry. First priority for the new arms agency was the production of grenades and grenade launchers, mines, and mortars. “There was virtually no gunpowder to speak of. The little that came from shells captured from the enemy had to be used for bazooka ammunition. So we turned to another source—black powder, no longer in use in other parts of the world. . . . There was a great need for mortars but we did not have the means to make them in the usual way. Our workers had to make 50.8 mm mortar tubes by hand and from rails. For bigger guns we used sawed-off oxygen containers.”76 Beginning in the fall of 1946 the Viet Minh began moving their improvised armaments factories to the area of northwest Tonkin known as the Viet Bac, from which the Viet Minh had originally waged guerrilla war against the Japanese.

At the end of November 1947, both sides were preparing for war. General Moliere had about 4,500 troops in Hanoi plus artillery and two squadrons of tanks. The Viet Minh had over 10,000 troops, of whom about 2,500 were regulars. But the regulars had only about 1,500 rifles with fewer than a dozen bullets per rifle, a bazooka, and four machine guns. The Tu Ve had about 1,100 rifles for all of its 80,000 militia. The Viet Minh artillery at Hanoi comprised about half a dozen Japanese 75 mm guns.77

Hanoi in early December was quiet, but the atmosphere remained tense. Vietnamese troops and militia began to erect barricades and roadblocks at key points. Adjoining houses had holes knocked in their walls so that fighters could move from house to house without being exposed to enemy fire. The Vietnamese government began to evacuate all civilians able to leave. Consul O’Sullivan recalled that with the passing of each day, there appeared to be fewer Vietnamese left in Hanoi.78 Many French civilians and foreign residents also began to stream out of the city.

Most of the Viet Minh army redeployed to the suburbs. Viet Minh government officials began to sleep outside the city, and one by one the ministries began to move their offices and records out of the capital.79 Hospitals and clinics were emptied of drugs and medical supplies, which were carted off to the Viet Bac. Along with them went many Vietnamese nurses, pharmacists, and doctors. Even some faculty of the Hanoi medical school slipped away to join the Viet Minh. Radios, telephones, and generators, even the French broadcasting system’s transmitter, disappeared into the countryside. Students quietly scooped up paper, ink, and even printing presses for the new government headquarters.80

From the French came a steady stream of demands that the Vietnamese referred to as ultimatums. They began to refer to Moliere as “General Ultimatum.” First the French demanded that the Vietnamese dismantle their barricades and roadblocks. If they failed to comply, the French would clear them away. The same day a French officer transmitted a statement that, since the Vietnamese police had shown themselves to be incapable of maintaining law and order, the French would take over that responsibility. Two days later, on December 17, came a demand that the Vietnamese militia disarm and that the Vietnamese cease all preparations for war.

Ho addressed a final appeal to Leon Blum, the famous leader of the French Left who had just taken office as prime minister. Blum had recently published an article calling for “an agreement on the basis of independence” with the Vietnamese and an end to control of Vietnam policy “by military authorities or civilian settlers in Indochina.”81 In the meantime the People’s Army finalized its plans for war. Ho asked Giap how long the Viet Minh could hold out in Hanoi should fighting break out. About a month, Giap replied. Ho dryly remarked that he would be satisfied with a week.82

Vuong Thua Vu, who with his political officer Tran Do would command operations in the Hanoi area, planned to initiate surprise attacks on key points in the city with five battalions of the People’s Army reinforced by about nine thousand Tu Ve. They would do as much damage as possible to French forces and installations in the city before withdrawing to the suburbs. One People’s Army battalion and most of the Tu Ve would remain behind in the Sino-Vietnamese Quarter for a final stand.83 The men and women of the Tu Ve who had been left behind to defend Hanoi, most of them young, had only pistols, grenades, and about one rifle for every two combatants, plus only two light machine guns and little spare ammunition. Most lacked any type of combat experience.

On December 13, 1945, Giap issued final orders to regional commanders for the impending hostilities. By this time bridges and roads in the Hanoi area had been mined or rigged for demolition. Tunnels had been dug beneath the city, and holes had been bored into large trees so that they could receive explosives to blow them down and block the roads.84 Viet Minh leaders held a final meeting in the village of Van Phuc about ten kilometers from Hanoi, a place long known for its fine silk weaving. On December 18, near the market where, decades later, busloads of twenty-first-century tourists would crowd in to shop for bargains, the Viet Minh made the decision to begin what would become a seven-year war.

A little after 8:00 p.m. on December 19, the power supply in Hanoi was suddenly cut. General Moliere ordered an aide to phone the power station. The aide’s call was taken by a Vietnamese. The Viet Minh had already seized control of the telephone exchange. “What do you want?” demanded the operator. “I want to find out why the lights went out,” said the aide. “That’s the least of your worries,” was the reply.85

Tu Ve units attacked French positions throughout the city. About two hundred French and foreign civilians were taken as hostages and a few were brutally murdered. The Vietnamese attacked the French military mess at the Hotel Metropole, the French high commissioner’s office, the Paul Doumer Bridge spanning the Red River, and the Shell Oil storage facility, along with other targets. They attempted to isolate the French troops stationed in the Citadel by bringing in “a large train loaded with rocks and all sorts of debris. They stopped it where it blocked all the crossings. . . . Well, one of the French officers happened to know how to run a locomotive.”86 While the Citadel garrison traded shots with the Vietnamese, the officer climbed aboard the locomotive and moved the train clear of the crossings.

Throughout northern and central Vietnam, French garrisons came under attack. The old imperial capital of Hue was garrisoned by a battalion of the Twenty-First Colonial Infantry under Colonel LaCoste. The battalion, with a total strength of about 750 men, held out against the Viet Minh during a forty-seven-day siege. According to one story, Colonel LaCoste’s fiancée, a beautiful young French woman, had been captured, raped, and brutally murdered by the Viet Minh. This made the colonel “an even more determined defender of Hue.” In the course of the fighting the entire French section of the city was destroyed along with most of the Vietnamese neighborhoods, bridges were blown, and the imperial palace of the Nguyen dynasty “reduced to rubble.” The siege was finally lifted by the arrival of a battalion of the Twenty-Third Colonial Infantry, though some reports attributed the “liberation” of Hue to a battalion of the French Foreign Legion. The French high command, according to this account, withheld the true story in order to give credit to the French units.87

South of Hue, where the coastal road to the port of Danang wound through the mountains, the Viet Minh were reported by the French to be entrenched “and from the vantage point of the mountains, come down to harass convoys and blow up bridges.” Danang itself was described by an American correspondent as “a completely deserted village—except for the military. . . . Exploding grenades and small arms fire is heard in Tourane [Danang] almost nightly. In spite of the heavy guard around the city, the Vietnamese get inside the lines and toss grenades into the areas where the French soldiers are billeted.”88

In Hanoi heavy fighting continued. The Paul Doumer Bridge, which connected Hanoi with Haiphong and with the nearby airfield at Gia Lam, was briefly occupied by the Viet Minh, but their satchel charges failed to do much damage and they were driven off by French armored cars and tanks. On the second day of fighting the French mounted an attack on the governor-general’s palace, the headquarters of the Viet Minh Central Committee. But the Central Committee, along with leading Viet Minh government figures, had already left the city.

At the palace, Le Gia Dinh ordered his Tu Ve company to withdraw while he remained behind with an explosive to detonate as the French entered the building. The explosive was a dud but Le Gia Dinh continued to hold out, eventually accounting for ten French soldiers before his death. Le Gia Dinh became a hero of the revolution. A street in Hanoi is named in his honor, and in 2000 he was posthumously awarded Vietnam’s highest military decoration.

On Christmas Eve the Viet Minh opened an attack on the Gia Lam airfield which, with the road to Haiphong blocked, remained the only way for French supplies and reinforcements to reach the embattled capital. Viet Minh assaults on the airfield were repulsed, but the Vietnamese on the periphery of the field managed to shoot down several French fighter bombers. The airfield continued to operate, however, enabling French transport planes to bring in needed supplies. On some days there were as many as 150 landings at Gia Lam.89

The bulk of the Viet Minh forces had by this time pulled back east of the Citadel to the Vietnamese-Chinese section of the city known as “Thirty-six Steps.” This was an ideal area for defense, with narrow winding streets, many ending in cul de sacs. “Each house in the quarter was a fortress in itself,” recalled a French officer. “The quarter had to be recaptured house by house and block by block.”90 A French attack on the quarter on December 27 failed, at a cost of forty-five casualties. In the midst of the fighting the quarter’s Chinese restaurants remained opened and did a brisk business.91

Valluy believed, as at Haiphong, that the solution was more destruction. He ordered Moliere to “hit them hard with cannon and bombs” in order to crush the defenders “and to prove to our adversary the overwhelming superiority of our capabilities.” Moliere ignored Valluy’s bluster. He knew that the Chinese government was already strongly protesting the French use of heavy firepower against parts of the city where thousands of Chinese civilians were trapped by the fighting. In mid-January the British, Chinese, and American consuls arranged a short truce which enabled about 6,500 Chinese and Vietnamese to leave the Thirty-six Steps.92 It took the French some sixty days to retake the quarter, at the end of which about two thousand Viet Minh fighters escaped from the city via a tunnel.

The last-ditch defense of the area had been carried out by the “Capital Regiment” composed of about a thousand male and female militia fighters. It included a “Children’s Guard” of eight-to-twelve-year-olds recruited mainly from children orphaned during the severe famine of 1944–1945. By the time the last Capital Regiment combatants withdrew across the Red River in mid-February 1947, the Children’s Guard had suffered casualties of close to 35 per cent dead.93
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While French forces in Indochina were struggling to open roads and reestablish themselves in the cities, the fragile peace in Indonesia was also unraveling. The Netherlands interpreted the Linggadjati Agreement to mean continued Dutch control pending the establishment of “the United States of Indonesia.” The Republic interpreted it as de facto recognition of their independence. Each side accused the other of violations of the agreement.94

As the French had done in Vietnam, the Dutch in Indonesia began to make demands for increasing concessions from the nationalists. Unlike the Viet Minh, the Republic actually attempted to meet many of these demands, but the Dutch were still unsatisfied.

To Dutch leaders the Republic appeared disorganized, fractious, and violent.95 There was a good deal of truth in these assumptions, but the Dutch then went on to draw the problematic conclusion that most Indonesians would welcome the return of “law and order” as defined by the Netherlands. In any case, the cost to the Netherlands government of maintaining a large military force in Indonesia was becoming prohibitively high. In order to offset their military expenses the Dutch needed access to the rich natural resources of Republican-held Java and Sumatra.

On July 20, 1947, the Dutch government ordered its armed forces on Java and Sumatra to carry out a “police action” to “restore order” in Indonesia. In reality the “police action” was a full-scale military operation involving three divisions on Java and three brigades on Sumatra with tanks, armored vehicles, and aircraft. The military offensive was partially a product of Dutch impatience with, and contempt for, the Republic but also an expression of the Netherlands’ desire to secure firm control of the parts of the Indies that produced the most lucrative export products.

Lieutenant General Simon Henrik Spoor, commander of the Royal Dutch East Indies Army, was supremely confident. A charismatic leader and one of the youngest generals in the Dutch Army, Spoor had spent World War II as an intelligence officer at MacArthur’s headquarters. A great admirer of the American general, Spoor had adopted many MacArthur-like mannerisms and gestures. “If a photographer or reporter was present then he would straighten his back and put on his dark glasses.”96

At first the course of events seemed to bear out Spoor’s confident predictions. Dutch armored columns easily penetrated the Republican-held portions of Java and Sumatra. It took Spoor’s forces only two weeks to secure control of many of the principal cities and towns of Java, including all the deep water ports, and at least nominal control of the major roads. The Republic hastily relocated its capital to Yogyakarta in central Java, where the ruling sultan was a strong supporter. In Sumatra Dutch troops quickly occupied the economically important east coast and all of the oil-producing areas.

“At first things went very well,” recalled one Dutch veteran, “we were superior to the Indonesian Army. A large bridge over the Tijitaroen was taken in no time. The Nationalists had suffered a huge blow but after a few weeks they came back from the shock and started their actions; blowing up bridges, destroying roads, attacking convoys . . . and soldiers began to die.” “A guerrilla war is not a uniformed war,” observed another former Dutch soldier, “there is a man with a spade in a river who suddenly puts his spade down and picks up a weapon and starts shooting. It was extremely dangerous.”97 “Spoor had no idea that there could arise a guerrilla war,” declared one of his biographers, “he couldn’t see that.”98

By the beginning of 1947, before the coffins of the last American casualties of World War II had been returned to the United States, two countries “liberated” by that conflict were already engulfed in new wars. The conflicts in Vietnam and Indonesia ultimately arose out of the failure of the European colonial powers to abandon their prewar illusions based on racial stereotypes and hierarchies about the character and outlook of “the natives” of their former colonies, and a gross overestimation of the importance of their advantage in numbers and types of modern weapons. It would require years of bloodshed before they began to reconsider.
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“Starting from the Flat of His Back”

The outbreak of renewed fighting in Southeast Asia surprised Americans who had generally accepted the French and Dutch assurances that Asians would welcome back their former colonial masters. The breadth and intensity of nationalism in former colonial Asia alarmed and worried Washington, but not all that much. President Truman and his advisors were preoccupied with events in Europe and the developing confrontation with the Soviet Union, which would soon be labeled the Cold War.

In March 1946 in a commencement address at Westminster College in Truman’s home state of Missouri, former prime minister Winston Churchill observed: “From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic an iron curtain has descended across the continent. Behind the line lie all the capitals of the ancient states of Central and Eastern Europe. Berlin, Prague, Vienna, Budapest, Belgrade, Bucharest and Sofia; all these famous cities and the populations around them lie in what I must call the Soviet sphere.”

By that point the Americans and Soviets had already clashed over issues related to Iran, Poland, and occupied Germany. In February 1947, the British government informed Washington that it could no longer afford to continue aid to Greece, where the government was engaged in a guerrilla war with communist insurgents, or to Turkey, which had been under Soviet pressure for concessions on the use and control of the Dardanelles Straits linking the Black Sea and the Mediterranean.

Most Americans were uninterested in either Asia or Europe. They were tired of wartime austerity and concerned about postwar inflation. As for national security, the newly established United Nations and the American atomic monopoly were supposed to take care of that. Truman and his advisors, however, did not believe that they could ignore the situation in the eastern Mediterranean, which the president saw as a key area vital to American interests. If Truman hoped to convince the public of the need to take up the British burden, a Republican Senate leader advised him, he would need to “scare hell out of the American people.”

On March 12, 1947, the president addressed a joint session of Congress on the need for immediate assistance to Greece and Turkey. He reaffirmed the United States’ continuing support for the United Nations and the long-term objective of American foreign policy that nations be able to choose their own governments free from coercion. Truman then described the threats facing Greece and Turkey and reminded his audience that the peoples of a number of countries such as Poland, Romania, and Bulgaria “have recently had totalitarian regimes forced upon them against their will.” Given this state of affairs, the president declared, “I believe it must be the policy of the United States to support free peoples who are resisting attempted subjugation by armed minorities or outside pressures.”1 Truman’s arguments, soon referred to as the “Truman Doctrine,” proved persuasive, and Congress appropriated $400 million for aid to Greece and Turkey.

Barely two months after the birth of the Truman Doctrine, Secretary of State George C. Marshall delivered the commencement address at Harvard University and called for a wide-ranging aid program for European economic recovery, soon called the Marshall Plan, which, among other measures, would provide for the outright grant of several billion US dollars to European countries for economic reconstruction. The Marshall Plan proposal reflected the administration’s concern that, even two years after fighting had ended, the European economies did not appear to be recovering from the war. Food shortages remained and unemployment was rampant. Amidst the widespread privation, the European communist parties appeared to be gaining ground. In recent French elections the Communists won one-quarter of the vote. In Italian elections they captured one-third.

If the United States had not emerged from World War II with a large proportion of the world’s wealth, the scale of the Marshall Plan would have seemed absurd. Even then, the plan might have encountered hard going in Congress had it not been for a Communist coup in Czechoslovakia in February 1948, which placed that country in the Soviet orbit. Soon after news of the coup, Congress appropriated $5 billion for the plan. More appropriations followed, eventually totaling over $12 billion.

Given these momentous developments, it was understandable that the colonial wars in Southeast Asia appeared to be small potatoes from the perspective of Washington. Nevertheless, American leaders saw these conflicts as troublesome and potentially dangerous. They appeared to be an attempt to resurrect a system of European dominance that most Americans believed had been thoroughly discredited by the events of World War II, if not those of 1776. A New York Times editorial described the outbreak of fighting in northern Vietnam as “a violently inflamed symptom of the eagerness of all former colonial peoples of the Far East for national independence.”2 Yet most Americans also continued to believe in the concept of Asian backwardness and the lack of readiness of “the natives” for independence. (The New York Times itself noted in the same editorial that the Vietnamese had yet to fully demonstrate their capacity for self-government.)

Under these circumstances the best solution seemed to be some sort of gradual route to independence such as the United States had provided for the Philippines. Unfortunately, despite numerous attempts by American leaders and diplomats to interest European governments in the Philippine model, those governments appeared strongly determined to restore as much of the old system as possible, and as quickly as possible. But if the French and Dutch were bent on pursuing their wars in Southeast Asia, the drain on their resources would seriously retard the kind of rapid economic recovery envisioned in the Marshall Plan. “The continuance of unsettled conditions in colonial (or former colonial) areas,” a report by the newly created Central Intelligence Agency noted, “hinders economic recovery and causes a diversion of European strength into efforts to maintain or re-impose control by force.”3

The United States, however, was reluctant to exert much pressure on the Netherlands and France, countries that it viewed as vital to European recovery and the containment of communism. It was only after the 1947 Dutch “police action” that the United States took the step of offering to act as mediator in the Indonesian dispute. When this offer was declined and the question was referred to the United Nations, Washington agreed to serve as a member of a UN-sponsored “Good Offices Committee” composed of the United States, Australia, and Belgium.

The American approach to Indochina was more complicated. France was considered the indispensable country in Western Europe’s recovery and political stability. Knowledgeable experts in Washington knew that the Viet Minh enjoyed a wide following and that the outbreak of war had been, to a large extent, the product of French intransigence and bullying. Yet almost no one was willing to provoke a quarrel with France over Vietnam, particularly since Ho Chi Minh and most of the leadership of the Viet Minh were known to be Communists. A February 1947 note by Secretary of State Marshall nicely summed up American policy—or lack of a policy—toward Indochina. The secretary confirmed that the United States aim was to “support France in her fight to regain her economic, political and military strength and to restore her as in fact one of the major powers of the world.” On the other hand, reports from Indochina clearly indicated “the continued existence of a dangerously outmoded colonial outlook and methods on the part of the French.” Yet while the current French approach appeared badly outdated, the State Department had not lost sight of the fact that “Ho Chi Minh has direct Communist connections.” “Frankly,” Marshall candidly observed, “we have no solution to the problem to suggest.”4

Yet there was one part of Asia that American leaders could not and would not ignore. That country was China, the largest and most populous nation on the continent and the first to resist Japanese expansionism in the thirties. China’s eight-year-long war with Japan had cost about 15 million Chinese lives, devastated some of the country’s largest cities, destroyed much of its infrastructure including over 90 percent of the railroads, and generated some 80 million refugees.

“Tens of millions were destitute. The country was full of people, mostly men who had lost their livelihoods. . . . They were desperate for any form of work simply to get something to eat. . . . Their lives were completely haphazard; there were sudden opportunities to do well, equally the chance to be captured, press-ganged or killed.”5 Wounded soldiers discharged from the army received no medical care and no pensions. In rural areas, the war accelerated a crisis in Chinese agriculture that had begun well before the war due to rising population, declining farm sizes, increasing debt, and oppressive rents and taxes.

Chungking, China’s wartime capital, had been the most bombed Allied city in Asia. In occupied areas of China, the Japanese had established puppet governments, or concluded deals with various regional warlords, which effectively took them out of the war. Still, the Chinese, under the leadership of Chiang Kai-shek, had fought on alone against the Japanese until joined at the end of 1941 by the British and Americans.

While the war had been devastating for Chiang’s government and for Chinese society in general, Mao Zedong’s Chinese Communists had benefited significantly from the protracted conflict with Japan. Once allies of the Kuomintang, or Chinese Nationalist Party, in the effort to unify China and end the fractious and often oppressive rule of the regional warlords, the Communists had themselves been the target of a ferocious anti-Communist campaign launched by Chiang in 1927. During the late 1920s, as the Kuomintang completed its “Northern Expedition,” the campaign to unify China in which the warlords were either defeated or acknowledged the supremacy of the new national government, the Communists found themselves harried and almost annihilated by Chiang’s forces. In 1934 the remaining Communists set out on a six-thousand-mile retreat, known as “The Long March,” from south central China north to Yenan (Ya’nan) in Shanxi Province.

Increasingly aggressive Japanese encroachments on China brought Chiang under pressure from growing anti-Japanese sentiment among many elements of Chinese society, from warlords to urban elites. He was eventually forced to end his anticommunist operations and enter into a united front with the Communists against the outside aggressors. Relieved from Nationalist threats, the Communists were free to expand into areas in northern China abandoned by the hard-pressed Nationalist forces and lightly held by the Japanese. Here they carried out moderate reforms, which benefited the poorest farmers without alienating the local elites, recruited new followers, and perfected their organization and tactics. From their base areas Communist guerrillas harassed Japanese forces and often made life difficult for the “puppet troops” of collaborationist Chinese regional governments, but they never seriously challenged Japanese control of their occupied areas.

Communist propaganda proclaimed that their forces were the vanguard of the war against Japanese aggression, but their one attempt at a serious military confrontation with the Japanese, the so-called “Hundred Regiments Offensive” in 1940, had ended in complete disaster. Nevertheless many Chinese, disgusted with the Chungking government’s corruption and ineffectiveness and impressed by the Communist Party’s agrarian reforms, saw the Communists as the only movement truly dedicated to combating the Japanese and bringing about social justice.

The Communists emerged from the war with large portions of Anwhei (Anhui), Honan (Henan), Hopeh (Hebei), Shanxi, and Shantung (Shandong) Provinces under their control, a greatly increased membership, and an army of about 900,000 men supported by a two-million-man militia.6 Mao Zedong had used the Yenan years to eliminate his rivals and detractors so that the postwar party was a cohesive and well-organized force with an agreed strategy and an unquestioned charismatic leader.

In contrast, Chiang’s Nationalist government, after eight years of devastating war, was war-weary, ill-organized, and corrupt, at once inefficient and oppressive. During the last half of 1944 the Japanese had conducted a far-reaching series of offensives called Ichigo that left Chiang in control of even less territory than after the Japanese victories of 1937–1939. His remaining power lay mainly in the southwest corner of a disunited China.

In the reoccupation operations Chiang was, as one American officer put it, “starting from the flat of his back.”7 The generalissimo’s armies were more than a thousand miles from the great cities of eastern and northern China such as Wuhan, Nanking, Shanghai, and Peiping. His forces were very large on paper, with a total of four million men, but General Albert C. Wedemeyer, Chiang’s principal US military advisor and the top American commander in China, estimated that only about twenty divisions had been properly trained and equipped, nineteen others were partly trained and equipped, and the rest were “scarcely worth a damn by the standards of modern warfare.”8 “If peace comes suddenly,” Wedemeyer warned, “it is reasonable to expect widespread confusion and disorder. The Chinese have no plans for rehabilitation, prevention of epidemics, restoration of utilities, establishment of a balanced economy and redistribution of millions of refugees.”9

Chiang Kai-shek, who would have to lead the work of national reconstruction, had been portrayed by Washington and in the American media as a brave and dedicated national hero. His US-educated wife, Soong Mei-ling, charmed Americans with her beauty and excellent command of English and had been invited to address a joint session of Congress. To many who knew him, however, Chiang was a more problematic figure. Indian diplomat K. M. Panikkar described him as “a mass of contradictions—a Christian who believed in Confucianism, a democratic president who believed in military dictatorship, a scrupulously honest man who tolerated large-scale corruption among the people who surrounded him.”10

A former Chinese political leader observed that Chiang always selected his commanders less because of their ability than because of their personal loyalty. “So long as a man was faithful to him he wouldn’t mind a little corruption.”11 Proud and rigid, with supreme confidence in his own ability, Chiang “thought that he could never be wrong. When anybody reported any facts which did not tally with his own observations he never thought they could be true. If any mistakes were committed, he deemed that these mistakes had happened because of the failings of his subordinates.”12

Despite the shortcomings of the Kuomintang and its leadership, Chiang’s position at the conclusion of the war appeared to most observers to be very strong. He could claim credit for having led China to ultimate victory. He had concluded a “Treaty of Friendship and Alliance” with the Soviet Union that granted many concessions and special privileges to the Russians in Manchuria and Mongolia, but also included explicit Soviet recognition of Chiang’s regime as the sole legitimate government of China. Thus the world’s two strongest powers, the United States and the Soviet Union, were both formally tied to Chiang at war’s end.

General Order No. 1 had designated Chiang as the sole Allied representative to oversee the Japanese surrender in China and Taiwan. Washington instructed General Wedemeyer to continue military aid to Chiang and assist his forces in reoccupying all of the former Japanese-occupied areas of China. American naval and Marine forces would take control of key ports to facilitate the disarming of the Japanese and the arrival of Nationalist troops. Wedemeyer was to do all this while at the same time insuring that US troops did not become involved in “fratricidal war.”13 The United States had supplied Chiang’s government with loans and military equipment and planned to continue to do so in the postwar period. Army and navy advisory groups had been established to continue assistance to the Chinese military.

In Yenan, Mao Zedong did not even know of the Soviet-Chinese Treaty, but he planned to take full advantage of the sudden Japanese collapse. Even before General Order No. 1 had been issued, General Zhu De, the top Communist commander, had announced that “any anti-Japanese armed forces can take the surrender of the Japanese.” Communist radio broadcasts declared, “[T]he Fascist chieftain Chiang Kai Shek cannot represent the Chinese people and Chinese troops which really oppose the Japanese.”14 Troops of Mao’s Eighth Route Army moved out of its base areas to disarm the Japanese and north to meet the Soviets advancing through Manchuria.

Chiang ordered the Communists to stand fast and await his orders. He reminded the Japanese to surrender only to him. The Communists ignored these instructions and were soon fighting those Japanese who refused to surrender to them while confiscating the weapons and equipment of those who did. Some of the surrendered Japanese soldiers were speedily recruited into the Communist forces.

Wedemeyer believed it was essential to lift Chiang’s armies by sea and air to eastern and northern China as soon as possible. Admiral Nimitz reported that an amphibious task force was available to lift two US Marine divisions to northern China but only after all available assault shipping had been utilized to transport MacArthur’s forces to Japan and Korea.15 All this would take time. In the meantime Chiang would have to depend on his former enemies, the Japanese and the “puppets.” The Japanese generals viewed the Communists with distaste and the Nationalists with disdain. They felt no sense of having been defeated by Chiang or by the Communist guerrillas. An American general concluded that “the Japanese officers who he met [to arrange details of the surrender] are representative of a Japanese army that has not been defeated. Every mannerism indicates that they were dutifully attending to a conference and formally surrendering but that’s all.”16

Nevertheless the Japanese generals in northern and eastern China were quite willing to comply with Chiang’s orders to hold and defend the areas they occupied pending the arrival of the Nationalists in return for the implicit understanding that the Japanese in China would be well taken care of. In March 1946, US intelligence reported that “two well-known Japanese generals are presently commanding armed Japanese troops in Manchuria.”17 Dr. Jacob Rosenfeld, an Austrian-Jewish surgeon with the Communist forces in Manchuria, reported that during the winter of 1945–1946 the Communists had to battle about two thousand Japanese troops led by a Japanese officer in Antung (Andong) Province near the Korean border.18

As for the erstwhile Japanese “puppets,” many had already cut secret deals with Chiang during the final weeks of the war. With the Japanese surrender, former high officials of the collaborationist governments now proclaimed themselves to be advance agents charged by the Nationalists to “maintain order.” In Hopeh (Hebei) Province the Japanese puppet army now became the “Hopeh Advance Army” commanded by a former collaborationist official.19 In Peiping (Beijing) “the local puppet government, with full knowledge (indeed under the direction of Chungking) is taking steps to cooperate with the Japanese to keep the Chinese [Communists] from gaining control of the area.”20 Thanks to the efforts of the Japanese and the puppets, the Communists were kept out of the larger cities of northern China and forcibly expelled from many smaller ones.

On August 14, 1945, as the Japanese surrender was announced, Chiang, bolstered by assurances of continued American political and military support and his treaty with the Soviets, invited Mao Zedong to Chungking for talks. Both Chiang and Mao were aware that the people of China, exhausted by eight years of war, were strongly opposed to any further military strife, but Mao was less than thrilled by the invitation. Given Chinese ideas of diplomacy and the past history between the two men, it was possible that Mao might not leave Chungking alive. To allay these fears, US Ambassador Patrick J. Hurley arrived at Yenan in his own plane to personally escort Mao to Chungking. More importantly, Stalin, in a secret message to Mao, warned that a civil war would destroy the Chinese nation. This was followed several hours later by a stronger message from the Soviet dictator predicting that if Mao refused to negotiate “his stand would be repudiated in China and abroad.”21

According to a Soviet intelligence agent at Yenan, Mao boarded Hurley’s plane looking “as if he were going to his execution.”22 Nevertheless the chairman appeared calm and confident when he arrived in Chungking, giving little indication of his contempt and loathing for the Nationalists. While Zhou Enlai, the Communist permanent representative in Chungking, nervously checked Mao’s quarters for bombs and sniffed his food for poison, Mao calmly continued negotiations, attended a Chinese opera, and exchanged toasts with Chiang, the last occasion on which the two would ever see each other.

At Chungking Mao realized that he was, for the time being, in a tight spot. He had little doubt about the long-term outcome of a contest with the Nationalists. His movement was dynamic, cohesive, and growing, with good leaders and a proven strategy, while Chiang’s was increasingly isolated, corrupt, divided, and incompetent. Yet for the moment, with the United States backing Chiang and Soviet attitudes uncertain, he was prepared to make concessions. The Communists dropped their earlier demand to share power with Chiang in a coalition government and agreed to relinquish control of some of their base areas in a few provinces. The Nationalists recognized the Communists as a legal political party and promised democratization of the national government and a political consultative assembly to draft a new constitution.

Hurley urged the two sides to agree on basic principles and leave the details for later. That is what they did—and then they promptly began arguing over the details. The Communists refused to place their armed forces under Nationalist command or disband them, and were reluctant to surrender control of their important base areas to the Chungking government. On October 10 Mao departed Chungking, leaving Zhou Enlai to continue the talks. Hurley had departed for Washington a few weeks before.

While negotiations had proceeded in Chungking, Chiang’s forces, lifted by American ships and aircraft, had been able to reoccupy seventeen of the largest cities in China, including Peiping, Datong, Taiyun, and Tianjin (Tientsin). With them came officials of the Chungking government eager to reassert control over areas long held by the Japanese. Da Jieshou, the process whereby the Kuomintang carried out the takeover of government in formerly occupied regions as well as the property and other assets of the Japanese and their collaborators, was, in principle, to be managed by a collection of ad hoc agencies governed by elaborate and complex decrees issued by Chungking.23 In practice “it was turned into a racket with official position treated as an opportunity rather than a responsibility.”24

The officials appointed to supervise da Jieshou, many of them favorites, relatives, or close political allies of the generalissimo, were vested with the authority to judge the wartime conduct and loyalty of the millions of Chinese who had lived under Japanese occupation for more than seven years. They were charged with the disposition of Japanese-owned factories, houses, businesses, and other property worth millions of dollars as well as the property of Chinese collaborators. Chiang’s officials believed that “as public functionaries they had suffered so much hardship and privation in the interior that they had the right to indulge themselves.”25

And indulge themselves they did. Any building or property that had been owned by the Japanese or by a “collaborator” was fair game for the acquisitive managers of da Jieshou. “It was common for individuals to take advantage of their official position first to occupy a building then to manipulate things in such a way as to have the building sold to them,” recalled one of Chiang’s advisors.26 An American officer in Kaifeng in north central China reported that “any building of any size that is repaired by local businessmen is taken over by Nationalist troops thus killing any desire on the part of business people to repair property destroyed in the war.”27

In Hankow (Hankou), captured Japanese property including sizable stocks of cigarettes and cloth “were auctioned off in such large quantities that the only people who have capital to bid are in official positions who can use civil and military funds long enough to purchase and dispose of the goods and have military vehicles at their disposal.”28 The people of the formerly occupied territories were required to exchange their local or occupation currency for Chinese dollars at an exorbitant exchange rate that soon wiped out or severely depleted their assets. “When the people in the recovered areas . . . saw the flag of the motherland they were frantically overjoyed,” observed a Chinese newspaper editorial. “But after several nights of sleep they discovered that most of them had lost their homes and property. . . . Wealth which had taken generations to accumulate was transferred in a twinkling to those who held gold dollars and Nationalist dollars in their hands.”29

The matter of collaboration also lent itself to easy exploitation by the enterprising Kuomintang bureaucrats. Since millions of Chinese had lived under Japanese rule, the definition of collaboration could be made infinitely broad, encompassing all those who had not left the occupied areas, or narrowed to fit those who had consciously and willingly aided the Japanese. In practice the concept of collaboration was endlessly modified to meet the needs and desires of Chiang’s officials. An American officer observed that any Chinese who had remained in the occupied areas “and who had sufficient resources to make his arrest worthwhile was a potential collaborator in the eyes of the arresting authorities.”30

In the city of Hankow (Hankou), sixty-five arrests of “collaborators” were carried out during a single week. Twenty of those arrested were quickly released after paying fines ranging from one to five million Chinese dollars. The authorities endeavored to keep the names of those arrested and later released out of the newspapers so that they could be rearrested later for the same offense.31 Overall, the Nationalist process of reoccupation served to alienate most elements of the urban middle and upper classes that had been among Chiang’s strongest supporters before the Japanese invasion. “Graft and corruption prevail,” reported an American observer in Tientsin (Tianjin), “and the only winners are the Communists.”32

“Chiang has lost his soul,” Mao declared upon his return from Chungking. “He is merely a corpse and no one believes him anymore.”33 Yet while he exuded confidence in the contest with Chiang, Mao also faced two other more complex challenges, the Americans and the Soviets. During late September and early October two divisions of the III Marine Amphibious Corps, totaling 53,000 men, together with their air wing and logistical units, had been landed at ports in northern China and now garrisoned the cities of Tianjin (Tientsin), Peiping (Beijing), and Tsingtau (Qingdau) and patrolled the Tianjin-Peiping Railroad. The Marines’ mission was to supervise the disarmament and repatriation of the Japanese soldiers and civilians and to assist the Nationalists in reoccupying key areas of northern China. While the presence of the Marines would have the practical effect of denying the cities and railroads in the North to the Communists, Wedemeyer’s instructions from Washington insisted that American forces avoid involvement in China’s civil war.

The American landings came as a surprise to Mao. He knew that the United States was withdrawing army and air force units from China and did not believe the Americans would risk a rupture with the Soviets by sending troops to the doorstep of Manchuria.34 Mao’s surprise was understandable. American demobilization was in high gear. In China, the Chinese Combat Command, the primary US wartime organization for providing American military advice and military assistance, was being rapidly disbanded.35

Yet the United States was far from disengagement in China. Growing tensions with the Soviets over Iran and Eastern Europe had spilled over into misgivings by some about Russian actions in Manchuria and China. As early as August 1945, the US ambassador to the Soviet Union, W. Averell Harriman, had warned that the United States must take steps to prevent Soviet dominance of northeastern Asia. Prominent radio broadcaster H. V. Kaltenborn concluded, “It looks as if our open door policy for China will not apply to Manchuria. Rather it will be an open door for Russia and closed door for everyone else.”36

Assistant Secretary of War John J. McCloy and Navy Secretary James V. Forrestal shared Harriman’s concerns. Truman and his advisors had already decided to have US troops occupy the southern half of Korea in order to prevent Soviet dominance of the peninsula.37 Concern about Soviet expansion in Asia thus made it easy for some in Washington to see the Marines’ presence in northern China not simply as a necessary measure for handling the Japanese surrender but as a positive move to shore up Chiang and counter the Soviet domination of Manchuria.38

Whatever Washington’s motives, the Communist leaders knew that their forces were in no way up to a military confrontation with the Americans. The Central Committee instructed party leaders in Shantung, Tianjin, and Peiping to “try to be on good terms with and not appear hostile to U.S. intelligence and military personnel. . . . If the Americans open fire on us, commit illegal acts or assist the Kuomintang in suppressing the people, make reports so that we may alert international public opinion.” Party loyalists were assured that while Hurley and Wedemeyer were “very reactionary . . . U.S. political circles and public opinion sympathize with us to a high degree.”39

If Mao found the Americans difficult to understand, the actions of the Soviets appeared even more inscrutable. News of the Soviet treaty with Chiang flabbergasted many in Yenan. Despite differences in doctrine, the Chinese Communists had always aligned themselves ideologically and politically with the Soviet Union. Officially the party accepted the treaty as “beneficial to China and the world.”40 But as one party cadre commented after repeating the official line in a lecture, “We do not understand actual Russian policy.”41

Early contacts between the Communists and the Soviet army as it advanced into Manchuria had not been auspicious. Soviet generals were unimpressed by the appearance of the poorly equipped Communist troops, who often lacked even uniforms, and sometimes referred to them as “irregulars.”42 Chinese Communist leaders soon discovered that the Red Army could be less than cooperative in helping the party’s armed forces to establish themselves in Manchuria.

Although ordinary Red Army officers and soldiers were inclined to be friendly to their brother proletarians of the Eighth Route Army, the higher Soviet command knew that Moscow had its own interests in Manchuria, where Russian forces were speedily and thoroughly stripping the region of much of the $6 billion industrial plant that the Japanese had installed there during their rule. Entire factories, power plants, railroad rolling stock, and other goods were being dismantled and shipped directly to the Soviet Union.

Stalin was, as yet, unwilling to endanger his very good deal with Chiang for the sake of a Communist organization he could not control and that he judged unlikely to achieve complete dominance of China at any time in the near future. In some towns and regions, the Red Army welcomed Chinese Communist cadres and turned over captured Japanese arms and equipment to them. In Jehol local residents reported that the Soviets kept the best arms for themselves, turned over the next best to the Chinese Communists, and destroyed the rest.43 In other areas the Soviets were even more generous, transferring substantial amounts of arms, even entire warehouses full of weapons, to the Chinese Communist military.44 Nevertheless officially and sometimes in practice the Soviet generals supported Chungking.

In early September 1945, Moscow directed Marshal Aleksandr M. Vasilevsky, commander in chief of Soviet forces in the Far East, to send a representative to Yenan to set out the ground rules of Soviet–Chinese Communist relations in Manchuria. Vasilevsky’s delegate told the Communists that the Soviets were obliged to observe the terms of the Sino-Soviet Treaty and hold the large cities of Mukden (Shenyang), Changchun, and Harbin, plus the railroads, for Chiang. Elsewhere the Chinese Communists were free to continue their operations and might receive Soviet aid if they agreed to avoid the large cities and not to openly carry on their activities in Soviet-occupied areas.45

On the first night after the meeting with the Soviet representatives, the Chinese Communist Politbureau met and agreed on an all-out effort to secure control of Manchuria. Under the slogan, “March on the North, Defend in the South,” Communist forces in northern and central China would attempt to hold on while reinforcements were sent to Manchuria.46 To command Communist forces in Manchuria, Mao selected Lin Biao, a graduate of the Whampoa Military Academy and a veteran of the Long March. He was a close associate of Mao and had supported him against his rivals for leadership of the Communist Party. Wounded during the war with the Japanese, he had gone to the Soviet Union for medical treatment. While there he had undergone additional military education.

Lin, reported an American observer, “was held in first place by American officers of long experience in China as the best Communist strategist. . . . He is cold, calculating and embittered by his years of struggle. He looks and acts like a soldier. . . . He can command a crowd or move a mob with his voice alone.”47 A hypochondriac, Lin neither smoked nor drank and was constantly experimenting with herbal medicines to treat his real and imagined ailments.48

From Shantung (Shandong) on the Yellow Sea, from Yenan and from Kiangsu (Jiangsu) in central China, 115,000 Communist troops converged on Manchuria. Liu Shaoqi, who had chaired the meeting in Mao’s absence, saw Manchuria as the key to victory in China. Most of the other areas of China with a strong Communist presence were poor and largely rural. Manchuria was rich and contained a number of large cities. Its proximity to the Soviet Union would facilitate receiving aid and maintaining contact with the party’s one foreign ally. Mao shared Liu’s view, and the two set in motion a series of moves that would intensify the intermittent clashes with the Nationalists into a full-scale war.

Chiang was also determined to fight for Manchuria. “The big jewel in the Chinese crown was Manchuria,” observed a member of General Wedemeyer’s staff. “The Generalissimo felt compelled, even driven, to recover it. To end World War II without recovering Manchuria was unthinkable.”49 From an economic point of view, Manchuria, with its rich agricultural land, mineral deposits, and extensive industries, was expected to contribute substantially to China’s economic recovery. Strategically a campaign in the Northeast offered an opportunity to strike a decisive blow at the Communist military forces. In mid-October ships of Vice Admiral Daniel E. Barbey’s Seventh Amphibious Force that had carried the Marines to northern China began loading the first of the Chinese armies earmarked for the Northeast. By the end of that month all of Barbey’s ships, crammed with Nationalist troops, were at sea bound for Manchuria.

While Chiang’s troops sailed north to Manchuria, the Communists walked. The order from the Central Committee to move north came as a surprise to many Communist units in central and northern China. With the news of the Japanese surrender, Communist soldiers, like most of the war’s other combatants, desired most of all to go home. This desire was perhaps even stronger among Chinese soldiers who felt a special attachment to their region and their ancestral land.50 As for Manchuria, most Chinese from south of the Great Wall regarded that remote northeastern region in much the same way that American GIs from New York regarded the rural American South. Communist officers and cadres found it expedient not to mention Manchuria but to tell the troops that they were moving to a nearby province to receive new modern weapons captured from the Japanese or were going to a place where they would receive better food for their rations.51

Despite such blandishments, officers soon found that their troops were deserting in large numbers. In one case the sight of a large banner reading “Welcome to the 77th Regiment on Its March to the Northeast” revealed to the surprised troops their true destination and set off a wave of desertions.52 One Communist division departed Jiangsu on its trip to the Northeast with 32,500 and arrived with fewer than 28,000. The remainder were reported by the division commander to be “either escaped or dead.”53 To cut down on desertions, some officers adopted an expedient that the Japanese had used with their conscript laborers: collecting the men’s trousers and stowing them in the company headquarters overnight. Many deserters, however, soon returned to their units prompted by second thoughts about taking their chances in an unfamiliar region where they were liable to be captured or killed by bandits or Nationalist troops.

Arriving in Manchuria, some Communist troops were unhappy that the local people they had come to liberate in fact lived far better than they did. Industrial workers, for example, appeared to enjoy limitless access to cigarettes. Troops of the former puppet armies had uniforms and weapons far superior to their own. Political officers received complaints that “these former collaborators are better off than we who have been fighting for eight years.”54 The new arrivals became part of Lin Biao’s recently established “Northeast Democratic United Army” (NEDUA), which included veterans of the Communist Eighth Route Army that had fought the Japanese in World War II, remnants of the old Northeast Army of Manchurian warlord Zhang Xueliang, former “puppet” troops, and newly recruited local volunteers as well as the reinforcements from the South.55

“The situation of our army was critical,” recalled Dr. Jacob Rosenfeld. “The severe Manchurian winter that gets down to negative 40 degrees Celsius was just around the corner, and the troops were poorly outfitted, lacking [proper] shoes and coats.” Rosenfeld, who had been a doctor in Vienna during the early 1930s, had been imprisoned in Buchenwald and Dachau following the Anschluss by Germany in 1938. After a year he was able to buy his way out and fled to Shanghai, where he reestablished a practice under far more difficult circumstances than in prewar Vienna.

A longtime social democrat, Rosenfeld joined a Marxist study group in Shanghai and was soon recruited by the Chinese Communists. He spent the rest of World War II with the New Fourth Army under Chen Yi. Now the once prosperous Viennese urologist found himself surgeon general of Lin Biao’s 70,000-man rag tag army. “Our troops initially marched through the cold Manchurian winter in their cotton shoes (similar to carpet slippers in Europe),” Rosenfeld wrote. “Our weapons (most of which were captured in the anti-Japanese war) were much worse in quality . . . virtually outdated in comparison to the weapons of the Kuomintang troops.” The newly arrived Communist troops came from diverse areas and often spoke different dialects, making communications difficult. Their wartime experiences, organization, and tactics also varied.56

Meanwhile the Nationalist troops were having their own problems entering Manchuria. Admiral Barbey intended to land the Chinese forces at the port of Darien (Dalien) on the Liaotung peninsula of Manchuria. The Soviet Army, which still held the city, informed Chiang that they would not allow Nationalist troops to land there. They argued that Darien was a commercial port and that allowing Chiang’s forces to land there would constitute a violation of the Sino-Soviet Treaty. Chungking vigorously disputed this preposterous reading of the treaty but the Soviets still refused.

Barbey was redirected to the smaller port of Jinxi (Huludao). Jinxi, however, was in the hands of Chinese Communist forces who informed Barbey that they would fight to prevent Nationalist forces coming ashore. At the even smaller port of Yingkou the American task force again found the Communists in control. Admiral Barbey believed that his force could land the Nationalists with only slight resistance, but he warned that such action might place the United States into the middle of a rapidly growing civil war.57

Wedemeyer’s headquarters suggested that Nationalist forces land at Chinwangtau (Qinghuangdao), already held by US Marines. Chiang reluctantly agreed, and the Thirteenth and Thirty-second Chinese Armies came ashore there at the end of October. Nationalist forces would now have to fight their way into Manchuria through mountain passes and by way of the long and insecure rail lines between Tianjin and Mukden.

Soviet actions concerning the Manchurian ports reflected a shift in Stalin’s China policy, a policy that changed almost monthly. By the beginning of October, Stalin was angry and frustrated at American and British opposition to his policies in Eastern Europe and the exclusion of the Soviets from the occupation of Japan. He was also worried by the presence of sizable American forces in northern China. So in October he allowed the Chinese Communists to set up regimes in some Manchurian towns and continued to exclude the Nationalists from Soviet-held areas of Manchuria. At the same time, Red Army generals withheld any cooperation with an advance Nationalist delegation in the Manchurian city of Changchun that was charged with preparations for the return of Manchuria to Chinese control.

To focus attention on Soviet obstructionism in the Northeast, Chiang angrily withdrew his delegation from Changchun in early November, but by then Stalin had flip-flopped again and opened secret talks with Chiang to set a withdrawal date for Soviet troops and discuss future economic relations. Chiang wanted the Russians out of Manchuria but not so quickly as to allow the Chinese Communists to take over before the arrival of his own troops. The Soviets agreed to delay their departure from Manchuria and to facilitate the takeover of the area by the Nationalists.

Chiang now turned his attention to wresting Manchuria from the Communists. His commander in the Northeast, the forty-two-year-old General Du Yuming, a hero of the World War II campaign in Burma who wore the US Army’s parachutist’s badge below the three rows of ribbons on his neatly pressed uniform, opened an offensive with four divisions at the strategic pass of Shanhaikuan (Shanhaiguan), where the Great Wall met the sea at the gates of Manchuria. By November 20 both the pass and the town were in Nationalist hands. Two days later Du’s troops entered Huludao, from which they had been barred by sea a month before.58

The Manchuria in which the Nationalist and Communist forces confronted each other was in many ways China’s “Wild West” or more properly its Wild East. Besides the two rival armies there were many local power holders, each with their own armed contingents. Many of the remnants of the Japanese puppet armies had gone into business for themselves as brigands. Other armed groups formed to protect their district or clan from outsiders. Groups of both types often had links to local power brokers, who in turn often had tactical alliances with the Kuomintang. There were also plenty of traditional criminal gangs led by bosses with nicknames such as “Old North Wind” or “Big Hands Zhang.”59

During 1945 to 1947, the Communists in Manchuria found themselves fighting bitter battles against these forces as well as against the Nationalists.60 Using the techniques of “dissolving enemy forces” that they had perfected against the Japanese and the Chinese puppet generals, the Communists were gradually successful in getting many of these local fighters to defect to them.61 The more traditional criminal gangs were pushed out of the towns and agricultural areas and then hunted down in the forests and mountains.62

Physically, as well as in its lawless and violent aspects, the region also resembled the American West with snowcapped mountains, dense forests, and vast fields of wheat, soybeans, and other crops stretching to the horizon. High mountain ranges separated Manchuria from the North China plain to the South. Before the seventeenth century Manchuria had been literally walled off from China proper by the fortifications of the Great Wall. Its people were culturally and linguistically different from the Han Chinese to the south. In the mid-seventeenth century, a confederacy of tribes from the area calling themselves “Manchus” had conquered all of China as well as Mongolia and Xinjiang and established the Qing Empire.

Railroads, mostly built by the European powers during the era of high imperialism, crisscrossed Manchuria, giving it one of the most advanced transportation systems in China. By the 1940s Manchuria’s population had become a mixture of Han Chinese, Koreans, and Mongolians with the remaining ethnic Manchus a rather small minority.

Continuing his advance, General Du captured Chinchow (Jinzhou), the capital of Liaoning Province, in late November after the Communists abandoned the city and withdrew. To the south, in northern and central China, the depleted Communist forces managed to hang on although often having to abandon some “liberated areas.” In Honan (Henan) Province, Communist commander General Liu Bocheng, a graduate of the elite Soviet Frunze Military Academy, was able to draw Nationalist general Sun Lianzhong’s army into a large-scale ambush near the town of Handan. In what was to become a characteristic action later in the Civil War, one of Sun’s three corps commanders defected to the Communists together with all his troops. The remainder of Sun’s army was encircled and destroyed by Liu’s forces. During the course of the campaign, 17,000 Nationalist troops surrendered or were captured in addition to the approximately 10,000 who had defected.63

The success at Handan helped to cement Liu Bocheng’s reputation as one of the ablest Communist commanders. Popularly called “the one-eyed dragon,” he had lost his other eye fighting against warlord forces in 1916. One story relates that he instructed the German surgeon treating his wounds to refrain from using anesthesia during the operation on his eye for fear it might damage his brain. Unlike many high-ranking Communist officers and cadres, Liu possessed both a skeptical temperament and a pronounced sense of humor. According to one anecdote, when Liu’s political officer and close associate, Deng Xiaoping, referred to one of their battlefield successes as “a great victory for Maoism,” Liu responded, “And if we had lost, would you call that a great defeat for Maoism?”

Further south in western Shandong Province, General Chen Yi, who had commanded the Communist New Fourth Army during the War with Japan, managed to destroy Nationalist General Wu Huawei’s Fifth Route Army near the important transportation hub of Zoucheng at the beginning of November. By the eighteenth of that month, Chen’s forces were astride the railroad that connected the port of Tientsin with China’s capital of Nanking (Nanjing). Like Liu Bocheng, Chen Yi was one of the military stars of Mao’s army. He came from a well-to-do Sichuan family and had received a traditional education in the Chinese classics. He later studied in Paris, where he met Zhou Enlai. Returning to China, Chen joined the party in 1923, taught at the Whampoa Military Academy, which trained many of the most well-known future leaders of both the Nationalist and Communist armies, and participated in the Northern Expedition.

News of the intensified fighting reached the United States at a time when public opinion was confused and divided about the next steps to be taken in China. During a single week in November, thirteen newspapers called for the withdrawal of all US troops from China, eight called for continued support of Chiang Kai-shek, and three warned against intervening in a Chinese civil war.64 At the beginning of that month, General Wedemeyer had warned that continued American logistical support to Chiang and the presence of the Marines in North China risked US involvement in the growing civil war. If the United States really intended to continue to support Chiang in such a confrontation, he would require a new directive. Wedemeyer also expressed misgivings about Chiang’s offensive into Manchuria. Control of that region was likely to take years and should not be attempted until Chiang had consolidated his position in northern and central China.65 In addition, Chiang ought to concentrate his efforts on reforming his corrupt and ineffective bureaucracy and high command.66

While the State, War, and Navy Departments argued about the implications of Wedemeyer’s messages, more troubling news arrived. On November 27, 1945, Patrick J. Hurley, on a visit to Washington, suddenly announced his resignation as ambassador to China, complaining that his efforts had been undermined by professional diplomats in the embassy who “continued to side with the Communist armed party and at times with the imperialist bloc against American policy.”67 “See what a son-of-a-bitch did to me!” Truman exploded to his cabinet. News of Hurley’s resignation would probably make the front pages and raise further questions about the administration’s China policy.

Moving quickly to contain the damage, the president phoned General George C. Marshall at his home in Leesburg, Virginia. Marshall, who had retired as chief of staff of the army less than a week before, was widely viewed as one of the principal architects of the Allied victory in the Second World War. Departing Washington after six arduous years planning and directing the army’s war effort, Marshall was looking forward to a quiet retirement. He and his wife had barely settled in when he received the unexpected call from the White House. “General, I want you to go to China for me,” Truman announced. “Yes, Mr. President,” Marshall replied, then hung up.

A short time later, Mrs. Marshall, awakening from an afternoon nap, was startled to hear on the radio that the president had appointed her husband as special ambassador to China and that “he will leave immediately.”68 In addition to assuaging public doubts about administration policy, Marshall’s appointment reflected Truman’s concern to bring about a peaceful end to the developing civil war in China, a war which he believed could only increase Soviet influence in that country. In the meantime the United States would continue its military support to Chiang, and the Marines would remain.

Chiang and Mao were as startled as Mrs. Marshall to learn of Marshall’s mission. Chiang believed he was on the verge of finally achieving victory over his Communist foes. He was unhappy with Marshall’s arrival, which he believed might interfere with his efforts to wipe out his longtime enemy. The government-controlled press blossomed forth with editorials complaining of American interference in China’s internal affairs.69 Madame Chiang told foreign diplomats that “in Chungking everyone is scared of the Americans.” Their attitude, formerly altruistic, had changed to one that threatened “domination” of China.70

Chiang himself “was in an exuberant state of mind,” recalled V. K. Wellington Koo, then China’s ambassador to the United States. “[He] felt that the struggle, which he had personally led, of resistance to the Japanese enemy . . . had been crowned with success. That China had at last been put on the map, so to speak. . . . He was not in the mood to accept advice from a friend, even one from the most friendly country.”71 Nevertheless Chiang could hardly afford to refuse to receive a prestigious emissary from the United States whose continued economic and military support was vital to his survival.

Mao and the Communist leadership viewed Marshall’s arrival more favorably. With their forces losing ground in Manchuria and on the defensive in North China, they welcomed any opportunity for a respite. Mao saw Marshall as representative of the “progressive” faction within the American ruling elite. Cadres were advised, “Our resolute three month struggle has already brought about Hurley’s downfall” and caused Truman to revise his China policy.72

Whatever his misgivings, Chiang greeted Marshall warmly on his arrival in Nanking (Nanjing), personally meeting him at the airport and conveying him to his home for talks.73

Marshall arrived in Chungking just before Christmas 1945 and met with representatives of various parties, factions, and interests as well as with journalists and intellectuals. Negotiations began in earnest at the close of the year. The Communists were represented by Zhou Enlai, a member of the Secretariat of the Central Committee. A man of great charm, persuasiveness, and subtlety, he had served as Communist representative in Chungking during the war years. Urbane and witty, Zhou was a longtime favorite with the foreign press. “He had a talent for telling blatant lies with an angelic suavity.”74 The Nationalists were represented by General Chang Chun, wartime governor of Szechuan Province, who had been a classmate of Chiang at the Military Preparatory School in Tokyo that they had both attended in 1907.

To the surprise of many, including US Embassy experts, Marshall succeeded in less than three months in bringing about a cease-fire to be supervised by three main teams of Nationalist, Communist, and American officers, an agreement on a coalition government, and a plan to integrate Communist military units into a smaller Chinese army. “I have just received another communication from General Marshall,” Truman told a congressman from Washington State, “and if things continue going as favorably as they are going now, I believe we can have all of our forces out of China before the year is out.”75 In mid-March, with the accords between Nationalists and Communists ostensibly near completion, Marshall returned to the United States for a month in order to lobby for increased aid to China, which he saw as an important carrot and stick to ensure the success of his mission.

Yet the agreements had done little to lessen the mistrust between the two sides or induce them to modify their ambitions. There were quarrels and difficulties about implementing all aspects of the agreements. These problems were further complicated by Marshall’s absence in the United States, for no other American general or official in China had his prestige and influence with the contending parties. The conservative faction of the Kuomintang did its best to sabotage the agreements, while Mao and the Central Committee had no intention of placing their best military units under Nationalist command in the integration scheme. In the end, however, it was developments in Manchuria that finally destroyed any hope of a negotiated settlement.

In mid-March 1946, Soviet troops carried out their long-promised withdrawal from Manchuria. Stalin’s aim was to win Nationalist goodwill and further economic concessions, provide an opportunity for the Communists, and pressure the Americans to follow the Soviet example by removing the Marines from North China.76 To Chiang Kai-shek, this development removed the last remaining obstacle to the completion of his conquest of this coveted territory. For the Communists it ended the Soviet restraints on their actions while creating the danger that their principal remaining territorial stronghold might be overrun by the Nationalists. Under these circumstances, neither side retained much interest in achieving a negotiated peace.

During April 1946, Lin Biao’s forces occupied Changchun, the capital of Jilin Province, and the leading industrial center of Harbin, terminus of the former Chinese Eastern Railroad. These large cities had just been vacated by the Soviets. The Nationalists struck back hard. With the capture of Shanhaikuan the previous November, Chiang Kai-shek had been able to assemble a formidable army in Manchuria that included many American-trained and -equipped units that had fought successfully against the Japanese in Burma during 1944. By April Nationalist forces controlled the main rail line from Mukden (Shenyang) to the Great Wall. Chiang’s objective was to regain Changchun and Harbin and establish Nationalist control over all of Manchuria.

Mao Zedong instructed Lin Biao to hold Changchun and Harbin “at all costs.” For Lin this required the defense of the city of Siping, a major rail junction on the line between Changchun and Mukden (Shenyang). Lin recognized the strength of the Nationalist forces assembling against him. He wanted to concentrate on destroying Chiang’s large units and not be tied down defending cities. Unconvinced, Mao instructed Lin to “turn Siping into a second Madrid” (referring to the heroic three-year defense of the Spanish capital during the Spanish Civil War). Lin replied resolutely that he would fight to the last man—something that his close associates believed he had no intention of doing.77

By mid-April the Nationalists had Siping completely surrounded. The Communist defenders slightly outnumbered the attackers, but the Nationalists had tanks, artillery, air support, and up-to-date American weapons. The Communists occupied the former Japanese defensive positions in and around the city. It was the first time that Communist troops had ever conducted a prolonged defense from fixed positions, a tactical choice that one of Lin’s commanders would later call “really stupid.”78 The terrain around Siping appeared to one Nationalist general to be a sea of endless mud often a foot or more deep.79

As Nationalist artillery pounded Siping, both sides brought in reinforcements. Nationalist airplanes bombed the city and dropped propaganda leaflets. (Lin’s soldiers found them useful as toilet paper.) The Communist propagandists attempted to demoralize the Nationalist soldiers, whom they took to be mainly southerners, by playing Cantonese music over loudspeakers on the assumption that this would make them homesick.80 Inside the city, captured American trucks, artillery pieces, and slow-moving underpowered Japanese cars constantly clogged the single east-west street as well as the one running north-south. Most shops had long since closed, but restaurants carried on a thriving trade, with soldiers in grayish yellow uniforms constantly coming and going at all hours. The restaurant owners were pleased with their profits but kept their essential possessions in a back room, packed and ready to go at a moment’s notice.

Lin Biao directed the battle from his headquarters in a former middle school teacher’s house in the southeast corner of the city. Lin’s desk faced a wall with a large map pierced by many small red and green flags that were frequently moved to show the latest developments in operations. On sunny days Lin sometimes worked in the yard but returned frequently to the house to gaze at the map on the wall.81 During a period of thirty-one days the Communists withstood ten major Nationalist assaults.

Early in May General Du Yuming, who had been hospitalized for a kidney ailment, returned to the Northeast to resume his post. The general arrived at the outskirts of Siping aboard his special train and immediately conferred with his commanders. The general “in military uniform but wearing slippers and a scalp cap presided over the conference while Mrs. Du, who had accompanied her husband in the train, constantly reminded him not to get excited.”82 Du was delighted that the Communists had opted to fight a set piece battle. He promised to bring more of his American-trained divisions up from southern Manchuria to reinforce the siege. Lin Biao learned of Du’s intentions almost immediately thanks to the Communists’ efficient signal intelligence. With the knowledge that he was soon to be outnumbered five to one, Lin requested and received permission to withdraw.

On the evening of May 18, as Du’s troops completed their preparations for an elaborate encircling movement, Lin’s forces silently withdrew and disappeared into the darkness. The following morning Nationalist troops in their positions around Siping “adjusted their eyes to the light of dawn and slowly peeked over their trenches. No rifle or machine gun fire spat from the Red side. . . . With caution bred from keeping low in their trenches, the Nationalist soldiers were not very fast in their movement forward. They reached the shattered town at about 7:30 a.m. A few Chinese and Japanese civilians climbed out of their cellars to tell them that Lin Biao’s entire army had cleared out of the city about 1:30 that morning. This placed the rear Red echelons about six hours’ march away.”83

For the Communists, the loss of Siping and Changchun, which fell easily a short time later, meant a long, hungry retreat north through Manchuria pursued by the Nationalists. Many of the Manchurian and former puppet troops recently recruited by the Communist army deserted or defected to the Nationalists along with not a few veterans. Lin’s troops, already exhausted by the fighting at Siping, walked for forty-two days. Wherever possible they took the most inaccessible routes. Sometimes the Nationalists were actually ahead of them and the Communists had to move in a long circular march around or away from their enemies. Lin Biao began to talk a lot about the Russian retreat before Napoleon’s invasion that eventually led to the destruction of the French. Confidentially he cabled the Central Committee that the Communists would probably have to give up Harbin and return to guerrilla warfare.84

For Dr. Rosenfeld, the long Communist withdrawal posed special problems. “The casualties of the first winter of the civil war from 1945–46 were enormous. . . . [T]he lack of doctors, medicine and blankets, the panicked flight of the civilian population out of the areas of the theater of war all hindered our medical work. . . . The retreats at the beginning of the war made it almost impossible for the formation of an orderly medical structure. . . . In the first winter in southern Manchuria hundreds and hundreds of amputations had to be performed because of frostbite, a gruesome work even for hardened surgeons.85

As the battle for Siping reached its conclusion, Marshall returned to China having secured congressional approval of generous loans and credits to aid in China’s economic rehabilitation. Congress had also approved the establishment of a US Military Assistance Advisory Group to replace Wedemeyer’s China Theater Headquarters, which was scheduled to be deactivated in June 1946. In Chiang’s newly reestablished capital of Nanjing, Marshall found widespread jubilation over the success at Siping. He reported that the victory had “convinced the Nationalist generals that they could settle the Manchuria problem by force.”86

Marshall doubted that Manchuria was the key to a decisive victory over the Communists. Like other American officers who knew the Nationalists, he believed that the only alternative to a compromise settlement was a long and disastrous civil war giving rise to “utter chaos” in large parts of China.87 The belief among many of Chiang’s generals and advisors “that the Communists can be quickly crushed” was, Marshall told President Truman, “a gross underestimate of the possibilities, as a long and terrible conflict would be unavoidable.” Marshall was also concerned that a Nationalist drive into northern Manchuria might encourage Soviet intervention.88 At the beginning of June, under continued prodding from Marshall, who still hoped to salvage some type of agreement to avoid all-out conflict, Chiang agreed to a ten-day truce, later extended to fifteen days.

Marshall’s short truce came as a welcome respite for the hard-pressed Communist forces in the Northeast, providing them time to reorganize and hold on to Harbin and their base areas in northern Manchuria. At the time the truce took effect the bulk of Lin Biao’s army had retreated to the north bank of the Songhua River, the last major geographic barrier to a Nationalist Army advance on Harbin. With the cease-fire, Chiang’s forces halted on the south bank of that river. For this reason some writers have suggested that Marshall’s intervention was responsible for the later Nationalist defeat in Manchuria and ultimately in the civil war.89

The truce notwithstanding, Chiang had good reason to order a halt on the Songhua. His Manchurian commander, Du Yuming, was overextended and his supply lines in danger of being cut as a result of attacks by units of Lin Biao’s army left behind in eastern Liaoning Province.90 About a week after the fall of Siping, two brigades of Lin Biao’s army supported by artillery had captured the iron and steel manufacturing city of Anshan. A large number of the Nationalist defenders surrendered or defected to the Communists.91 Chiang also was concerned to consolidate his position in southern Manchuria and worried about the possibility of Soviet intervention if his forces penetrated too close to the Russian border, a possibility that a former Soviet diplomat later recalled as having been very real.

When the short truce expired in late June, Chiang’s force everywhere took the offensive. Five Nationalist armies attacked Communist forces on the border of Honan and Hubei Provinces. Communist bases in the Tapieh Mountains fell to the Kuomintang at the end of June. The remaining Communist forces split into two columns and withdrew toward Yenan. They reached Shaaxi Province two months later, having suffered heavy casualties.

In Jiangsu Province in central China, where eleven Nationalist armies faced about 100,000 men under Chen Yi, the Communists lost their main base at Huaiyin (Huai’an), Zhou Enlai’s birthplace. After they had suffered about 40,000 casualties, a lucky minority broke through to Communist base areas in Shantung.92 Virtually all of Anhui and Honan (Henan) Provinces in the same region came under Nationalist control. Altogether, during the last six months of 1946 the Communists lost 165 towns and a total of 174,000 square kilometers of territory.93

By the end of the summer of 1946, Chiang was convinced he was winning. He was in no mood to listen to Marshall’s warnings that continued civil war would in the end be disastrous for China and for his regime. Unable to persuade Chiang, Marshall attempted to bring pressure on the generalissimo indirectly by arranging for a halt in certain types of aid to China. He deliberately refrained from asking congressional leaders to pass the China Aid Bill before their adjournment and recommended that requests from the Chinese government for additional military aid or to purchase arms and ammunition outright be deferred.

Chiang and his advisors found these measures infuriating, but the generalissimo never doubted that, with the worsening relations between the United States and the Soviets, the Americans would ultimately have no choice but to back him in his war against the Communists. Indeed, in June the United States had signed an agreement with Nanjing concerning the transfer of substantial amounts of so-called American “surplus civilian property”—trucks, machinery, medical supplies, and rations left behind in the aftermath of the Pacific War—to China. This measure angered the Communists while emboldening the Nationalists to disregard Marshall’s warnings.

“This thing has blown up,” Marshall confided to an American diplomat in Nanjing. “It’s probably my fault but I am just now too old and tired to go at it again.”94 The American general left China at the beginning of 1947. In a public report on his work in China, Marshall blamed the failure to achieve a negotiated agreement on the influence of “a dominant group of reactionaries” within the Kuomintang and on the “consistent misrepresentation and abuse of Communist propaganda.”95 Daniel Kurtz-Phelan, the most recent historian of the Marshall mission, has suggested that the general came away from his China experience with the conviction that no amount of American aid or advice could counteract “the self-defeating practices” of Chiang and his party.96

Neither the Communists nor Chiang much regretted the American envoy’s departure. “America created this civil war,” wrote Wang Zi-feng, a Communist cadre in Manchuria, “by equipping Chiang, sending him military materiel worth four billion dollars and helping him establish his air force. America helped transfer troops from the South to the Northeast and sent troops to Peiping and other cities.” The failure of the Marshall mission, he concluded, “has educated some of our cadres, removing their dream that the Kuomintang and the Americans wanted peace.”97 Chiang recorded in his diary, “It was not difficult to sense that he [Marshall] felt more than a little bit guilty about his attitude toward us. . . . He must be moved by our sincerity.”98 Marshall’s Chinese critics on both sides may have experienced some surprise and second thoughts when President Truman announced the general’s appointment as secretary of state.




3

[image: ]

“A Military Crisis That Cannot Be Contained”

As a new war engulfed China, both foreign and Chinese observers attempted to assess the capabilities and intentions of the two sides. Many shared the view of the New York Times, which concluded in September 1946 that “General Chiang Kai-shek has responded to the Communist attacks . . . and the Communists have been unable to resist the Government troops which enjoy the advantage of American equipment and American training.”1 Yet Chiang’s superiority in numbers of troops and equipment, while real enough in 1946, served to mask some significant Kuomintang weaknesses, both military and political.

The two armies that now confronted each other from the Yellow River to northern Manchuria drew most of their officers and men from similar sources but were institutionally very different. Many of the older senior officers on both sides had begun their careers serving in the warlord armies of the first decades of the twentieth century. Most had attended the Whampoa Military Academy or one of the earlier military schools established in the final years of the Qing dynasty. A number had had additional military training abroad in Japan, Europe, or the Soviet Union. The enlisted men and noncommissioned officers came mainly from rural backgrounds. Large numbers of soldiers on both sides had seen service in World War II either fighting as soldiers or guerrillas against the Japanese, serving in the collaborationist “puppet armies,” or both.

Nationalist officers had experienced heavy casualties in the war with Japan. Almost 40 percent of the graduates of the Whampoa Military Academy were killed during the first four months of that conflict. Although makeshift training schools attempted to repair these losses, the net result was that in 1945 only about 20 percent of the officers in a typical rifle battalion had received any formal professional military training.2 General Wedemeyer had relatively little contact with Chinese junior officers, but those he encountered struck him as “incapable, inept, untrained, petty . . . altogether inefficient.”3

Senior officers of the Nationalist Army were often divided by feuds, suspicions, and rivalries that reflected their varied backgrounds. There were Whampoa graduates personally loyal to Chiang but divided between supporters of the chief of the General Staff, General He Yinggin, and supporters of his rival, General Chen Cheng. There were officers of the former warlord armies who retained many of their former regional and personal loyalties and affiliations, and there were the former warlords themselves, who, though now nominally subordinate to Chiang and the national government, still retained much of their old power and regional influence.

Chiang Kai-shek’s predilection for valuing loyalty and personal acquaintance above ability was mirrored in the attitudes of many of his subordinate commanders, who followed the traditional Chinese social arrangement called guanxi, networks of personal influence and reciprocal favors based on family connections, old school ties, or long-standing friendships. “Friends help friends” was the highest rule of guanxi, transcending law, regulation, or discipline. As a result, Chiang’s higher headquarters and top-level commands were riddled with incompetents.

A not atypical example was Commodore Chin I-Lun, commandant of the Fourth Naval Base at Guangzhou. A former army general, Chin was described by an American naval officer as “an intellectual virgin—he hasn’t had an idea yet.” A Chinese acquaintance reported, “Commodore Chin is very fond of Mah-jongg. He plays during the lunch hour. If he wins, he returns to work promptly, but if he loses he prolongs the game until he wins, claiming that there is little work that afternoon anyway.”4

Many Nationalist generals retained the traditional view, dating back to the Ching era and earlier, that military command was not only a warlike activity but an opportunity for entrepreneurship and personal enrichment. It was not uncommon for them to conduct flourishing businesses on the side that they directed personally or through relatives. Commodore Chin, for example, reportedly employed one of his warships to transport scrap metal, glass, and wire between Guangzhou and the island of Hainan, where the goods were sold to benefit “naval welfare.”5

The Nationalist Army at all levels was also thoroughly penetrated by Communist secret agents. Thus General Liu Fei, Nationalist Army assistant chief of staff; the chief of the War Planning Board; the chief of staff of the Ninetieth Division; and the confidential secretary to General Hu Zhongnan, commander of the First War Zone, were all Communists.6

The enlisted forces of both armies were often ill-educated or illiterate, lacking any type of technical knowledge or training, but they were rugged, resourceful, often brave and determined, and able to endure privation and the harsh demands of war. Most Nationalist soldiers entered the army through a system of conscription so corrupt and inefficient that only the sons of the poorest or least influential rural families were actually drafted.

The conscription system frequently had to be supplemented by a sort of recruitment-by-press-gang. One of Wedemeyer’s officers described the system in action: A farmer working in a rice field sees “a group of uniformed men who tie your hands behind your back and take you with them. . . . Hoe and plough rust in the field and the wife runs to the magistrate to cry and beg for her husband, the children starve. . . . Another way of being taken is arrest. If one man is wanted for conscription, the Hsienchang [county magistrate] arrests ten. Nine will be given a chance to buy their way out. The poorest stays in jail until the conscription officer takes him over.”7

Most new recruits faced long forced marches to distant training camps. Rations consisted mainly of small servings of rice gruel. A considerable number died along the way of malnutrition, dysentery, typhoid, or cholera. Medical care on the march was generally nonexistent, and conditions in hospitals at the base camps were compared by some American officers to those at Nazi extermination camps.

“Men in the Chinese Army never had a furlough, never went home, rarely received mail,” reported Time’s China correspondents. “Going into the army was usually a death sentence.”8 When a recruit died, “his name on the list is carried along. As long as his death is not reported he continues to be a source of income increased by the fact that he has ceased to consume. His rice and pay become a long lasting token in the pocket of his commanding officer. His family will have to forget him.”9

A considerable gap separated the “standard of living” of the Nationalist enlisted man from that of his officers. Author Michael Kwan recalled watching the Nationalist “liberation” of Tsingtau (Qingdau) following the Japanese surrender. “A ragged collection of filthy half-starved men straggled into town. Their uniforms were in tatters. Many were shoeless. Others had wads of straw tied to their feet. . . . The officers riding in American jeeps were smartly turned out and well-fed.”10 “At home we hadn’t had anything to eat. In the army there was nothing to eat either,” recalled one Nationalist veteran. “It wasn’t that the army didn’t have supplies, they did. It was just that the rations were sent through the officers. The officers would skim some off the top, sell it and send the money home to their relatives.”11

The amount and quality of training soldiers actually received varied enormously. Some recruits were sent directly to combat units, others had received some rudimentary training. Those lucky enough to find themselves in units instructed and equipped by the Americans benefited from as much as four months of training with modern arms and equipment, in addition to food and uniforms that were luxurious by Chinese standards.

Ordinary Nationalist troops often supplemented their poor rations by pilfering from, or shaking down, farmers and townsmen. Soldiers who had been repeatedly brutalized and mistreated frequently vented their feelings of anger and resentment on peasants and villagers. Abuse of civilians was routine and seldom punished. Villagers often viewed the arrival of army troops as similar to an outbreak of plague.12

In contrast to the senior leadership of the Kuomintang, the top commanders of the Communist armed forces, now called the People’s Liberation Army, were a cohesive group, loyal and subordinate to Mao, whose paramount leadership of the party had been reaffirmed at the Seventh Party Congress in April 1945. Rivalries and personal differences certainly existed among them, but they seldom failed to cooperate and support each other’s operations in the field; nor did they hesitate to argue with Mao and the party leadership when their views differed.

The Communist armed forces were directed at the top by the Central Military Commission also headed by Mao, with Zhou Enlai and People’s Liberation Army Commander Chief Zhu De as vice chairmen. Zhu De had begun his military career in the Qing era as a student at the Yunnan Military Academy. He served under Cai Ao, the reform-minded warlord of Yunnan and Sichuan Provinces, during the early years of the Chinese Republic, then studied military science at Gottingen, where he met Zhou Enlai, and also in the Soviet Union. Returning to China, he joined the party in 1925 and helped to fend off Nationalist forces during the Long March. He was closely associated with Mao from the 1930s, but the two often disagreed about military strategy.

The other members of the Central Military Commission were Liu Shaoqi, a veteran ideologue, organizer, and propagandist, who had been appointed party vice chairman at the Seventh Party Congress, making him effectively Mao’s Number Two. Two additional military members completed the committee, Ye Jianying, People’s Army vice chief of staff, a Whampoa graduate who had proven his loyalty in the crucial Communist Party infighting of the late 1930s, and Peng Dehuai, who also served as Zhu De’s deputy in command of the field formations.

Peng was the son of a poor peasant family whose schooling had ended at age ten when he had been obliged to take a job as a farm laborer. At age sixteen, he was a private in one of the warlord armies but soon rose to officer rank and joined the Kuomintang armies in the late 1920s. He participated in the Northern Expedition and sided with the Communists after Chiang turned against the party. During the war with Japan he had been a principal commander in the ill-fated Hundred Regiments Offensive. The composition of the Central Military Commission reflected the close link between the military establishment and the political leadership of the party. Indeed, some of the army and division commanders had been both party political cadres and unit commanders in the course of their careers.13

Many of the People’s Army company and field grade officers shared the same background as their Nationalist counterparts, but as the Communist armed forces expanded, the field armies drew on a variety of sources for the large numbers of new officers required. Many officers were selected from the ranks. Soldiers in PLA units would be asked to nominate candidates for commissions. The nominees were then reviewed by more senior officers and party officials. If acceptable, they were appointed as platoon or company grade officers.14 Promotion in the People’s Army was based on performance in operations rather than family background, personal connections, or education.15

Another common source of officer recruits was local government officials at the village and county levels. Not only were these functionaries likely to be relatively well educated, but their example was expected to “encourage the masses to join the army.” Sometimes local officials recruited their own units of volunteers in much the same way that American community leaders had during the Civil War. The local official then received a commissioned rank “according to the amount of recruits he brought to the army.” Large numbers of civilian Communist cadres were also transferred to the military as junior officers. Party regional bureaus often established specific quotas for civilian cadre to be transferred to the military. The Central China Bureau, for example, set the quota at 60 percent of village cadre, 25 percent of those at the district level, and 5 percent of those at the county level.

Other officer candidates were high school and college students and, as the war progressed, surrendered or captured Nationalist officers, mainly at the company level. During the year 1948 the People’s Army acquired over three thousand officers from former Nationalist ranks.16 PLA general Nie Rongzhen recounted how, following a disastrous Nationalist defeat, his army captured several high-ranking officers. Nie recognized among them several of his former students at the Whampoa Military Academy, where he had taught as a political instructor.

“So now they called me ‘Professor.’ . . . I told the captured enemy officers that Chiang Kai-shek had started the civil war and forced us to fight and there was no point for them to give their lives for him. ‘If you want to stay with our army,’ I said, ‘we’ll let you have an opportunity for study. If you want to go home, we can release you.’” The Communist policy of freely releasing prisoners who declined to join the PLA also had its uses, since these individuals often returned home discouraged and disillusioned and so “played a part in shaking the morale of the Kuomintang troops.”17

Communist officers, observed an American military attaché, “know their men pretty well; the commissars [political officers] know them even better.”18 Unlike Nationalist officers, PLA officers and NCOs took a genuine interest in the morale, opinions, and states of mind of their soldiers, Their interest reflected not so much altruism as an intense concern with the political loyalty and reliability of the troops, many of whom, as the Civil War progressed, were new accessions, Nationalist defectors, or troops of former warlord armies.

Intensive indoctrination, which often took the form of chanting slogans, singing marching songs, “study periods,” memorizing party tracts, and engaging in self-criticism sessions, was carried on continuously. The political officer closely monitored the mood of the troops, ensured that the latest party directives were understood and followed, passed on good news, suppressed or explained away bad news, and arranged activities to encourage group solidarity and esprit. Soldiers were constantly reminded that they were the cutting edge of a movement to protect and liberate the people and bring them a better life.

Training at the unit level stressed camouflage, infiltration, and weapons proficiency. Units based their operations on careful planning in which junior officers and NCOs were encouraged to participate and express their opinions. After an action, there would frequently be a critique in which all ranks participated. Australian correspondent Michael Keon described “the return of a small detachment from the front with half its strength wounded; one of the casualties had lost an arm and was still in a tourniquet, and another had a bad stomach wound; the customary critique took place anyway and the wounded asked questions like everyone else.”19

Above all, PLA soldiers learned the techniques of rapid movement. Communist troops could move faster and were far more agile on foot than their Nationalist opponents. A Nationalist Army official history written after the end of the Civil War observed that the Communists “had a marching capability which enabled them to attack, withdraw and deploy their strength at will. They could deploy their strength flexibly, swiftly assembling and disassembling troops and moving back and forth freely. They could concentrate a troop strength ten or more times greater than our troops and attack one weak point.”20

All PLA soldiers were expected to know the Three Rules and Eight Points of Attention. The Three Rules were: (1) “Act only upon command,” (2) “Do not steal from the people,” and (3) “Be neither selfish nor unjust.” The eight points were specifically designed to win the goodwill and cooperation of the rural population and may have been based on Zhu De’s experience serving under warlord Cai Ao, who had experimented with a similar system of discipline. They included the instructions to “always be courteous,” “be honest in your transactions,” and “return what you borrow and replace what you break.”21 Soldiers sang the Rules and Points of Attention until they had them memorized, and officers and NCOs insured that they were carried out.22 Among rural villagers accustomed to regarding any interaction with soldiers as similar to exposure to disease, an encounter with troops who not only refrained from misconduct but were even courteous and helpful made a lasting impression.

As the Communists acquired more troops through defections and mass surrenders, however, these standards of conduct sometimes proved difficult to enforce among soldiers who, until their recent change of allegiance, had been accustomed to the good old ways of larceny, sexual abuse, and vandalism. In June 1946 there had been a much noted incident at a town in North China in which a unit of newly converted People’s Army troops had killed several hundred Kuomintang prisoners of war as well as local civilians. Buildings, including a school, church, and temple, had been looted and damaged. The Communists responded by tightening discipline, increasing indoctrination, assuming direct party control over food and logistics, abolishing old unit identities, and directing that “those hooligans who fail to comply should be put out of military service.”23

Aside from defectors from the Nationalists, the Communists recruited heavily among former bandits, members of local landowner militias, and young men displaced by war, poverty, or local upheavals. The Communists also recruited vigorously among the villages in areas under their control, but many peasants who were recent beneficiaries of the party’s land redistribution programs were far from eager to leave their newly acquired fields to serve in the Liberation Army, however much they might admire its principles.24 Villagers did participate in Communist local and regional militia forces that often served as sources for promising recruits to the full-time People’s Army.

The People’s Army had nothing to match the generous flow of arms from the United States to Chiang’s forces. During the early period of the Civil War, most Communist forces were armed with Japanese weapons either captured after VJ Day or, more commonly, transferred to them by the Soviets. Sometimes entire warehouses full of Japanese weapons were provided to the People’s Liberation Army by the Russians along with some artillery. Most of the machinery and equipment in the numerous factories and workshops established by the Japanese in Manchuria had been seized by the Red Army and shipped off to the Soviet Union, but enough remained to provide the Communists with the material base for the establishment of arms factories in secure areas.25 As the war progressed, increasing quantities of American weapons captured from the Nationalists fell into Communist hands. In addition to captured weapons, the Communists were able to steal or purchase the latest American arms and equipment from the Nationalists, sometimes soon after their arrival in China.26

In the final accounting, the elements influencing the contest between Communists and Nationalists were not simply military ones. “In the prevailing situation in China,” observed US ambassador John Leighton Stuart, “the inter-relation between military, political and economic developments is more marked perhaps than in any other area of the world.”27 Among the most important of these elements was the long-standing fragility of the Chinese economy. Agriculture had been a troubled area since before the turn of the century, but mining, manufacturing, and commerce had developed robustly during the decades preceding the Japanese War. The war had devastated many of these industries, export markets for Chinese goods had disappeared, and the activities of Chiang’s avaricious officials in charge of da Jieshou further retarded business recovery. Many of the Kuomintang bureaucrats who snatched up factories and businesses at bargain prices had no clue as to how to run them. Others simply dismantled and sold off equipment, machinery, or entire plants to turn a quick profit.28

The renewal of full-scale warfare in 1946 had resulted in increased military spending by the Nationalist government. During the years of the Civil War, about 65–70 percent of government expenditures were devoted to the military.29 Even with large American loans provided in 1945 and 1946, and $500 million in food and development aid provided by the US-financed United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration, Chiang’s regime lacked the financial resources to pay for these large outlays for the war effort.

The tax system consistently failed to supply the Nationalist government with the money needed. It was not that China’s citizens were lightly taxed; indeed, oppressive and sometimes arbitrary taxes had been for decades a main source of popular discontent in both urban and rural regions. However, the tax collection system was so corrupt that a large portion of the amounts paid disappeared into the hands of those officials collecting them. In any case, loopholes in the tax laws enabled many wealthy individuals and businesses to avoid paying anything at all.30

Overall only about one-third of the government’s expenditures could be covered by taxation or reserves; the remainder were financed simply by printing money. In addition, disruptions in agriculture and transportation shortages caused by the Civil War had caused periodic food shortages, particularly in urban areas. This necessitated imports of food that further drained the government’s gold and currency reserves. The result was runaway inflation. At the end of World War II, the US dollar was worth about 3,350 Chinese Yuan. By the beginning of 1947 it was worth 7,700 Yuan, and by August of 1947 it required 45,000 Chinese Yuan to purchase one US dollar.31

Those Chinese who could, would send their capital abroad or invest in gold and silver. Skyrocketing prices due to the depreciating currency had a devastating impact on the urban middle class—shopkeepers, civil servants, and teachers—as well as urban workers, resulting in a wave of labor disputes and demonstrations. Employees received their salaries in large bound blocks of currency that required suitcases or even rickshaws to transport. General Claire Chennault, former army air forces general and organizer of the Flying Tigers, who had retired to China after the war to run a civilian airline company, noted that a two-week payroll for his employees weighed slightly over a ton in paper currency and required five men four days to count into bundles.32

Upon receipt, Chinese workers rushed their bricks of paper currency to shops and stores to make purchases before prices rose again. “A housewife would enter a crowded rice shop to bargain for a picul of rationed rice valued at, say, CNC 500,000. During the hour consumed in waiting her turn and driving the traditional bargain, the rice dealer might reasonably conclude that the currency rate had advanced and add another CNC 100,000 to the price.”33 The hyperinflation and the faltering economy undermined public confidence in the Nationalist government and its leaders and produced a disinclination to believe in or support any of that government’s efforts at currency reform, wage and price freezes, or crackdowns on speculators and black marketers.

The inflation also had its impact in rural areas despite relatively bountiful harvests in 1946. Food prices tended to rise more slowly than prices of other commodities, so that the farmers still felt the influence of galloping inflation in the rising cost of tools, seeds, fertilizers, and other items required to produce a crop. Disruption of the transportation system due to unrepaired war damage and Communist attacks on the railroads made shipping agricultural products to market expensive and uncertain.34

The basic pattern of Chinese agriculture had remained virtually unchanged since the last century. Population growth, soil erosion, and lack of all but the most traditional tools and technology were already imposing critical strains on the rural economy well before the war with Japan. “To look over a plain in China from a low hill or city wall is to see fifty villages at once,” wrote the renowned British economist R. H. Tawney in 1932. “They are as thick on the ground as are, in western countries, individual farms.”35

The incidence of land ownership varied from one region to another, but overall almost half of all China’s farmers who owned land held less than two acres, and more than half rented some or all of the land they tilled.36 Indebtedness was increasing and, with no rural banking system, farmers were forced to borrow from moneylenders or large landowners at interest rates that averaged 20 to 40 percent. Farmers who lost their land or owned too little land had to hire out as laborers for others. Often their children were hired out as well. Daughters were sometimes sold to wealthier families to act as maids or as “second wives” or sold to brothels.37 The Chinese peasant, Tawney observed, was “a man standing up to his neck in water whom the slightest ripple will drown.”38

Peng Dehuai’s family in Hunan was among those who failed to keep the water at neck level. When Peng was eight, “my mother died and my father became ill. As my granduncle was almost 80 and my grandmother over 70 there was no one to look after my three little brothers. Less than a month after my mother’s death my six month old youngest brother died of starvation. The family first sold the trees and wooded plots, then mortgaged our fallow land leaving us less than three tenths of a mu of land [about 5/100 of an acre]. The implements and furniture in the house, even the wooden doors and planks used for beds were sold. . . . Cotton batting was used to plug the family’s cooking kettle when the water was boiled. We were in rags.”39

In many regions, a relatively small number of large landowners set the pattern of rural economic activity. Many Chinese who had made their fortunes in trade or business during the first decades of the century chose to acquire land as a safer and more stable investment. These investors together with older landholding families were referred to as “The Big Trees.” The Big Trees dominated the economic and social organization of their villages and counties. Local government officials were often tied to them through family connection, bribery, or both.

Below the Big Trees was a somewhat larger class of farmers that Communist theorists officially classified as “rich peasants.” That definition was rather fuzzy but generally referred to families who controlled more land than they could themselves farm and supplemented their labor with that of hired farmhands. Rich peasants might make sufficient profits to invest in business or moneylending. A much larger group of farmers fell into the “middle peasant” and “poor peasant” categories. “Middle peasants” were farm families that were able to support themselves through the labor of their own family members without hiring themselves out to others or needing to employ outside labor. “Poor peasant” families owned little or no land and had to rent, hire themselves out, and borrow money in order to survive.

In principle and in their propaganda pronouncements, the Communists were committed to the elimination of tenancy, landlessness, and the drastic maldistribution of wealth in the countryside. In practice their land policies varied widely depending upon the military situation, the regional pattern of agriculture, and the judgment and skill of individual Communist organizers. In many villages that fell under their control, party organizers solicited and received the support of “rich” and “middle” peasants as well as the poorer elements. Peasant associations were established as a way of linking people closely with the party’s programs. Women often participated actively in meetings and associations, a pronounced break from their traditional roles and one that committed them to the success of Communist efforts to remake society.

Land redistribution varied from simply confiscating the holdings of absentee landowners and former Japanese collaborators to far more radical programs in which the confiscation of the property of landlords, rich peasants, and sometimes even middle peasants was accompanied by ritual humiliation, beatings, and torture by crowds of angry and violent villagers. These “struggle sessions” were organized by the peasant associations encouraged and coached by the Communist cadres.

Residents of the village would come forward to recount the “crimes,” abuses, and cruelties, actual and imagined, of the landlord or rich peasant being “struggled against.” “Punishments included stoning, clubbing, beating, and stabbing.”40 The crowds demanded that the accused reveal the hiding places of their ill-gotten gains, whether grain, rice, gold, jewels, silver dollars, or other valuables. Often the sight of these assets only further enraged the crowd.41

In some regions “struggle” was not limited to actions against landlords and rich peasants but might extend to far less wealthy farmers or workers who could also become targets of revolutionary violence and terror. The party leadership itself frequently alternated between emphasis on the importance of radical land reform and warnings about the dangers of alienating the middle peasants. Whatever the specific practices, the ultimate purpose of land reform was not to achieve some ideal distribution of property but to permanently overturn the traditional patterns of power and authority in the rural areas, tie the middle class and the poor to the party, and give them a tangible stake in preventing, at all costs, the imposition of the old order.42 As Liu Shaoqi observed, “After the farmer receives his share of land he will naturally believe that the only way to preserve his share of land is to follow the CCP to the very end. As a matter of fact farmers are fearful of revenge from the landlords and it is highly probable that they will plunge in with CCP.”43

The cumulative result of these social and economic developments—a hobbled economy, a dysfunctional system of public finance, a corrupt and predatory Nationalist bureaucracy, rural agricultural distress, and uncontrolled inflation—meant that even as Chiang prepared for his final offensives to crush the Communists, his regime was being progressively undermined through the demoralization, alienation, and hostility of larger and larger elements of the population in both the cities and the countryside. Little of this was apparent to outside observers in late 1946 as Chiang prepared what he believed would be the final campaigns against his longtime enemy.

Chiang’s plan for a knockout blow called for offensives by the bulk of his best units in two areas, the province of Shandong in Northeast China, and the province of Shanxi in the Northwest. In Shandong the Nationalists enjoyed a superiority in troops of almost three to one over Chen Yi’s three field armies. In the final weeks of 1946 the Nationalists launched their attacks into Shandong, pushing toward the city of Linyi in the southeast corner of Shandong. The city was the headquarters of Chen’s Shandong Field Army.

The spearhead of the Nationalist advance was the Reorganized Twenty-Sixth Division equipped with modern tanks. At the beginning of January, Chen Yi managed to separate the Twenty-Sixth Division from its two supporting divisions and attack it with a far more numerous force. In two days of intense fighting, and at the cost of heavy casualties, the Communists surrounded and destroyed the division, capturing some of its armored vehicles.44 Nevertheless, the Nationalists continued their advance and in mid-February captured Linyi.

Buoyed by this success, Chiang urged the Nationalist generals in Shandong to pursue and destroy the retiring Communist forces despite warnings from General Wang Yaowu, his top commander in Shandong, that Chen Yi was still undefeated and might be preparing an ambush. Chiang was unrelenting and ordered the pursuit to continue. On February 20, Chen Yi’s forces cut in behind General Li Xianzhou’s nine Nationalist divisions, separating them from their base, the provincial capital of Jinan. Li’s troops were ambushed and surrounded by the Communists near the town of Laiwu. General Li was wounded and his forces disintegrated. Yet despite this success Chen Yi was still in trouble as the Nationalists continued their push into Shandong.

Meanwhile, Chiang’s other main offensive, in the Northwest, appeared to be on the verge of a spectacular success. In early March 1947, General Hu Zhongnan’s First and Twenty-Ninth Armies, totaling almost a quarter million men supported by seventy-five aircraft, advanced into Shanxi aiming for the Communist capital at Yenan. By March 10 they had captured Luochuan, less than one hundred kilometers from Yenan.

The Communists had learned of the Nationalist offensive while it was still being prepared thanks to the work of Hu’s personal secretary, one of Zhou Enlai’s agents.45 With his forces in the Yenan area greatly outnumbered and unwilling to divert troops from other critical theaters, Mao made the decision to abandon his war capital. General Peng Dehuai’s Northwest Field Army was assigned the mission of delaying the Nationalists as long as possible while the party leadership and headquarters completed their preparation to evacuate. Hu’s advanced units reached the outskirts of Yenan on March 13. By this time most of the party’s key personnel had left the city together with records, printing press, radios, medical supplies, and the best weapons and movable equipment.

Mao himself did not leave the city until three days later when Hu’s troops were in artillery range of the capital. According to one story, the chairman’s departure was so leisurely that the nervous driver of his captured American jeep kept revving the engine outside Mao’s office to remind the leader that it was high time to leave. Finally Mao did set off for the North accompanied by Zhou Enlai. On the way he and Zhou chattered and laughed as if, in the words of his bodyguard, ‘this was an outing.’”46 Prior to leaving, Mao had instructed Peng Dehuai to ensure that all the abandoned party offices were clean and tidy. “He did not want the Kuomindang troops to think that the communists had left in a panic.”47

Mao’s show of bravado notwithstanding, the loss of Yenan was a major propaganda victory for Chiang and a significant psychological blow to many Communist leaders. It forced the party high command to split and relocate to new remote strongholds. Meanwhile Peng Dehuai was left with the task of delaying the Nationalist pursuit. As Hu Zhongnan’s overconfident forces became more strung out in their advance, Peng took advantage of the situation to isolate and defeat major units of the Nationalist forces. By the end of April the Nationalist pursuit had effectively ended.48 The Nationalists had gained an important symbolic success and forced the Communist leadership to scatter, but Shanxi was not secure and Peng’s forces were still dangerous.

As Chiang’s offensives in Shanxi and Shandong ground to a halt, Mao was planning a counterattack. For this undertaking Mao turned to “the one-eyed dragon,” Liu Bocheng, and his political officer Deng Xiaoping. Liu’s plan was to boldly cut loose from his base areas, cross the Yellow River with his main force (soon renamed the Central Plains Field Army), and strike south into the vast plains area of central China. Such an operation would be highly risky, Liu told his commanders, but “if we do this we can draw the enemy to ourselves and make it easier for the other field armies. How can you take hot embers out from under a pot if you are afraid of burning your fingers? Even if we have to make sacrifices we should not begrudge them.”49 With Chiang’s forces concentrated in the east in Shandong and in the west in Shanxi, an attack into the thinly held central provinces might yield decisive results. In any case it would send a powerful psychological message that despite Chiang’s blows the Communists were far from defeated.50

Retaining some second line units in their old base areas as a diversion, Liu crossed the Yellow River on June 30, surprising the Kuomintang units and rolling up the entire eighty-mile Nationalist defense line. At the same time, Chen Yi’s army moved east from their bases in Shandong to attack the right wing of the Nationalist defenders. The Kuomintang commanders reacted by pulling their forces back into nearby towns and cities, which the Communists captured one by one. By the end of July the Kuomintang armies had lost some 80,000 men compared to fewer than 11,000 for the People’s Army forces. Chiang ordered reinforcements to the area and sacked all of his top commanders connected to the debacle.

Liu now swung south for the Dabie Mountains, located in the watershed between the Huai and Yangtze Rivers about three hundred miles west of Nanjing. This area had served as a Communist base in the 1930s. Heavy rains turned the ground into vast fields of mud as the Central Plains Field Army made its way through Anhui Province toward the mountains, pursued by the Nationalists. Liu had to abandon most of his heavy equipment to keep ahead of his pursuers. “Soldiers sobbed over the decision to destroy their guns because of the number of their comrades who had died to capture them.”51 The rains finally abated in mid-August, but Liu’s forces still had to complete three difficult river crossings, the last two under artillery fire, before the advance units of the Central Plains Field Army reached the mountains at the end of August.

As Liu Bocheng was completing final preparations for the Yellow River crossing, Lin Biao’s Northeast Army, urged on by Mao, launched a new offensive in Manchuria. In mid-May 1947, Lin suddenly moved south across the Songhua River and captured the city of Huaide. While Du Yuming’s forces fell back before them, Lin’s troops advanced forty miles a day and reached Siping in less than a week. That city, which Lin had unsuccessfully sought to defend the previous year, he now sought to recapture; he met with an equal lack of success.

Li Tianyou, who commanded Lin’s forces at Siping, underestimated the number of Nationalist defenders and was badly outgunned by Nationalist artillery. In sixteen days of stubborn street-to-street fighting, the city’s Nationalist defenders, well dug in and supported by air attacks, managed to hold out long enough to enable Du Yuming to bring up reinforcements. Li Tianyou’s troops withdrew. Casualties were heavy on both sides. An estimated 85 percent of the city was destroyed and large numbers of civilians, caught in the cross fire of the close-in urban fighting, lost their lives.52

Lin’s failure at Siping was a significant setback for the Communists, but Lin’s forces were still intact and he immediately began preparations for another offensive in the fall of 1947. In addition, most of the districts that the People’s Army had crossed on its march to Siping were still under Communist control. The menace posed by Lin’s offensive had also prompted the Nationalists to abandon many of their vulnerable positions and concentrate on defending a few key cities like Siping, Changchun, and Shenyang.

The Communists in Manchuria were by now receiving important support from the Soviets, who had entered into various agreements with Mao’s government to exchange military supplies and other goods for raw materials from Communist-held parts of Manchuria. This was a valuable supplement to the People’s Army’s reliance on equipment that it captured or purchased from the Nationalists. The Soviets also provided well-trained railway troops to help repair and operate the sizable portions of the Manchurian rail lines now under Communist control. Yet Lin’s growing army was still dependent to a large extent on civilian porters and traditional transportation. For their final campaigns in Manchuria, the Communists utilized over 1,600,000 porters and almost 7,000 horse carts.53

By the second winter of the war in Manchuria, Dr. Rosenfeld had established a rudimentary medical school and a network of movable field hospitals near the front to support the movements of the army. Clinics were established about twenty-five kilometers apart in small villages. There “boys who had just graduated from medical school worked with old experienced doctors.” The clinics gave emergency aid to urgent cases, gave tetanus shots, and administered a few drops of opium tincture to prepare casualties for their painful onward evacuation. Despite the acquisition of some trucks, most wounded still had to be transported by litter.

To avoid Nationalist aircraft, the wounded could only be moved at night. Yet even at night, the long lines of litters could be visible against the moonlit snow. Then “the American planes of the Kuomintang would go to low altitude and bombed and shot the injured and their carriers mercilessly.”54

The medical headquarters and the First Field Hospital were regularly attacked three times a day by Nationalist fighters and bombers. “The many hundreds of wounded were dispersed in small groups into different houses making our work very difficult. . . . We had no anti-aircraft defense at the time . . . the dugouts were also very primitive and in time no one used them anymore; you just let the air attacks pass by. The head cook of our division, a fifty-year-old soldier, was in his tent. Whenever the air alarm sounded he abandoned his work and hurried to the yard with his old military gun to shoot at planes. He never hit any but he had a blast every time.”55

Rosenfeld navigated between his clinics and aid stations in a captured American jeep. In the course of a few months, the Red Army in Manchuria lost about 250 physicians killed and wounded, but Rosenfeld’s improvised medical schools continued to produce a new crop of about 300 doctors every three to four months.

Chiang was by this point convinced that Manchuria would be the decisive theater of the war. Against the advice of some of his top generals and his American military advisors who wanted him to transfer forces from that area to meet the Communist threat in the Central Plains, Chiang sent still more troops and equipment to the Northeast. He also replaced Du Yuming with General Chen Cheng, a trusted associate who had been Chiang’s student at the Whampoa Military Academy. In Chiang’s eyes, the loss of Manchuria would deprive his regime of its key industrial base and open central and southern China to attack.56

The pugnacious Chen Cheng brought an air of determination and enthusiasm to his post. With Chiang’s backing he sacked or transferred commanders he deemed not up to their tasks. The old warlord bands and former puppet units who had joined the Nationalists in 1945–1946 were disbanded, their commanders relieved, and their troops transferred to regular units. At the same time Chen began planning for a fall offensive that would split the Communist forces in northern Manchuria from those in the South.

Before Chen had completed his preparations, Lin Biao struck again in October 1947, destroying the newly arrived Nationalist Forty-Ninth Army and severing the rail lines that connected Chen Cheng’s garrisons in the large cities with Beijing and with each other.57 The Communists also captured large amounts of supplies and grain before withdrawing in November. Chen wanted to reply with a winter offensive but was dissuaded because of the severe weather common to Manchurian winters. That sort of weather would not only make ground operations difficult, but would prevent air operations by most of the Nationalist warplanes and transports upon which the Nationalist troops had become increasingly dependent for support.

Lin’s offensives in Manchuria forced Chiang to transfer an additional five divisions from North China to the Northeast. This provided General Nie Rongzhen’s Communist forces in Hebei Province, who had been dodging superior Nationalist armies for more than a year, with a rare opportunity. In mid-October near the town of Qingfengdian, Nie’s troops cut off and destroyed the Nationalist Third Corps, which they had lured outside its base in the large industrial city of Shijiazhuang. After defeating the Third Corps, Nie laid siege to Shijiazhuang itself.

Shijiazhuang, located at the junction of three railways, was one of the most important communications hubs in North China. The modern Japanese-built defenses of Shijiazhuang were formidable, with the city protected by three successive lines. “The first defense line consisted of a trench ouside the city. The second defense line was a trench inside the city. The last line of defense was the central fortifications. The city was crisscrossed by barbed wire, mines, electrified wire and pillboxes. There was a network of tunnels and communication trenches connecting strongholds in the suburbs.” Blockhouses and pillboxes in the city totaled 6,000, according to Marshall Nie Rongzhen.58 On the other hand, the city garrison comprised only about 24,000 soldiers, many of them former warlord or puppet troops. They would be obliged to hold a defense perimeter totaling twelve miles.

Having learned a good deal from earlier unsuccessful attacks on Nationalist-held towns, Nie Rongzhen skillfully employed his artillery to destroy the city’s power plant and keep the defenders off balance while his soldiers dug sapping trenches to gradually approach the city in much the way that European armies had done in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century sieges.59 A Nationalist general recalled that where one day there had been an empty plain, the following morning “many of your trenches appeared in front of us and communication trenches criss-crossed the whole place. I knew we were finished.”60 Once inside the city People’s Army squads and platoons avoided moving down the open streets; instead, they blasted their way from building to building using small portable explosive devices.61 Shijiazhung’s last defenses collapsed on November 13, 1947, after one week of fighting.

The capture of Shijiazhung marked a significant turning point in the Civil War. After earlier failures such as Siping, the People’s Army had finally mastered the techniques and skills to successfully attack and seize a heavily defended major city. “Soon we will capture a second and third city the size of Shijiazhung,” declared People’s Army commander Zhu De, “and there are many more to come.”62

Shortly after the fall of Shijiazhung, US ambassador John Leighton Stuart submitted a report to Washington providing his military and naval attachés’ analysis of the current state of the Civil War in China. The report concluded that in most areas of North China and Manchuria “the offensive initiative has passed to the Communists. The situation of the government might be alleviated in some degree were it possible for it to reinforce any of the northern sectors from the south. The recent incursion of Liu Po-cheng (Liu Bocheng) south of the Lung-Hai [Railroad] constitutes a sufficient threat to the security of government control of the Yangtze Valley to prevent any diminution of its present government garrison.”

The ambassador observed that “all reports received by the Embassy indicate that there exists at all government headquarters . . . both at Nanking and in the field the deepest pessimism with regard to the possibility of any improvement in the government’s military position. Of late this pessimism is tending more and more to become abject defeatism.” He warned that “a collapse of any significantly large sector in North China or Manchuria will rapidly develop into a military crisis that cannot be isolated. . . . In a real sense the complete collapse of the Government military position in North China and Manchuria depends on the timetable of the Communist high command.”63

By the time the Embassy’s report reached Washington, Lin Biao was putting new operations in motion that would soon bear out the ambassador’s dire warnings. Lin was counting on the winter weather both to mask his movements and to free his forces from the threat of air attack as his troops moved through the deep snow and freezing winds of the northeastern winter to cut off and surround Shenyang, the city that was the Nationalists’ headquarters for Manchuria. The cold was so bitter, an American correspondent recalled, that soldiers “could not with bare hands touch the metal of their weapons without losing skin.”64

Pushing off in mid-December 1947, Lin’s forces advanced into southern Manchuria, capturing the city of Zhangwu and attacking the city of Faku and thus threatening Shenyang to the southeast. Chen Cheng responded by dispatching a strong force of four corps north to meet Lin’s attack. At the beginning of January 1948, the Nationalist Fifth Corps, which had become separated from Chen’s other forces, collided with the Communists and was rapidly surrounded. The Fifth Corps’ calls for reinforcements were disregarded by Chen Chang until it was too late. On January 7, in the waist-deep snow, the Fifth Corps attempted to break out and was largely annihilated by Lin’s PLA forces supported by more than fifty artillery pieces.65 The Nationalists suffered over 20,000 killed or captured. Among the prisoners were the Fifth Corps commander and two division commanders. Lin’s victorious forces also captured 160 field guns and 137 motor vehicles.66

The Fifth Corps disaster exposed the futility of Nationalist strategy. As the American military attaché observed, after mid-1946, “the government armies were committed to a strategic plan which involves the sacrifice of mobility in favor of garrisoning large cities and the guarding of lines of communication.” As a result of following this course of action, the Nationalists “lost the capacity of conducting offensive sweeps through the countryside contiguous to these garrisons.”67 By the late winter of 1947 the military situation had evolved into one in which Chiang’s troops were concentrated on holding the largest cities while the Communists gradually cut them off from either reinforcement or withdrawal.

Chiang, who had flown to Manchuria in time to witness the Fifth Corps debacle, replaced Chen Cheng with General Wei Lihuang. In the meantime Lin Biao’s offensives rolled on, capturing the cities of Liaoyang and Anshan only about sixty miles south of Wei’s headquarters at Shenyang. The important port of Yingkou, Shenyang’s only outlet to the sea, fell into Communist hands in late February when its entire garrison defected.68 By early March 1948, Lin’s army was at Siping, the scene of his two earlier failures. This time he had ample artillery support and about 100,000 troops confronting fewer than 20,000 Nationalist defenders. The Nationalist soldiers, an elite division that had fought together since the defense of Shanghai against the Japanese in 1937, put up a stiff fight, but by March 12, Siping was captured by the Communists.

In Manchuria, by mid-March 1948 only the large cities of Changchun, Shenyang, and Jinzhou remained in Nationalist hands. All were effectively isolated by the Communists. Jinzhou, on the main route from North China into Manchuria via the Shanhaiquan Pass, was particularly important, being the main supply base for all Nationalist forces in the Northeast and the last barrier to an attack into northern and central China.

The Nationalists had also suffered massive manpower losses not only due to casualties but to defections. The Communists claimed that of troops lost by the Kuomintang forces since August 1946, almost two-thirds had been defectors.69 These defections came close to offsetting the total PLA losses of the past two years. In all, Communist forces had expanded from about 1.2 million in the summer of 1946 to 2.8 million in mid-1948. The Nationalists still had 3.65 million under arms, but the gap was narrowing.70

Flying into Shenyang in March 1948, Associated Press correspondent Seymour Topping encountered a “city in panic. . . . I found that Lin Biao’s columns had drawn a noose about the entire city and its environs. . . . Three China-based civilian airlines, including General Claire L. Chennault’s Civil Air Transport (CAT) were bringing in food and other supplies for the military garrison and selected civilians. Huge salaries were being paid to the American pilots making the risky low level flight over the Communist lines.”71

Despite these efforts and intensive farming within the Nationalist-held sixty-mile perimeter around Shenyang, the civilian population experienced catastrophic food shortages. “More than 300,000 people were subsisting on bark and leaves and pressed soybean cakes ordinarily used as fertilizer or animal fodder. Thousands were dying, many of them children, wasted by malnutrition and such diseases as pellagra and scurvy. Many were going blind because of diet deficiencies.”72 The situation in Changchun was much the same. The American vice-consul estimated that “half the population is now eating indigestible dry beans and bean cake. The government is competing for the latter to use as fuel for the very small scale operations of the local thermal electric mill [that is] serving military needs [and for] operation of grain mills.” Grain shops as well as carts, buildings, and rail cars whose wood could be used for fuel had been targets of mob actions and looting.73

South of Manchuria in Shanxi, the Communists recaptured Yenan at the end of April, an important political as well as military victory that symbolized how much things had changed in a year. “There can be little doubt that the people, for the most part neutral in the civil war, are becoming increasingly dispirited and disillusioned [with the Nationalist government],” observed the British consul in Tientsin. “They take for granted that the only thing government officials are interested in is money. . . . The Nationalists have demonstrated a complete inability to win and inspire the confidence of the people.” He described the prevailing mood as a “sort of antithesis of the Dunkirk spirit, ‘blood, sweat and squeeze.’”74 Ambassador Stuart found Chiang Kai-shek “becoming more depressed and irritable and his advisors are unwilling to say anything unwelcome to him.”75

By May 1948 the ground in Manchuria had dried sufficiently to make military operations possible, and Lin’s forces began to close in on Jinzhou. Chiang and his American military advisors had anticipated such a threat. In January 1948, soon after Wei Lihuang’s appointment, the generalissimo had approved a plan to move most of the forces at Shenyang to Jinzhou, where they could help defend that vital position, withdraw from Manchuria, or retake the offensive as the situation warranted. Additional Nationalist reinforcements would be sent by sea to the port of Huludao to link up with these forces. Wei Lihuang was unenthusiastic about abandoning the comparative security and ample military supplies of Shenyang and exposing his forces to defeat in the field.76 He delayed launching the operation until the end of September. By that time the Communists had already begun their siege of Jinzhou.

Lin Bao’s troops had captured key towns and villages around Jinzhou and cut the city’s connections to the port of Huludao. They had also attacked Maoershan, a mountain north of Jinzhou that could provide artillery observers a panoramic view of the entire city. General Fan Hanjie, the Nationalist commander at Jinzhou and a close associate of Chiang, attempted to reinforce the defenses at Maoershan, but his troops were ambushed on their way and had to withdraw back to the city, incurring heavy losses.77

Communist artillery could now target any point in Jinzhou. Authur Jung Chang’s family was living in the city during the siege. “The shelling was amazingly accurate. Few ordinary houses were hit but the population suffered from the terrible fires which the shelling ignited and there was no water to douse the flames. The sky was completely obscured by thick dark smoke. . . . The noise of the artillery was deafening. My mother could hear people wailing but could never tell where they were or what was happening.”78 General Wei Lihuang sent reinforcements to Jinzhou by air, but after a few days Lin Bao’s artillery was able to shut down the airport.

Although Lin Biao had effectively isolated Jinzhou, his army’s own position was now precarious. With a good proportion of his forces occupied in the siege, the eleven Nationalist divisions recently landed at Huludao were closing in on him from the east while Wei Lihuang’s three Nationalist Corps from Shenyang were moving in from the west. A single PLA “column” (about two divisions) attempted to block the eastern force near the town of Tashan. For almost a week the Nationalists battered against the defenses of the outnumbered People’s Army troops at Tashan without much success.79

Meanwhile Lin redoubled his efforts to capture Jinzhou. At one point during the siege “a band of about half a dozen disheveled soldiers” burst into Jung Chang’s family’s house. “[They] had not eaten in two days. They demanded food. . . . Yu-lin’s wife immediately began cooking a huge saucepan of sorghum noodles. When they were ready she put them on the kitchen table and went into the next room to tell the soldiers. As she turned her back a shell landed in the saucepan and exploded spattering the noodles all over the kitchen.”80 Under pressure from Lin’s assault and subject to heavy artillery fire, the Nationalist Ninety-Third Army, defending a section of Jinzhou’s perimeter, defected, opening a wide gap in the defenders’ lines. The Communists overran the city, capturing 90,000 Kuomintang soldiers.81

News of the fall of Jinzhou set off a chain reaction of panic throughout the Nationalist forces in Manchuria. Changchun, the capital of Manchuria, had been under siege by about 160,000 Communist troops since June. By August the Communists had established a tight ring around the city with their forward positions only about 1,100 yards and in some places less than 500 yards from the Nationalist lines.82 Within the starving city, human flesh sold for US$1.20 per pound. A Time correspondent estimated that each day about five hundred of the city’s citizens died of starvation. Airdrops by four planes a day barely managed to keep the troops of the Nationalist garrison on half rations.83

“The most difficult thing is the diminishing food supply which is now very low,” wrote a young officer. “When there is some food it is extremely expensive. Sorghum costs several million Yuan per half kilogram. . . . There is no place on earth with higher prices than here. Ordinary citizens cannot afford sorghum so they eat grass and tree bark. Everyday people die of hunger. . . . With regard to our soldiers, although we have enough food we are still struggling. . . . We haven’t had meat in over a month and what we eat is poor in nutrients. . . . Army and civilians are struggling to survive. There aren’t even words I can use to describe it. We have reached the worst possible situation.”84

Starvation in Changchun was not simply a by-product of wartime conditions; it was a weapon deliberately chosen by Lin Biao to weaken the defense of the city. Political officers introduced the slogan, “Don’t give the enemy a single grain of food or a single blade of grass; starve Changchun’s Chiang army to death in the city!” Changchun was to be completely isolated, with no supplies permitted to enter and no civilians permitted to leave. This policy was intended to strain the resources of the city but also to create tension between the Nationalist soldiers who had to be kept fed, however inadequately, and the increasingly hungry civilians.85

As conditions deteriorated more and more, civilians and not a few army deserters attempted to escape from the city. The Communists countered escape attempts by barbed wire barriers and sentries stationed at fifty-yard intervals. Some residents of Changchun had no need to escape. On Chiang’s orders large numbers of elderly and sick civilians were expelled from the city to ease the strain on the food supply. Army deserters could frequently buy their way through the blockade by bartering military equipment. One rifle was reported to be good for an exit permit for five people, a hundred rounds of small arms ammunition was good for one exit visa, and so on.86

Unable to pass the Communist checkpoints and barred by the Nationalists from returning to the city, tens of thousands of refugees were forced into a no-man’s-land between the lines called “the checkpoint zone.” For most of the hapless refugees, life in the zone was mean, nasty, and short. Bandits roamed the area, stealing from new arrivals and selling access to the few working wells. “The area is permeated by the stench of numberless corpses,” the American consulate in Mukden [Shenyang] reported in September. “They are preyed upon by those dogs which escape the clutches of the hungry refugees.”87

In time Lin Biao and his staff realized that the spectacle of Communist soldiers turning thousands of starving civilians away at gunpoint was posing a major PR problem as well as undermining those soldiers’ morale. Liu Yalou, Lin Biao’s chief of staff, observed, “Not allowing the starving people to leave the city and pushing back those who have left is extremely difficult to both the starving people and the soldiers. . . . They kneel in groups in front of our sentries begging to be allowed through; some of them leave their babies and children and then run away; some bring rope and hang themselves in front of the sentries.”88

By early August, the Communists were allowing sizable increments of refugees out of the checkpoint zone. First priority went to people in the most dire straits, who were given food and shelter and then dispersed to locations around Changchun. Students, technicians, and workers with desirable skills who could be incorporated into the military were also favored. Altogether an estimated 150,000 refugees and deserters succeeded in escaping Changchun, leaving behind about 370,000 other civilians still trapped in the city or already dead.89

Changchun was defended by two armies: the New Seventh Army, consisting of American-trained veterans of the Burma campaign, and the Sixtieth Army, composed mainly of troops from the far southwestern province of Yunnan, some of whom had participated in the occupation of northern Indochina in 1945. They found Manchuria far less salubrious and were demoralized by the harsh winter weather. General Zeng Zesheng, the Sixtieth Army’s commander, was in active communication with high-ranking Communist officers, some of them former comrades and friends, about changing sides. Ordered to break out, on October 16 the Sixtieth Army soldiers abandoned their positions and defected the next day, leaving the city to its fate. The Communists took control of Changchun on October 20, capturing the garrison commander, General Zheng Dongguo, who was attempting to hold out in the city’s Central Bank with his last two loyal battalions.90

The siege of Changchun was less costly to the forces involved than many other battles of the Civil War, but to the ordinary inhabitants of the city it was catastrophic. At the beginning of the siege Changchun’s population had been a little less than 400,000; by the end of the siege it was just under 180,000.91 “By the time the Communists took over the city every leaf or blade of grass had been consumed during the final desperate months. ‘We were just lying in bed starving to death,’ said Zhang Yinghua, now 86, “we couldn’t even crawl.”92 The city’s loss of population was comparable to that of many cities that had been subject to heavy bombing during World War II.

Chiang still stubbornly insisted that the Shenyang and the Huludao forces push on and retake Jinzhou. As the troops from Shenyang, called the “West Striking Force,” moved south, they were confronted by Lin’s troops fresh from their victory at Jinzhou. The Nationalists halted around the towns of Xinmin and Xinlitun and the village of Heishan, where they formed a wide perimeter while Lin poured in reinforcements. After a week of heavy fighting the West Striking Force was virtually destroyed.

Now only Shenyang remained as the one inland Manchurian city still in Nationalist hands. “Mukden [Shenyang] is a ghost city,” reported Life magazine correspondent Roy Rowan. “No preparation had been made for a last stand defense. Most of the government troops were encamped near railway sidings awaiting evacuation. . . . Freezing blasts of wind whistled down the broad empty thoroughfares. Shop fronts and some of the army pillboxes on main street intersections were boarded up.”93 Thousands of ill-clad, desperate refugees made their way past the abandoned shops and factories of the city toward the railway station. “Streets by the depot were jammed with refugees peddling odd bits of belongings to buy food. Every few hours trains overflowing with yellow-clad troops left Mukden and rattled south toward the evacuation port of Yingkou . . . Planes flew out whole companies and battalions of troops. Civilians also were flown out. And for them a little slip of white paper—a ticket to Tsingtao or Tientsin—was suddenly the most precious commodity in the world.”94

Among those flown out were Generals Du Yu Ming and Wei Lihuang. Left behind in command at Shenyang was General Zhou Fucheng, who defected on November 1, 1948, and surrendered the city and his 140,000 troops to the Communists. The Nationalist Navy, in one of its rare effective operations, successfully covered the evacuation of the remnants of Chiang’s forces through the ports of Yingkou and Huludao.

Altogether perhaps 200,000 Nationalist troops were extracted from Manchuria; however, Chiang had lost thirty-three divisions totaling over 320,000 men (the Communists claimed 470,000), along with 100,000 US-supplied rifles, 920 machine guns, 115 US-made howitzers, 25 aircraft, and over 700,000 rounds of ammunition of all types. Eleven of the lost divisions were among Chiang’s best troops supplied and trained by the United States, many of them veterans of the 1944–1945 campaigns against the Japanese.95

Defeat in Manchuria made clear to all that the tide had turned in the Civil War. Two weeks before the fall of Shenyang, Ambassador Stuart notified all American consulates and Vice Admiral Oscar C. Badger, commander, Naval Forces Western Pacific, that he had decided to implement emergency evacuation plans for American nationals in China.96 Mao, who had previously spoken of defeating the Nationalists in five or six years, now began to think about toppling Chiang’s regime in only a year.97

Shortly after Shenyang’s fall, Chiang wrote to President Truman, blaming the debacle in the Northeast on Soviet assistance to the Communists in violation of the Sino-Soviet Treaty. At the same time, Madame Chiang departed for Washington to argue the case for additional aid. It was a tough sell to an administration that had already lost whatever confidence it may have held in the Kuomintang regime. Secretary of State Marshall, fresh from his frustrating mediation effort in China, was hardly likely to take a positive view of Nationalist prospects. Chiang, he bitingly observed to the Chinese ambassador in Washington, “is faced with a unique problem of logistics. He is losing about forty per cent of his supplies to the enemy. If the percentage should reach fifty per cent he will have to decide whether it is wise to continue to supply his own troops.” “Chiang Kai-Shek will not fight it out,” Truman told his cabinet. “The Communists will fight it out—they are fanatical.” Aid to Chiang’s regime “would be pouring sand into a rat hole.”98 The State Department’s Policy Planning Staff believed that the Nationalist government’s dysfunctional elements were “more likely to be indulged than corrected by further infusions of American aid.”99

The administration’s pessimistic assessments were reinforced by firsthand reports from China. Having witnessed the fall of Shenyang to Lin Biao’s troops, a Central Intelligence Agency officer concluded that a “comparison of the occupying Communist troops with the Nationalists recently withdrawn makes apparent the hopelessness of American aid. We cannot give the will to fight and the desire to become good soldiers.”100

Yet the Truman administration could not simply wash its hands of the Nationalists or hope for Chiang’s replacement by a more capable leader. Since 1941, the American public had been encouraged by both the government and by much of the media, particularly publisher Henry Luce’s widely read magazines, Time and Life, to regard Chiang Kai-shek, a Christian and a strong anticommunist, as the embodiment of a progressive and freedom-loving China. Chiang had appeared on Time’s cover eight times by 1948. Congressman Walter Judd of Minnesota compared him to Abraham Lincoln.101

To abandon Chiang, his supporters argued, was equivalent to abandoning China. Truman’s critics questioned why the United States was following a strong policy of containing Communism in Europe while apparently neglecting the danger posed by Communism in Asia. Responding to such domestic pressure, Secretary Marshall agreed in March 1947 to lift the arms embargo against China. To further mollify critics, who by now included many congressional Republicans, Marshall announced in June 1947 that General Wedemeyer would undertake a broad fact-finding mission to China.

Wedemeyer may well have felt some continuing rancor over Marshall’s actions in 1946. Marshall had indicated to Wedemeyer that he would recommend his selection as US ambassador to China, but Marshall opted instead for John Leighton Stuart, a respected American university educator with long years in China, whose former students included high-ranking officials on both sides of the Civil War.102 Marshall had done this without consulting or even notifying Wedemeyer, who only sometime later received a rather unconvincing apology from him.

Despite that unhappy recent experience, Wedemeyer readily agreed to go. He was a strong supporter of Chiang and a visceral anticommunist. “I do not understand,” he wrote to a friend, “how our government can send four hundred million dollars to Turkey and Greece for the express purpose of blocking the spread of communism and then fail to send similar assistance to China where the spread of communism is just as dangerous.”103 Nevertheless, as former top US commander in China, he was well aware of the weakness and corruption of the Nationalist regime and the incompetence of many of its military commanders. In his memoirs Wedemeyer recalled that his aim was “to convince the Chinese that they must produce proof that American aid would not be wasted and to convince Washington that such aid must be given.”104

Wedemeyer arrived in China in mid-July 1947, where he was warmly welcomed by Chiang and other Nationalist leaders who saw his visit as the prelude to a program of increased US aid to China. During the following weeks, Wedemeyer visited wide areas of China from Canton (Guangzhou) in the south to Manchuria in the north. He conferred with Nationalist officials, businessmen, opposition politicians, and American diplomats and military advisors. What he saw and heard inspired little confidence in Chiang’s prospects. The Nationalists, he concluded, were “spiritually insolvent.” The people had lost confidence in their leaders, and soldiers lacked the will to fight.105

Invited to address the government’s highest officials with the generalissimo and his wife in attendance, Wedemeyer, who had been encouraged by Chiang to speak frankly, castigated the corruption and maladministration of the Kuomintang regime. Speaking courteously and emphasizing America’s continued friendship toward China, the American general nevertheless declared that only immediate steps to remedy these weaknesses could give the Nationalists a realistic chance of defeating the Communists.

In a final statement to the press on the eve of his departure, Wedemeyer emphasized that “the existing Central Government can win and retain the undivided enthusiastic support of the bulk of the Chinese people by removing incompetent or corrupt people who now occupy many positions of responsibility in the Government not only nationally but more so in provincial and municipal structures. . . . To regain the confidence of the people the Central Government will have to effect immediate drastic and far-reaching political and economic reforms.”106

Wedemeyer’s bluntness offended many Chinese officials, while Chiang worried that perhaps the United States wished for his removal. Ambassador Stuart reported, “It was proposed by the State Council that none of the members go to the airport to bid General Wedemeyer farewell,” but they were overruled by the generalissimo. A Communist news broadcast gloated that “even a bloodthirsty butcher like Wedemeyer now sees that to support this evil government of Chiang is difficult under present circumstances when the peoples of the world are so bitter against Fascists.”107

Wedemeyer might have provided a strong warning to Washington about what was likely to happen in Manchuria and other parts of China over the next several months, but he was still determined to find a means to save China from the Communists. In his report to President Truman in mid-September 1947, the general repeated his negative observations of the situation in China but nevertheless called for a substantial program of economic and military aid to the Nationalists, to begin immediately. The military advisory program should be considerably expanded so that advisors could be assigned to large field forces, training centers, and logistics agencies (a measure that was carried out almost two decades later by the United States in South Vietnam with indifferent success).

Truman and his advisors were reluctant to give more aid to Chiang. They also decided to keep Wedemeyer’s report confidential out of fear that some of his assessments and recommendations might give further offense to the Chiang government. More importantly, they strongly disagreed with Wedemeyer’s suggestion that Manchuria might be placed under some sort of United Nations trusteeship. The decision to suppress Wedemeyer’s report would come back to haunt the Truman administration when Chiang’s hard-core supporters in Congress and the media, together with numerous Republican opportunists, began their relentless search for “who lost China” in 1949.

Whatever he thought of Wedemeyer’s report, Truman could not ignore rising Republican criticism of his China policies. The Senate majority leader, Republican Arthur Vandenburg, generally a strong supporter of Truman’s Cold War policies, called for further aid to China. Several Republicans in the House threatened to block US aid programs to Europe if China did not also receive US assistance. In January 1948, with the fall presidential election in view, the administration proposed a program of $463 million in economic aid and $100 million in military aid to China. At the same time, Marshall warned the House and Senate Committees on Foreign Relations, “We must be prepared to face the possibility that the present Chinese government may not be successful in maintaining itself against the Communist forces or other opposition that may arise in China.”108 In April, Congress passed the aid bill. Many foreign observers in East Asia wondered whether the Kuomintang regime could survive long enough to benefit from the assistance.
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 “Operation Crow”

At the same time that the tide was turning against the Nationalists in China’s Civil War, it was also turning against the Dutch in the war in Indonesia. Such a state of affairs would have seemed most improbable two years before. The Dutch Police Action had shattered the Indonesian armed forces. General Abdul Haris Nasution, commander of the Siliwangi Division which attempted to defend West Java, recalled, “We could not do much in the way of defense apart from inefficient artillery fire here and there, putting up barricades, destroying bridges and roads. But any damage was quickly repaired by their engineers who had very modern equipment which most of us had never seen before. The effect of the sudden attack, the continuous air raids initially caused demoralization. . . . All previously prepared lines of defense had become practically useless.”1

Nasution and other commanders soon discovered, however, that although they could do little to stop the Dutch advance, their troops could still maintain themselves and retain much of their freedom of movement if they avoided the large towns and main roads. Many units withdrew to their home areas, where they established secure zones in cooperation with village officials. By the end of December 1947, Indonesian troops had infiltrated the Dutch lines and were again established in pockets throughout Dutch-controlled territory. The Indonesians’ new strategy was “to gradually enlarge the pockets in all directions even into the outskirts of big towns occupied by the enemy. People in the villages were loyal to the Republic. . . . The tactics [were] to tire out the enemy, to tie them down everywhere, to force them to disperse their strength.”2

The Indonesian “army” that confronted the Dutch in 1947 was in effect a sort of military coalition. The national army, called the TKR (Tentara Keamanan Rakjat, or Peoples’ Security Army) and later the TNI (Tentara Nasional Indonesia or Indonesian National Army) had been formally established in October 1945, some time after scattered fighting between the SEAC forces and Indonesian nationalists had already begun. Many of the TKR’s senior officers were former members of PETA or of the Koninkilijk Nederlands Indisch Leger (KNIL), the Dutch colonial army.

One month after the TKR’s establishment, a meeting of all regimental and division commanders from Java and Sumatra, along with a representative of the government, met in Yogyakarta to discuss the organization and leadership of the new army. In a raucous election, which pitted soldiers with different military backgrounds and regional affiliations against each other, the assembled officers elected Sudirman, a twenty-nine-year-old former elementary school headmaster, as commander in chief. Sudirman was a former PETA officer who had distinguished himself in the fighting against the British at Semarang.

Sudirman’s early military achievements were in part due to his success in persuading or coercing Japanese soldiers and officials in his area to surrender their arms to his militia units. With this haul, he became master of the largest single source of weapons in central Java.3 But it was his unusual qualities of leadership that made him attractive to a wide variety of fighters and civilians. Like Ho Chi Minh, he combined a simple lifestyle and zeal for the revolution with personal warmth and a gift for organization, and, when necessary, compromise.

Sudirman’s youthfulness was hardly unusual among the army’s senior commanders. Nasution, who commanded the elite Siliwangi Division in West Java, was 27, and like Sudirman a former schoolteacher. T. P. Simatupang, who would later become Sudirman’s chief of staff, was 25. A rare exception was General Urip Sumohardjo, chief of the general staff, a veteran of twenty-five years in the KNIL, who had been the highest-ranking Indonesian officer in the Dutch armed forces before World War II.

In addition to the TKR, there were a large number of Lasykar or militia units, many of them composed of urban gangs, students, members of youth organizations, and former PETA recruits who had armed themselves with weapons stolen, purchased, or captured from the Japanese. They had taken the lead in the fighting against the British and Dutch in 1945. Some of these militia units had been formed mainly to protect their particular locality against the Dutch, the Japanese, or rival militia bands.4 Other militia organizations tended to align with one or more of the political factions in the revolutionary government. “Pesindo” (Socialist Youth of Indonesia) units tended to align with the various socialist and leftist parties, “Hisbullah” (The Army of Allah) units with the Muslim Masyumi Party, and “Barisan Banteng” (Wild Buffalo) units with Sukarno and Hatta’s Indonesian Nationalist Party.

These partisan units often elected their own officers. They had received little or no guidance, training, leadership, or equipment from the newly formed Republican government,5 and their degree of cooperation with the TKR and adherence to the policies of the Sukarno government varied widely. Even within the new army, it was often difficult to integrate formerly independent locally organized military groups into a unitary command structure. As Nasution recalled, “Units had . . . already been created by local initiative and almost nothing could be done to change them. . . . I once went to Garut [near Bandung in West Java] with the intention of appointing a new man to the post of regimental commander—a post that was already held by a former judge, who had as chief-of-staff a former police chief. My candidate, a former PETA company commander. . . . was refused by the troops.”6

Strangely enough, many of the first Dutch soldiers sent to Indonesia also thought of themselves as freedom fighters. Many of them had been recruited from units of the Netherlands Home Army, the former resistance underground. They had originally been enlisted in a new volunteer force with the ostensible purpose of fighting Japan and helping to liberate the Indies. Following the Japanese surrender, the “War Volunteers,” recruited for the Pacific War, who had still not left the Netherlands, were urged to stay on in order to help liberate Dutch civilian and military internees still being held in camps in the Indies. Postwar recruiting literature never suggested that the volunteers would be going to Asia to fight a war, but rather that they would be working to restore law and order, peace, and prosperity to Indonesia and protect the ordinary Indonesian farmers and workers from “evil-minded extremists”7 and former Japanese puppets like Sukarno. In the course of the next four years, from 1945 to 1949, over 120,000 Dutch soldiers and 80,000 men in the KNIL would fight in the Indonesian war. Eventually the volunteers of 1945–1946 had to be supplemented by draftees from the Netherlands.

Whatever ideas Dutch soldiers may have had about the Indies were drastically changed soon after their arrival. The KNIL troops who were expected to socialize the new arrivals to the Indonesian War, were, many of them, soldiers who had experienced defeat and imprisonment under the Japanese. At the conclusion of the war they had seen their families and associates terrorized and sometimes killed during the period of the Bersiap. Many of the enlisted men, Indos, Christians from the Moluccas, and Chinese, also harbored strong ethnic antagonisms toward Muslims, Javanese, or both. As Dutch historian Peter Romijin observes, for the KNIL, “re-entering service was not simply a vocation but also a survival strategy. Their war was about domination of a territory they considered theirs against a mortal enemy that wished to destroy the colonial troops or drive them away.”8

The KNIL veterans soon passed along to new arrivals their view that this was war to the death; that the elusive “terrorists” and extremists fighting for the Republic would show them no mercy and deserved none. “Dutch boys who have been captured by the enemy rarely reemerge alive,” reported A. van Helvoort, a medic with the Dutch Army. “And if they are recovered, they are either dead or seriously disfigured.” Such behavior by the Indonesian combatants, van Helvoort declared, inevitably incited reprisals or “excesses” on the part of Dutch soldiers. “The boys in infantry regiment 2–5 RI are deeply engaged in excesses because they are difficult to avoid. . . . When people from the kampong shoot at you, you want to return fire and aim at everything that seems to move. So mothers and children have been fired at. But those mothers and boys of fourteen or fifteen years old were carrying weapons and were shooting at our boys.”9

“We were confronted with what guerrilla war really is,” recalled one veteran. “It’s ‘to be or not to be.’ Viewpoints harden. You lose people and so does the enemy then that explodes in excesses.”10 Another veteran recalled watching his sergeant mow down a prisoner with a machine gun. “The sergeant did that, so the lower ranks could do it too; just as much as the higher ones. It often happened usually as revenge. If you hear that people close to you have been killed. . . . You couldn’t restrain yourself. . . . [Once] they lured seven men into an ambush. Three survived, four didn’t. We went back to have a look. They had been cut to pieces. We never did that, we just shot people.”11

Mistreatment and/or murder of prisoners was common. “The Security Service picked up a suspicious person on December 29,” a Dutch soldier wrote. “The same evening and the following evening he was bestially treated, kicked in the back and I saw with my own eyes that a rifle cartridge was put between his index and middle fingers and middle and ring fingers and his hand was tightly squeezed. I had to run away because I cannot bear to see such things. I learned that even burning cigarette ends were used. The man constantly roared in pain but the Netherlanders, Indo-Europeans, Amboinese and Chinese executioners of the Security Service took no notice.”12

“We reviled the Germans for their cruelty but a Netherlander is not one bit better in this respect.” wrote an army ambulance driver. “If you do not act hard-handedly you get hoodwinked by these stupid people. We took a couple of prisoners who had sworn by the Koran not to divulge anything and not to tell where they had hidden their weapons. . . . We tried to knock it out of them in the usual manner but I raise my hat to them as they were hard as metal and never said a word. Finally, after being [knocked] unconscious a few times we got something out of them. Off we went but they had fooled us and if we had not been alert we should have fallen into an ambush. I need not tell you they had to pay dearly for it.”13

Dutch “excesses” were not always limited to acts against individuals. In December 1947, at the village of Rawagede in West Java, Dutch soldiers massacred between 150 and 400 men and boys because villagers had refused to reveal the whereabouts of an Indonesian guerrilla leader associated with ambushes of Dutch troops. General Spoor recommended prosecution of the commander of the unit that had carried out the killings, but the Netherlands attorney general declined to prosecute the officer responsible. That officer was later promoted.14

While the guerrilla war continued, the United Nations Good Offices Committee appointed in the wake of the Dutch “Police Action” labored to halt the fighting and bring the Netherlands and the Indonesian Republic back together. On December 8, 1947, representatives of the Dutch and Republican governments came together aboard the USS Renville, an attack transport that had taken part in the invasion of Okinawa.

Meeting on the afterdeck of the Renville, anchored off Tanjung Priok, Jakarta’s busy seaport, the negotiators wrangled for five weeks, all the while accusing each other of bad faith and war crimes. The setting was less than ideal. The Renville’s deck awnings did little to mitigate the stultifying heat, while the constant sound of ships’ horns and sirens from the harbor, the noise of hammers and drills from a shipyard on a nearby wharf, and the transport’s sailors exercising with its twenty-two antiaircraft guns often blended into a perfect symphony of ear-splitting noise.15

In mid-January 1948, the negotiators signed the so-called Renville Agreement. This repeated the verbiage in the Liggadjati Accord about the eventual establishment of a United States of Indonesia and established a new cease-fire line that connected the most advanced Dutch points of advance, although there were many Republican-controlled areas behind the new demarcation line. The agreement had severe adverse consequences for the Republic. The area under its recognized control was reduced to portions of northern Sumatra and the rice-deficient areas of central Java. This already densely overpopulated region was forced to absorb an additional six million refugees and Republican soldiers.16 The Republican government and administration had already moved to Yogyakarta in central Java the previous year to escape Dutch encroachments and threats to political leaders.

Along the cease-fire line, the Dutch established a de facto blockade preventing the import of food, clothing, and medicine. The Dutch were confident that the economic privation caused by their blockade would undermine support for the Republic.17 Indonesians within the Republican zone did suffer from shortages of food and consumer goods while inflation climbed. However, most farmers in the zone actually benefited in some ways from that situation, as inflation made their taxes (which remained the same) easier to pay, wiped out debts, and increased the value of their crops.

The Republican government’s acceptance of the Renville Agreement was widely unpopular among Indonesians of all factions and led to the fall of the cabinet of Sjahrir and Amir Syarifudden, who had been responsible for negotiating the agreement. They were succeeded by a “presidential cabinet” headed by Mohammed Hatta. The American role in facilitating the agreement was viewed by Indonesian nationalists as a betrayal, especially after it became clear that the United States would do little to hold the Dutch to even the few concessions they had made in the accord.18 Nevertheless, the apparent reasonableness of the Indonesian representatives at the Renville talks had impressed Frank Porter Graham, the American representative on the Good Offices Committee, who had also acquired a growing impatience with and suspicion of the Dutch and their aims.19 Graham’s distrust of Dutch motives would soon spread to his successors on the Good Offices Committee and other American representatives in Indonesia.

The TNI, the Republic’s regular army, was now obliged to withdraw to the areas designated as Republican territory in the Renville Agreement, much to the consternation and anger of most of its soldiers. As the Siliwangi Division began its movement from West to central Java, Sudirman designated the withdrawal the hijrah, a term that traditionally referred to the departure of the prophet Muhammad from Mecca for Medina in 622 AD. The word was chosen deliberately by Sudirman “because it expressed both the conviction that the withdrawal was from Jakarta, which was behind the demarcation temporarily, and the notion that, at a more favorable time we would return to these places as victors.”20

Some of the army’s affiliated militia units simply refused to withdraw and prepared to defend their territory against the Dutch. Among them were two Islamic guerrilla organizations, Hizbullah and Sabilillah. These were combined into an “Indonesian Islamic Army” under the inspiration of Sekarmaji Marijan Kartosoewiro, a political leader of the Masyumi Party. Like his Indian contemporary Muhammed Ali Jinnah, Kartosoewiro was an Islamic leader who had received an entirely secular education in the colonial schools of the Netherlands Indies. (He is reported to have studied the Koran only from Dutch translations.)21

Kartosoewiro had been expelled from the medical school for “native” doctors in 1927 for radical political activities. Nevertheless, by World War II he had emerged as a leader in Islamic political movements. His pronouncements and activities and his association with Sufi Islam linked him closely to the elements of mysticism and magic popular with many of the people of rural Java.22

Kartosoewiro saw the withdrawal of the regular army as an abandonment of West Java by the Republic. He declared that his Islamic Army guerrilla units would continue to fight, and in May 1948 he proclaimed himself head of a new state called Darul Islam (territory or house of Islam) governed according to Islamic law and principle. Through 1948, the militants of Darul Islam continued to oppose the Dutch.

As the last remaining center of resistance to the Dutch, Darul Islam attracted not only observant Muslims and religious leaders but political opportunists, bandit gangs, and miscellaneous thugs. Ultimately, Kartosoewiro proved unable to control the actions of some of his nominal followers. George McT. Kahin, a young American graduate student from Johns Hopkins, who observed many of the events of 1948 firsthand, later wrote that Darul Islam’s local leaders often imposed forced contributions of food or services from small farmers and workers in their areas. Noncompliance “frequently met with sanguinary brutality. Co-operation of the peasantry with Darul Islam was frequently on the basis of terrorization rather than of freely given support deriving from feelings of nationalism or religion. Even so, the population had little inclination to turn to the Dutch, and those so inclined were too fearful of retribution by Darul Islam soldiers to do so.”23

Dutch soldiers on sweeps through Darul Islam territory often spoke of “rescuing” the people in the villages they encountered. In his war novel, Groen is de Oetan [Green is the Utan], G. M. van Rossum describes the “liberation” of one village by Dutch troops: “. . . skeleton-like figures emerge from all the nooks and crannies of the village. Men, women and children. . . . And everyone shouts at the same time: ‘can we come with you, Toan? We want to leave Toan, can we go elsewhere Toan?’”24 A Dutch soldier told reporter Willem van der Pol that he was confident more young men in the Netherlands would volunteer for military service if they could see a nearby village “where emaciated people are dying in the stinking mud because they don’t dare run away. Perhaps we’ll reach them in a few days so we can rescue them and bring them to a safer place.”25

That the appearance of the “emaciated” villagers was, in no small part, due to the food shortage aggravated by a strict Dutch blockade of Republican areas, was never mentioned, but the eagerness of local Indonesians to be “rescued” by the Dutch and moved to another location was generally accurate. This behavior was not, however, due to the villagers’ attraction to the benevolence of the Netherlands government, but to their being well aware that upon the departure of the Dutch troops, the Darul Islam fighters were likely to return, accuse them of collaboration, and exact various punishments, including executions.26

While the Republic struggled to maintain unity and adapt to the post-Renville conditions, the Dutch proceeded with their plans to create new “states” for their projected United States of Indonesia. A new state for the island of Bali had already been created in December 1946, and one for the Dutch-ruled parts of Borneo in May 1947. During early 1948 the Dutch added more states in parts of Sumatra and in West Java. Altogether they created fifteen new states. The elites of these new states often cooperated with their Dutch sponsors, while large elements of their population remained supporters of the Republic.27

What might happen in “states” that were insufficiently cooperative was illustrated by events in South Sulawesi. There the local aristocracy favored the Republic, and the Dutch position appeared under threat from Republican youth groups and gangs. In February 1947, General Spoor dispatched a “special force” commando unit composed of KNIL veterans, Amboinese, and Eurasians under Captain Raymond F. “Turk” Westerling, a former KNIL officer, to deal with Republican “terrorists.”

Westerling’s method was to surround a village at night. The inhabitants were rounded up, and suspected “terrorists” were shot on the spot. Any house where a weapon was found or that had housed a “terrorist” was burned to the ground. Altogether Westerling’s merry band were conservatively blamed for the death of about three thousand Indonesians, although some estimates ran much higher.28 After several weeks, the Dutch command, concerned at the unfavorable publicity occasioned by Westerling’s operations, withdrew him to a less important and less visible job.

On Java the Republic itself appeared to be coming apart, as left-wing parties still loyal to Sjarifudden jostled with the new government coalition of middle and right-wing parties and with Kartosoewiro’s followers in the countryside. In August 1948 Musso, a prominent leader of the Indonesian Communist Party in the 1920s, suddenly returned from Moscow. A loyal Stalinist, he had spent the 1930s and early 1940s in the Soviet Union after leading an unsuccessful uprising in Indonesia during 1926.

Soon after his arrival, Musso gave a speech excoriating the Renville Agreement and calling on Indonesia to align itself with the Soviet Union. He toured Republican areas, organizing and speechifying. A British agent described Musso as an energetic and excitable individual who, when addressing meetings, “kept a vacant chair reserved for Stalin on his left . . . and invariably opened his discourse by turning to this vacant chair and addressing Generalissimo Comrade Stalin first.”29

Most of the leftist parties soon coalesced around Musso, who formed a new PKI organization at the beginning of September 1948. Amir Sjarifudden merged his party with Musso’s and publicly announced that he had been a Communist since 1935. The PKI also attracted some members of the many Republican militias who feared they would be disbanded under a new plan by the Hatta government to reorganize and reduce the size of the armed forces.

In mid-September, PKI militias clashed with elements of the Siliwangi Division in the city of Surakarta in central Java. As the fighting escalated, Sukarno proclaimed martial law in Surakarta and the surrounding area, and General Sudirman ordered reinforcements to the city. At the same time, pro-PKI troops who had been stationed along the demarcation line facing the Dutch left their posts and moved south toward Surakarta to take part in the fighting. On the outskirts of the city they ran into Sudirman’s regular army reinforcements and were pushed back. By September 17, all of the PKI militias had been forced out of the city.

In the city of Madiun, about sixty miles from Surakarta, the local commander, Sumarsono, had already refused government instructions to demobilize. Leaders of the Pesindo, armed socialist youth militia in that area, feared that they would lose their positions under the government’s new military rationalization plans.30 Hearing reports of the clashes in Surakarta, the Pesindo officers at Madiun could only conclude that their turn was next. Without consulting with Musso and the top PKI leadership, who were on a speaking tour, Sumarsono’s fighters on September 18 seized control of local government offices and the telephone exchange in the city of Madiun and surrounding towns and villages. That evening Sumarsono proclaimed over the radio “From Madiun begins the victory” and announced the formation of a new National Front government.31

Musso, Sjarifuddin, and other PKI leaders, although completely surprised by Sumarsono’s actions, hastened to Madiun to assume direction of “the revolution.” In Yogyakarta, Sukarno and Hatta acted quickly. All remaining leftist leaders in the capital were arrested. On the evening of September 19, Sukarno addressed the nation by radio. He called Communist actions at Surakarta and Madiun steps in a pattern of action designed to overthrow the Republic and called on the people of Indonesia to choose between the Sukarno-Hatta leadership and that of Musso. The great concern of the Republic’s leaders was that the Dutch would use a Communist-instigated civil war as an excuse to intervene and try to occupy the remaining Republican territory. Sudirman, although no admirer of the civilian leadership in Yogyakarta and sympathetic to the concerns of the militiamen slated for demobilization, stood firmly with the government, as did most of the regular army.

What ensued was a bloodbath. Fighting between regular army and PKI forces took place in many parts of eastern and central Java. In the course of the next few weeks, the better armed, better trained, and better led Republican troops gradually drew a tighter and tighter ring around the Communist-controlled areas, pushing them back into the town of Madiun itself, which fell to a brigade of the Siliwangi Division on September 30.32

The Communist forces then fell back to the mountainous areas of central Java, from which they attempted to carry on a campaign of guerrilla warfare. As the fighting swayed back and forth between the regular army spearheaded by the Siliwangi Division and the PKI militia, ordinary civilians bore the brunt of the destruction. In his short story, “Acceptance,” the well-known Indonesian author Pramoedya Ananta Toer described the closing days of the Madiun revolt in the town of Blora in central Java about sixty miles from Madiun: “That afternoon the Red troops who had been pushed back by the Siliwangi left their makeshift barracks. They went into every house searching for prey. . . . Anything made of gold or silver was snapped up. Then the goats, cows, chickens, even fruits ripening on the trees. . . . Night fell. . . . In the pitch black Red soldiers still stalked about and now and then you could hear them hammering on doors or demanding stiffly that someone open up.”33

As the Communist fighters withdrew from towns and villages, they sometimes executed their prisoners and detainees before departing. In the village of Tirtomojo fifty-six people, mostly Islamic leaders, police, and government officials, were found to have been executed. At another town the PKI reportedly used some two thousand of the local residents as human shields to screen their attack.34 Sjarifudden is reported to have ordered that all detainees in the Madiun jail be killed, although the order was not carried out.35

In villages and towns recaptured by the Siliwangi, people took their own revenge. One of Pramoedya’s characters recounts events in the town of Sulang after the PKI troops had been pushed out. “Muslim groups aided by the populace, were rounding up Communists of all descriptions. . . . They didn’t even separate the men from the women and threw all us Reds together into a school building, which was then surrounded by hundreds maybe thousands of local residents. They shouted insults at us and brandished their swords, crowbars, machetes and spears. . . . I was certain I was going to die. But suddenly and unexpectedly a Red battalion that had been squeezed by two Siliwangi units managed to free itself and head for the north coast. They attacked Sulang and the people who had been locked up in the school escaped and scattered.”36

At the end of October, the last sizable PKI unit surrendered, and the government declared that the rebellion had been defeated. At least eight thousand people are believed to have lost their lives in the Madiun Rebellion. The struggle that pitted neighbor against neighbor in many localities left a lasting legacy of bitterness and suspicion. Musso was killed and Sjarifudden was captured and later executed. Other Communist leaders fled abroad. The PKI was not outlawed, but its political standing was greatly weakened, and its influence among the armed forces ended. In the end the Madiun affair deepened rather than resolved the many schisms in Indonesian politics between the Communists, the Muslim religious elements like Masyumi, and the armed forces.

Yet if it left lasting domestic social and political scars, the Madiun Uprising proved an enormous stroke of good fortune for the Republic in the struggle against the Dutch. Its timing and outcome secured the firm support of the United States for Indonesia’s independence. By the autumn of 1948 American leaders, already rattled by the Communist coup in Czechoslovakia, the Berlin Blockade, the sweeping victories of Mao Zedong’s forces in China, and the outbreak of a Communist-led guerrilla war in Malaya, had begun to view Indonesia as another likely target for Communist conquest. During August, a secret meeting at the US Consulate in Jakarta involving State Department experts and military and naval intelligence officers had concluded that in the event of a general war between the United States and the Soviet Union, Communist-led uprisings against Western interests in Indonesia were likely to damage or cut off supplies of petroleum and rubber to the United States and its allies “unless Dutch-Indo settlement acceptable to the latter reached.”37

The return of Musso and the defection of Sjarifudden and the left-wing parties from the Hatta government strengthened that belief. The American consul-general in Batavia (Jakarta), Charles Livengood, and the new US representative on the Good Offices Committee, H. Merle Cochran, warned that the attitudes and policies of the Dutch were putting intolerable pressure on the Sukarno-Hatta government. The State Department agreed and worried that any successor government would be “strongly left-wing, if not Communist controlled.”38

On September 8, Cochran warned about “Soviet infiltration” of Sjarifudden’s left-wing opposition. The following day, with State Department approval, he assured Hatta that the United States “would in every practical way assist the democratic non-communist government of Indonesia to resist communist tyranny.”39 Once the Madiun Uprising had begun, the Office of Naval Intelligence reported (erroneously) that the Soviets were secretly flying equipment and provisions into Indonesia to strengthen the rebel forces.40

The swift defeat of the Madiun rebels by the Republic’s forces, and the solid support of most Indonesians for the Sukarno-Hatta government in its struggle with the Communists, impressed and delighted Americans. Undersecretary of State Robert Lovett observed that the Republic of Indonesia was the “only govt in the Far East to have met and crushed an all-out Communist offensive.”41 Cochran informed Hatta that the Republic’s firm action against the Communists had given it “a clean bill of health in the eyes of democratic governments and people.”42

Americans, both in Indonesia and Washington, now began to see the Dutch as an obstacle to the establishment of a truly anticommunist national government that might serve as a bulwark against the dangerous spread of Soviet and Chinese subversion in Asia. “I think I am reasonably conservative in saying that at least 90 per cent of American officials in Indonesia today including the consulate, the Good Offices Committee and military observers view the situation very differently from those in the State Department concerned with the question,” reported a prominent American economic consultant. “It isn’t just a pro-Republican attitude which prevails among the Americans out here. They resent Dutch arrogance and they respect the sincerity of the Indonesians. The Americans out here are not radicals just solid citizens who believe in fair play and justice.”43

In September 1948, Cochran and the Good Offices Committee had submitted a comprehensive plan calling for a nationwide plebiscite to elect delegates to a constitutional convention that would also serve as an interim legislature. The government of the future Indonesian state would remain federal in character, and the Dutch representative would have the right to veto any legislation of the interim government.44 While the Hatta government readily accepted the plan as a basis for negotiation, the Dutch dickered, angering many American officials who believed that the Cochran Plan more than adequately safeguarded Dutch interests.45

When the new Dutch foreign minister, Dirk U. Stikker, arrived in Washington to explain his government’s objections to the Cochran Plan, he received a decidedly frosty reception. Secretary of State George C. Marshall granted him only a one-hour meeting. Fixing the foreign minister with the icy glare familiar to dozens of American soldiers who had incurred his displeasure, Marshall told Stikker that “all elements of the American Government . . . were unanimous in regarding the proposals [in the Cochran Plan] as fair and in their conviction that it was of the utmost importance to act promptly.”46 As American leaders had often done when discussing Asia, Marshall offered the experience of the United States and the Philippines as an example of how nationalist aspirations had to be accommodated. He also pointedly alluded to the continuing difficulty of obtaining Marshall Plan aid for Europe from Congress, implying, though not saying, that Dutch intransigence might prove an obstacle to accomplishing that objective.

Stikker and the Netherlands officials accompanying him then adjourned to continue their meeting in the office of Undersecretary Lovett. Lovett told Stikker that the United States was highly concerned about “the grave and immediate threat” of Communism in Asia, and therefore “it appeared to us that Indonesian nationalism had to be accommodated in a just and practical way as a condition precedent to dealing with communism in that area.”47

In mid-October the Dutch government announced its acceptance of the Cochran Plan subject to a series of amendments. The amendments called for changes so sweeping that, in the words of one American diplomat, they “would leave no U.S. plan at all.”48 The Hatta government nevertheless offered further concessions in negotiations with Stikker.

Republican concessions, however, made little impression in The Hague, where the Dutch cabinet, fueled by bellicose public opinion and undeterred by US admonitions, was drifting toward a military solution. In mid-December 1948, American staff members of the Good Offices Committee warned that it was doubtful “that even the present unsatisfactory level of truce could be maintained” in view of the Dutch attitude toward negotiations.49 In July 1948, national elections in the Netherlands had strengthened the position of the hardline Catholic People’s Party, which engineered the appointment of Emanuel J. M. A. Sassen, a thirty-six-year-old lawyer-politician with no international experience, as minister for overseas territories.50

Sassen had already made clear his support for tough measures to “restore order” in the Indies. One month after taking office, he dismissed the veteran colonial civil servant, Van Mook, in a short note thanking him for his services, and replaced him as lieutenant governor of the Indies with the far less experienced but far more bellicose E. J. M. Beel, an old party warhorse and former prime minister. Beel continued setting up new federal “states” in the Dutch-controlled portions of Java and Sumatra. These newly created entities had little or no popular support but were expected to form a part of the projected “United States of Indonesia.”51

Beel soon discovered that pro-Republican elements in many of the newly created “states” were subverting their governments and intimidating their officials. In addition, clashes with Darul Islam and TNI troops in areas the Dutch considered their territory were becoming more frequent. Many of Beel’s colonial subordinates believed that Dutch control of Java and other areas was under serious threat. They called for immediate military action to reverse the deteriorating situation.52

In The Hague, Sassen was also beating the drums for military action. Many of the Catholic People’s Party’s strongest supporters lived in the country’s rural areas from which the Dutch army drew the greatest percentage of its recruits. These constituents exerted strong pressure on the government to settle the Indies problem quickly and forcefully and bring their sons home.53 Sassen was also backed by assurances from General Spoor that a well-planned and -executed military campaign could quickly destroy the TNI, who Spoor believed had been weakened by the recent fighting in the Madiun Rebellion. Foreign Minister Stikker, probably wary of what the international reaction would be to another “police action,” argued against the military option, but by mid-December Sassen succeeded in persuading the Dutch cabinet to give the green light to a large-scale military offensive, code-named “Operation Crow,” to wipe out the Indonesian Republic.54 The American Embassy in The Hague reported, “The Dutch Army and officials fully expect a swift and successful campaign and creation of an entirely new situation within a few days.”55

Operation Crow began in the early hours of December 19 with air attacks by Dutch B-25 medium bombers and P-40 and P-51 fighters, which bombed and rocketed the Yogyakarta airfield. Paratroopers, flown in by DC-3 transports from the nearby base at Semarang, then assaulted the airfield, which was defended by fewer than fifty Indonesian Air Force cadets who lacked antiaircraft guns or even light machine guns. The first Dutch transports dropped dummy parachutists in order to induce the airfield’s defenders to open fire and reveal their positions, which were then strafed by the fighter planes. Within a short time nine hundred paratroopers had landed, and the airfield was under Dutch control.56

As reinforcements from the Netherlands Marine Brigade were flown into the airfield, Dutch planes attacked Yogyakarta. George Kahin, a young American graduate student, witnessed the attack. “The sky became full of Dutch planes—Mitchell bombers (B-25s), P-51s, and Dakota [DC-3] transports. Most of the planes were engaged in dive bombing as they loosed cannon fire, rockets and machine guns against particular targets in the city. But some of the machine-gunning appeared to be quite indiscriminate as some planes raked streets cross-wise rather than length-wise.”57

Hatta’s own car was strafed that morning as he drove to a cabinet meeting. Nationalist resistance to the Dutch advance on the city was meager and disorganized. “As Dutch forces moved up [the broad avenue of] Jalan Terban Taman, behind a heavy barrage of machine guns,” observed Kahin, “they were briefly slowed by a few Republican army snipers, but the only unit that advanced to meet them were half-a-dozen poorly clad peasants armed with bamboo spears whom some fool had ordered into battle, they must have been mowed down by machine gun fire and I never saw them again.”58

About 2:00 p.m., a column of Dutch troops reached the Presidential Palace and received a hail of rifle bullets from the president’s bodyguard. But the Indonesians were quickly ordered by Sukarno to cease fire. A party carrying a white flag then approached the Dutch to inform them that the president and cabinet would surrender without resistance. Sir Frederick Shenton, a British diplomat in Java, expressed surprise that the Republic’s leaders had allowed themselves to fall into the hands of the Dutch so easily when “they had repeatedly predicted that another police action was imminent.”59

Shenton, in common with many other foreign observers as well as almost all Indonesians, had expected that in the event of a Dutch attack, the top political leaders of the Republic would withdraw from the capital to establish a guerrilla government in the countryside. Yet the cabinet, in the end, opted to allow themselves to be captured. The performance of the military in the opening hours of the Dutch offensive certainly did not inspire confidence that they could effectively protect the civilian leadership. More importantly, Sukarno, Hatta, Sjahrir, and the other civilian leaders sensed that the blatant display of Dutch aggression committed under the eyes of the UN Good Offices Committee, whose headquarters was in the nearby hill town of Kaliurung, could, in the end, turn into a political and public relations disaster for the Netherlands.

The cabinet’s subtle political calculations were never communicated to the general public or even to the leaders of the army, most of whom found Sukarno’s passive surrender shocking and incomprehensible. As political scientist C. L. M. Penders observed, “In a society like Indonesia’s where symbols are culturally of the utmost importance, [Sukarno was] the personified symbol of an independent, fighting Indonesia. For many Javanese he was a modern-time rajah.”60 In the absence of civilian leadership, the army became, in many respects, the new government and General Sudirman the new symbol of militant resistance.

The TNI had been planning for a second Dutch offensive for some time. The strategic concept was drafted by Nasution and briefed to the principal TNI commanders in a meeting with Commander in Chief Sudirman. Nasution was inspired by the example of effective protracted warfare against superior forces such as that waged by the Ethiopians against the Italians, Tito’s partisans against the Germans, and the Chinese against the Japanese. TNI commanders were directed not to attempt a conventional linear defense. Instead they were to endeavor to slow the enemy advance while carrying out a scorched earth policy. Cities and large towns were not to be held or counterattacked; rather, the “whole of Java was to become one big battlefield,” with guerrilla warfare to be carried out from self-sufficient bases established in mountainous or heavily forested regions from which the Indonesians could launch hit-and-run attacks or stage ambushes.61

Upon receiving news of the Dutch attack, Sudirman, seriously ill with tuberculosis, immediately wrote out an order to the armed forces:


1.We have been attacked.

2.On the 19 December the Dutch Armed Forces attacked the city of Yogyakarta.

3.The Dutch Government has violated the ceasefire agreement.

4.All armed forces are to carry out the plans formulated to face the Dutch attack.62



The handwritten order was given to a young army cadet who was able to telephone it to Radio Republic Indonesia. Sudirman himself, though still recovering from surgery, insisted on going to the palace to confer personally with Sukarno. Wearing only a thick brown coat over his pajamas, he left his bed and walked to a waiting car, supported by his doctor and the chief of his bodyguard.

Dodging patrolling Dutch aircraft, Sudirman’s car arrived at the Presidential Palace, where members of the government were gathering for an emergency cabinet meeting. The cabinet physician, Dr. Asikin, who had operated on Sudirman several days before, was appalled to see the general being helped into the palace. Taking Sudirman’s security chief, Tjokropanolo, aside, the doctor demanded that the general go straight home to rest. “Professor,” replied Tjokropanolo, “Pak Dirman [Sudirmam] ordered me to bring him to the palace so that he could speak directly with the President. Please, you try and talk to him.” Dr. Asikin then attempted to persuade Sudirman to rest in a rear room of the palace, but the general remained sitting grimly in a chair in the waiting room. Meanwhile he ordered his staff to burn all secret documents and move his family to a safe location.

After the cabinet decision to surrender to the Dutch, Sukarno attempted to persuade Sudirman to stay so that he could receive medical treatment from Dutch physicians.63 The general immediately refused. He was determined to lead the guerrilla struggle in person and in any case never to allow himself to be captured by the Dutch.64 On the afternoon of December 19, General Sudirman left Yogyakarta accompanied by his doctor and a few close aides and escorted by a handful of Tjokropanolo’s troops, with the security chief himself riding on the running board of the general’s car.

The party made for the mountainous area southeast of Yogyakarta. Air attacks forced the group to take cover several times, so that they were only able to cover about three miles in twelve hours. At the town of Kretek, a young officer caught up with the general’s party and confirmed that Sukarno, Hatta, and the entire civilian government were in Dutch custody. Beyond Kretek, Sudirman had to be carried much of the way by litter. At one point Tjokropanolo had been obliged to carry the commander in chief on his back for a day and a night.

“At each place we stopped, a new litter was made to carry the Commander,” Tjokropanolo recalled. “The bearers always consisted of two people in front and two at the rear. . . . The majority of our food and drink came from the people in the areas we crossed. The local populace always provided all of our needs with a good will. At the time no freedom fighter could hope for anything other than what was provided by the local people. Rice or yams, side dishes of leaves or young jackfruit, we accepted everything gratefully. . . . We sought out nutritious food (such as eggs, nuts, vegetables, chicken, fish and fruit) to give Pak Dirman physical strength and speed his recovery but we were barely able to obtain these.”65

For more than a month Sudirman’s traveling headquarters played a dangerous game of hide-and-seek with the Dutch military. A young naval cadet wearing some of the general’s clothing was dispatched with a litter to impersonate the general and lead Dutch pursuers in the wrong direction. The ruse apparently succeeded in at least one instance, when a house in the town of Karangnongko where the young officer had pretended to spend the night was repeatedly attacked by Dutch aircraft.

On one occasion a battalion of paratroopers descended on a town where Sudirman was reportedly hiding. The commander in chief, however, was actually about fifty miles away.66 Another time Sudirman’s party was surrounded by Dutch troops but was able to slip through their encirclement under cover of darkness and a heavy rainstorm. That exposure to the elements only worsened the general’s physical condition, and some of his aides wondered whether he could go on much longer. After a few days’ rest, however, he was able to carry on and was finally able to establish a secure base in the hamlet of Sobo about thirty miles southeast of Yogyakarta.67

Although seldom able to provide detailed direction to the guerrilla campaign, Sudirman became the symbol of and the inspiration for the army’s continued resistance. His visits and talks to the troops, his stoicism and unflappability in extreme hardship, appeared to personify the traditional qualities of the Javanese warrior in their highest form. The knowledge that he was still eluding the Dutch and still leading the fight was an immense boost to the morale and determination of all soldiers.

While Sudirman was on the run, the Dutch continued to push their military advance. All of the principal towns in Republican-controlled Java fell under Dutch control within a week. At the beginning of January 1949, Dutch military headquarters announced that all objectives had been secured, large-scale operations had ended, and “the task of the troops is [now] restricted and directed to act against disturbing elements who endanger public security.”68

A veteran Dutch sergeant had a less optimistic view. “Why did the TNI offer hardly any resistance [at Yogyakarta]?” he wrote in a letter home. “We can be sure that the largest part of the Republican Army is, at the moment, concentrated in the mountains making ready for guerrilla tactics which have already begun in several places. . . . These tiring and nerve-racking guerrilla tactics which after the previous police action, caused terrible misery and deeds of terror and violence . . . are surely about to be repeated in ‘difficult areas.’ But this time it will not be against tens of thousands but against hundreds of thousands in a much larger area. And this guerrilla warfare will cost the lives of more young Netherlanders than this police action has already cost up to now.”69

Few Indonesian officials proved willing to provide any support to the Dutch. The governments of most of the Dutch-created “federal states” resigned in protest. A writer for the Malay-Chinese newspaper Sin Po reported that the number of Indonesian government employees who had reported to work under the Dutch administration was very small. “So far only post office employees have done so and those of the railway service to the number of about one hundred. . . . We saw a Republican high official who preferred hawking charcoal by bicycle to reporting to work again.”70 George Kahin told the American consul that he believed that only a few hundred of the estimated 10,000 Indonesian government employees in Dutch-occupied areas were still at work, despite the fact that Dutch authorities were restricting food rations only to those who cooperated.71

In Yogyakarta, Sultan Hamengkubowono IX, the hereditary ruler of the area, whose grandfather had led a famous revolt against the Dutch in the early nineteenth century, had himself developed a strong dislike of colonialism while receiving his university education at Leiden. The sultan was a strong supporter of the Republic and held the office of minister of defense under Sukarno. A man of immense prestige and influence in central Java, he categorically refused any cooperation with the Dutch, donated part of his personal fortune to the Republic, and locked himself in his palace complex, which soon became a center of clandestine activity against the Dutch occupation.72

“When we soldiers arrived in this new [formerly Republican] territory we were surprised to see how different it was from what we had expected,” wrote a Netherlands Army sergeant. “Quite different from what the information service had tried to make us believe in the newspapers both in Indonesia and the Netherlands. And so it happens that high-ranking officers of our army . . . were completely surprised when they heard that the Sultan was also a Republican and even a member of Parliament. . . . We did not know that, as well as job-hunters and fanatics, there were also many other Indonesians who saw the faults of their Republic but, in the first place, strove for the embodiment of nationalism. . . . All this and still more we did not know because we did not read and hear anything about it, and because we ourselves had no interest to talk to a Nationalist and listen to their history, their aims and wishes. . . . Our only thought was, when will this rotten business be finished and when are we to go home?”73

As the planners of the second police action had predicted, the Dutch attacks did bring about “an entirely new situation within just a few days,” but not one that they had anticipated. The reaction of American diplomats, the United Nations, and the media to “Operation Crow” was loud and angry. Major Robert Montana, the secretary of the Good Offices Committee Military Executive Board, had gone to the Yogyakarta airport the morning of the attack to meet an early plane carrying Merle B. Cochran, the senior American on the committee. Upon arrival he found Dutch airplanes strafing the runway. A little later Dutch paratroopers arrested his Indonesian Army liaison. “In the last few weeks and probably during the entire time since the Renville Agreement the Dutch have shown they have no real intention to negotiate with the Republic,” reported Major Montana. “So-called negotiations have consisted of laying down Dutch plans on a take-it-or-leave-it basis. They were just as determined to bring about a break with the Republic as the German Government was to start a war in 1914.”74

In Washington the reaction to the second “Police Action” was one of incredulity and outrage. Undersecretary of State Dean Rusk still recalled decades later his fury and consternation at discovering he had been lied to by officials of the Netherlands. The Dutch action, Rusk told the US representative to the United Nations, could be considered “a direct encouragement to communism in Southeast Asia.”75 Senator Claude Pepper of Florida called for an immediate suspension of Marshall Plan aid to the Netherlands. The New York Times wondered how “a people as sober as the Dutch can disregard international promises, fly in the face of warnings from their friends and involve themselves in a war without consulting any ally.”76

Throughout Asia there was widespread anger at Dutch actions, with massive student demonstrations in Burma, India, and Pakistan. Indian prime minister Jawaharlal Nehru threatened to break off diplomatic relations with The Hague. The Australian longshoremen’s union refused to load Dutch shipping. A CIA study warned that the Dutch had “given Asian nations a rallying point for the expression of Asian solidarity and India the opportunity for leadership in precipitating the emergence of an Asian bloc whose ultimate influence can be unfavorable to the U.S. ‘Soviet propaganda’ would identify the U.S. as a partner of the Dutch so as to discredit the U.S. in the Far East.”77

On January 28, the UN Security Council passed a US-initiated resolution calling for the immediate release of the interned Indonesian leaders and the restoration of the Republican government. The resolution included a step-by-step plan for establishing eventual independence for Indonesia. US special representative Averill Harriman warned the Dutch foreign minister that concern in Congress over the Indonesian situation was so great that the Truman administration might be required to withhold military assistance to the Netherlands.78

On Java the war continued. The loss of Yogyakarta and the capture of the entire government shocked and demoralized many of the Republic’s supporters. Sudirman’s chief of staff, Colonel Simatupang, recorded his feelings in his journal shortly after slipping away from the capital. “Yogyakarta has fallen. The President, Vice President and other top officials have been captured. Is this the end of our Republic? There’s a writer (Machiavelli if I’m not mistaken) who said that the last fortress of a state existed in the heart of its soldiers. Whether or not our Republic lives or dies now depends mainly on whether or not it is still alive in the hearts of the officers, non-commissioned officers and soldiers of the Indonesian National Army.”79

Under the direction of Nasution, as commander of the Java Army, the whole region was turned into a network of guerrilla areas, bases, and subbases. Each subdivision from village militias to army divisions was directed by a military commander who worked together with the civilian governing hierarchy to supply and support the fighters. Villages became temporary bases and supply points for troops operating in the area. “Whenever the troops passed a village we asked the villagers to serve as hosts,” recalled Dr. Azis Saleh, a district military commander. “The troops stayed and were fed by the villagers. . . . Whenever we got news of the approach of troops we discussed it with the lurah [village head] and the latter would make sure that each soldier could have a house to stay in. I told the soldiers to be good guests and to help their hosts as much as possible. It was common to see soldiers working side-by-side with the villagers in the rice fields.”80

All over Java, troops moved into their predesignated positions in the countryside and mountains. Some units moved into bases located relatively close to their former positions, others had to travel hundreds of kilometers through rugged terrain before reaching their new base areas. “Many wives and children accompanied the troops,” recalled Colonel Simatapang. “During the four days of my journey westward with the Siliwangi troops I saw wives and children joining the march, setting off into the dark, crossing rivers during pitch dark nights. I heard about cases of children who had drowned crossing flood-swollen rivers during pitch dark nights. Truly we did not receive our independence as a gift.”81

As the troops consolidated their positions in the countryside, they stepped up their hit-and-run raids and harassment against the Dutch. Nasution did his best to dissuade or prevent troops from carrying out attacks against large towns and to have them concentrate their efforts on “softer” targets such as transport convoys and small patrols. “What is the situation here? Now it is not too good,” wrote a Dutch draftee. “Many bands are still roving round here, much worse than ever before, and it is dangerous on the roads. At every turn in the road you expect the automobile to be fired on.”82

One month after the capture of Yogyakarta, American military observers reported that the Dutch lacked sufficient troops to garrison and patrol their newly conquered parts of Java. “As a result, there are many areas in Java and Sumatra which are, at present, unsafe and will remain so until political agreement is reached or additional soldiers are obtained.”83 Two weeks later the American consul at Batavia described “sabotage, sniping, mining, road and bridge destruction” in “all areas.”84

George Kahin reported from Yogyakarta that guerrilla forces had made two raids on the city, during one of which they knocked out the municipal power plant.85 “The success of the guerrilla operations appears to have surprised even the Republican leaders,” reported the British military liaison officer. “It is considered that this may have a considerable effect on the reaching of a political agreement. Certainly there has been no enthusiasm on the part of Sukarno to order a cease-fire . . . the more successes his troops have, the better terms he will be able to secure.”86

Among the most important targets of the guerrilla war were the large Dutch plantations that produced the Indies’ lucrative export crops. Indonesian leaders well understood that the loss of these cash crops could undermine the financial ability of the Netherlands to maintain their expensive army in the Indies.87 An Australian diplomat reported that by mid-February, “British and Dutch owned estates are being raided at the rate of one every two days.”88

The manager of one British-owned plantation in East Java described how a force of about six hundred TNI troops suddenly appeared at noon. Armed civilian police and plantation guards were riddled by fire from automatic weapons. “Otherwise, except for raids for supplies, the population was not molested.” The TNI force appeared well armed and disciplined.89 Nationalist forces were not always so discriminating. Miyayami Shigeo remembered guerrilla operations on Sumatra as “a very savage war. . . . Hotels, houses and businesses owned by Dutch or other Whites were destroyed. . . . Rubber plantations and police posts were attacked. Women and children were sometimes killed with bamboo spears.”90

By late February 1949, the American consul-general at Batavia was reporting that “A number of estates have closed down and others are inclined to do so.” Production had been reduced sharply due to the reluctance of plantation workers to report for work and destruction of rubber, tea, and other crops by guerrillas. Many processing facilities had also been damaged or destroyed.91

At the end of February, the TNI and its militias initiated a more ambitious phase of the guerrilla war; they began preparations for a major attack on Yogyakarta. Although the origins of the plan remain a matter of controversy, the most widely accepted version attributes the idea to Sultan Hamengkubowono. As the sultan related to Australian historians many years later, “I was secretly listening to the [international] radio one day and I heard that at the beginning of March a meeting of the [UN] Security Council was to be held to discuss the Indonesian question. I grabbed hold of this and it gave me first a means of raising the spirits of the people again and second, a motive for organizing something that would attract attention.”92

Sudirman and General Bambang Sugeng, the “Jakarta War Zone” commander, both approved the plan, and the operation was assigned to Lieutenant Colonel Suharto, one of General Sugeng’s subordinate commanders. Suharto was a veteran of both the KNIL and the Japanese-sponsored PETA and an early member of the new Republican army. Like Sudirman he had made his initial reputation during the immediate post-surrender period, leading successful raids against the Japanese to acquire weapons. He went on to distinguish himself in fighting against the British and the Dutch. A native of the Yogyakarta area, and a graduate of a Mohammediyah secondary school, he was well positioned to secure the cooperation of local militias of all political and religious varieties. Suharto, who would eventually become Indonesia’s second president and rule for thirty-two years, later claimed that he was the sole genius behind the idea for the attack.93

Whatever the origin of the plan, Suharto and the sultan worked closely together to prepare the attack. Some guerrilla fighters had already infiltrated Yogyakarta as individuals or in small groups. One of Suharto’s officers reportedly was able to obtain city maps from a sympathizer within the Town Planning Office. Suharto himself visited the sultan’s palace several times dressed as a farmer delivering groceries to the kitchen.94 The plan was to attack the city from four directions. Mines would be laid along the access roads to slow the arrival of Dutch reinforcements.

The element of surprise was almost lost when one of Suharto’s battalion commanders, forgetting that 1949 was a leap year, attacked twenty-four hours too early. The Dutch, however, mistook this attack for just another of the periodic guerrilla raids such as the one that had knocked out the municipal power plant. Their forces had not been alerted when two thousand Indonesian troops struck Yogyakarta at 6:00 a.m. on March 1.

Each member of the assault force wore a coconut leaf attached to their shoulders as a recognition signal. City residents aided the attack by acting as local guides and supplying food and water. The attackers penetrated to the center of the town, liberated many Republican prisoners, and captured an ammunition factory and large amounts of small arms and ammunition. Suharto claimed that his soldiers even captured a tank, but no one knew how to drive it and so it had to be destroyed.95 Suharto’s troops held portions of the city until noon, then gradually withdrew as Dutch reinforcements, spearheaded by tanks and armored cars, began to arrive. By 2:00 p.m. most of the Indonesian troops had disengaged, taking with them large quantities of captured Dutch weapons and equipment.

Sudirman wrote a letter of congratulation to Suharto, and the attack of March 1 is commemorated in Indonesia today as a great victory, “Serangen Umum” or the General Offensive. Yet its military impact was quite limited. UN military observers reported that losses to Suharto’s forces were “substantial” and Dutch losses “very light.”96 The American consul-general referred to the “the Djocjakarta [Yogyakarta] attack by the TNI” as “a defeat” in his March report on the military situation in Indonesia.97

Yet while the attack on Yogyakarta was no Yorktown or Dien Bien Phu, it nevertheless highlighted the continuing deterioration in the military position of the Dutch in Java and their inability to exert effective control over most of the areas outside the larger towns and cities. The same American report that classified Serangan Umum as a Republican defeat also noted that Republican military actions were continuing and that attacks by small and medium-sized units were becoming more frequent.

The British consulate general’s military liaison officer reported that throughout March guerilla activity had increased, with attacks on several large Dutch-controlled towns. The airfield at Semarang had been closed by guerilla mortar fire. All approaches to Malang, the second largest city in eastern Java, had been cut, and for a time it was impossible even to run military convoys into the isolated town. The main Dutch supply route between the cities of Semarang, Solo, and the capital of Yogyakata was repeatedly under attack and at one point was closed for a week.

The military liaison officer “noticed that Dutch troops appear to be in poor condition and observers report that their standard of discipline and general conduct during operations is low. There is no doubt that morale has dropped considerably. . . . Officers and other ranks with whom it has been possible to talk, appear to feel that the operations are not leading anywhere, and in consequence their actions appear half-hearted.”98 American intelligence experts predicted that the Netherlands’ resources would be “bled to death” in the course of a long guerilla campaign.99

If the Dutch appeared to be losing ground militarily in Indonesia, they were experiencing an earthquake diplomatically and politically. Denunciations of Dutch policy from nations as diverse as Poland, India, the Soviet Union, and the Philippines continued to rain down on The Hague. All of the Dutch-created federal states of the “United States of Indonesia” had repudiated their collaboration with the Netherlands. In the United States, Senator Owen Brewster of Maine compared the Netherlands’ conduct in Indonesia to the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor and Nazi Germany’s attack on Belgium and Holland in 1940. Along with nine other senators he introduced a resolution calling for an immediate cutoff of all aid to the Dutch.100

In The Hague many of the architects of Operation Crow had either left the government or were calling for accommodation. Dutch politicians, diplomats, and economists were also becoming increasingly involved in the movements toward European economic unification and security cooperation fostered by the Marshall Plan as well as plans for the new North Atlantic Treaty Organization. These developments seemed to signal a new economic and political future for the Netherlands as a dynamic part of the emerging European Community and Cold War partner of the United States.101

On April 14, the negotiations between the Dutch and the Republicans which, after many twists and turns, would lead to the complete independence of Indonesia, began in Batavia. In the “Roem-Royen Agreement” (named for the Republican and Dutch negotiators), signed in early May, The Hague agreed to the restoration of the Sukarno-Hatta government to Yogyakarta in return for an understanding that the Republican leaders would order a cease-fire. The last Dutch troops left Yogyakarta at the end of June, and in July Sukarno and the other civilian leaders returned to Yogyakarta amid great rejoicing.

The leaders of the TNI had watched the resumption of negotiations with deep suspicion. “I want you to tell me whether there is any right for these people who were under arrest or closely watched by the Dutch to make political decisions which will ultimately determine the fate of our state,” Sudirman wrote to the army commander in Sumatra.102 It took a personal appeal from Sultan Hamengkubowono to persuade Sudirman to return to the capital on July 10.

Most army leaders still opposed any cease-fire prior to complete independence, and when it was announced that a cease-fire would take effect on August 11, Sudirman considered submitting his resignation. In an August 2 meeting with Sukarno witnessed by Nasution, “Pak Dirman [Sudirman] said in brief that he could not follow the government’s policy. Because of that he asked to be relieved from his position. . . . The president tried to explain . . . [the government’s] strategy, which for the time being required compromise but in the long run would open the gates to the fulfillment of our original ideas. . . . Finally the President came out with his last card: ‘If the leaders of the TNI resign because of this, I as president and supreme commander will also resign.’ Silence. Tears in the president’s eyes. Tears in Sudirman’s eyes. I was very moved. Tears came also to my eyes.”103

In the end Nasution and other senior leaders successfully persuaded Sudirman not to resign. Gradually, and not without some armed clashes, the cease-fire and departure of Dutch forces, supervised by Sultan Hamengkubowono as coordinator of security, took effect. Meanwhile, a Roundtable Conference convened in The Hague to discuss the terms of independence. On December 27, 1949, the Netherlands formally transferred sovereignty over all of Indonesia, excluding Dutch New Guinea, to the Republic. Sudirman died of tuberculosis one month later. Sukarno and Hatta became president and vice president of a unified Indonesia.

Almost five years before Dien Bien Phu, Indonesia became the first European colony in Asia to win its independence by force of arms. To be sure, the protracted raids, ambushes, and sabotage that characterized the Indonesian War of Independence bore little resemblance to Dien Bien Phu. Rather it was the continuing guerilla war supported by most of the population that gradually wore down the Dutch. This was combined with the skillful “diplomasi” of the Republic’s civilian leaders that contrasted with the the stubbornness and shortsightedness of the Dutch and played on the growing American apprehension of Asian communism. Together, they brought about Indonesia’s Dien Bien Phu.

The victory was not without cost. At least 200,000 people, most of them Indonesians but also Chinese, Dutch, “Indos,” and Japanese, are believed to have died in the four years of fighting. The two-track conduct of the war by the Republican government, subtle diplomacy, politicking and propaganda by the civilian leadership, and direct combat by the army and militias had ultimately proved to be a winning combination. However, the experience of the Second Dutch Police Action, in which the civilian cabinet could be perceived as passively surrendering to the Dutch while the army continued the struggle and held the country together, decisively influenced the Indonesian Army’s view of the proper relationship between the government and the military. It reinforced the army’s already existing view that the military should play an equal role with the civilian leadership in the new republic. Similarly, the government’s seeming abandonment of eastern Java following the Renville Agreement, leaving the leadership and defense of that region to Kartosoewiro’s Darul Islam, left a lasting legacy of separatist sentiment and spawned numerous Islamist splinter groups. Internally, regional and religious conflicts in Indonesia continued into the early 1960s.




5

[image: ]

“China’s Gettysburg”

November 1948 was a black month for Chiang and the Kuomintang. The same week that saw the fall of Shenyang and the final loss of Manchuria also brought news of Truman’s reelection to the presidency. Like most American politicians and journalists, Chiang had been expecting a Republican electoral victory. His ties to the Republicans had always been strong, and the Republican standard bearer in the 1948 election, Thomas E. Dewey, was outspoken in his support for additional aid to the generalissimo. Dewey’s defeat was a severe blow and nullified Chiang’s assurances to his followers that there would soon be a more accommodating government in Washington. Following close on the news of the election came reports to Nanjing that the Communists were about to launch a major offensive in central China.

In September 1948, while the battles for Manchuria were still in their final stage, units of the Communist East China Field Army under Su Yu had attacked Jinan, the provincial capital of Shandong. During World War II, the Japanese had modernized the city’s defenses, installing concrete bunkers and electric wire, and it was now garrisoned by more than 100,000 Nationalist troops. General Wang Yaowu, a former Chiang student at Whampoa, who commanded at Jinan, divided the city into two defensive zones: the eastern zone, which he commanded directly, and the western zone under General Wu Huawei, commander of the Eighty-Fourth Division.

General Wu had begun his career commanding the Nationalist New Fourth Division, fighting both the Japanese and the Communists in Shandong during the Sino-Japanese War. His soldiers’ reputation for extreme brutality and atrocities against civilians was such that local people used a play on the Chinese words for “New Fourth Division” that rendered it “fresh corpses.”1 In 1943 Wu and his division defected to the Japanese and became the “Third Army of Peace and Reconstruction.”

Wu had no compunction about attacking his former Nationalist comrades, and his actions seriously weakened the Nationalist resistance in Shandong. His soldiers continued their old habits. One of his battalions was reported to have burned down a village of fifty houses and killed over thirty villagers, including an eight-year-old girl whom they tossed into the fire.2 Despite his damage to the Nationalist cause and his unsavory reputation, Wu had been welcomed back into the Chinese forces by Chiang Kai-shek in 1945, retaining his rank and his old command. Given his background, Wu was a peculiar choice to command half the defenses of a critical Nationalist stronghold, and General Wang’s motives in choosing him remain a mystery.

Su Yu began his attack on Jinan on September 14 and captured its airfield two days later. On September 18, Wu’s Eighty-Fourth Division defected, opening the western sector of the city’s defenses to Communist attackers. The remaining defenders retreated behind the old city walls, which were easily breached by Communist artillery. As Su Yu’s troops poured through the wall, many of the demoralized defenders surrendered, although some held out for a few more days in the city’s larger buildings before finally surrendering on September 24.3

Su Yu had hoped to capture Jinan in three weeks. It had taken less than ten days. About 50,000 of Shandong’s former defenders were incorporated into Su Yu’s army.4 The East China Field Army’s victory left almost all of Shandong under Communist control, with the exception of a narrow corridor in the east that included the port of Tsingtau. The following month, Liu Bocheng’s Central Plains Field Army captured the cities of Zhengzho and Kaifeng in Henan, threatening the rail lines to the Nationalist stronghold at Xuzhou.

Mao now sensed an opportunity for a decisive victory over the Nationalists that could bring Communist armies to the banks of the Yangtze River. The new campaign, approved by the Central Military Commission on October 11, 1948, was to be coordinated jointly by Liu Bocheng, Chen Yi, and Deng Xiaoping. Its objective was the major Nationalist base and transportation hub of Xuzhou in northwest Jiangsu province, about 170 miles from Nanjing. Xuzhou lay along the main invasion route that armies from the North had traditionally followed in offensives against the South, and the city had seen many battles in its 2,600-year history. The new theater of war was the vast alluvial plain between the Huai River and the Lung Hai Railroad. These geographic features gave their name to the impending contest, the Battle of the Huai-Hai.

The Huai plain was the type of densely populated, intensely cultivated region that R. H. Tawney had described in his study of rural China twenty years earlier. Thousands of small agricultural villages dotted the flatlands on which farmers grew wheat, corn, sorghum, and soybeans. The adobe buildings of the villages were usually surrounded by mud walls to protect against flooding and bandits. Larger towns often had walls of stone and brick. These walled villages and towns often played a significant military role, because their walls provided a degree of defense and the houses could provide shelter against the elements.

Evaluating Communist prospects for the coming offensive, Su Yu, Chen Yi, Liu Bocheng, and Deng Xiaoping might well have echoed the Earl of Westmoreland’s declaration to the rebellious lords in Shakespeare’s Henry IV.


For Lo!

Within a ken our army lies,

Upon mine honor, all too confident

To give admittance to thought of fear.

Our battle is more full of names than yours,

Our men more perfect in the use of arms,

Our armor all as strong, our cause the best.5



The PLA armies were indeed “more full of names” than their Nationalist opponents. To the highly integrated, unified command structure of the Communists with its experienced, battle-hardened, and talented commanders like Su Yu, Liu Bocheng, and Chen Yi, the Nationalists could oppose only the collection of retreads from earlier defeats, mutually suspicious and divided generals, and a changeable and unpredictable supreme command.

The Nationalist forces available for the campaign outnumbered the Communist regular forces by about 800,000 to 600,000, but the Communists could call upon various types of regional and local militia, totaling almost half a million members, to harass the Nationalists and provide intelligence, scouts, local guides, and emergency replacements. In addition, an estimated five million civilians were mobilized to provide transport, supplies, labor, and other types of logistical support. The columns of farmers carrying ammunition, medicine, food, and other supplies could make their own way to the battlefront independently of improved roads or rail lines. Their most sophisticated means of transportation was usually a hand-propelled cart or wheelbarrow.6

In advanced weaponry the Nationalists still held an edge. They enjoyed a two to one advantage in artillery and deployed about two hundred American-made M3A Stuart light tanks, while their air force held total control of the air. Yet the Communists had begun to close the gap in modern arms, having captured large numbers of weapons from the Nationalists. The East China Field Army included a newly formed “ST column,” which included batteries of captured American 105 mm howitzers as well as tank units composed of captured US and Japanese tanks.7

With the defeats in Manchuria, Chiang and the Nationalist high command anticipated that the Communists would next move against Xuzhou, but they underestimated the speed with which Mao’s forces could prepare and position themselves for such an offensive, and they could not agree on how to meet it. The traditional point at which the southern kingdoms of ancient China had defended themselves against attacks from the north had been along the line of the Huai. When this was not possible, the southern forces defending Nanjing would use the more defensible terrain south of the river with its many smaller rivers, creeks, and rolling hills to slow the northerners’ advance. In 383 AD, the Southern dynasty had won a famous victory over the superior mounted Northern army in this environment.8 Some top Nationalist generals advocated a similar course of action, and suggested centering the Kuomintang defense around Bangpo, a heavily fortified city along the Huai River. Bangpo was closer to Nanjing and therefore easier to supply.

Chiang initially favored this approach, but he was reluctant to suffer a further loss of prestige by abandoning Xuzhou. When the generalissimo finally decided at the end of October to begin a withdrawal to the Huai River, some of his top commanders dissented. In a critical meeting at Xuzhou on November 5, the generals commanding the two largest formations defending the area argued for holding the city. Xuzhou was well fortified and had large stockpiles of food and military supplies. The army chief of staff, General Gu Zutong, agreed with the plan to defend the city and surprisingly stated that Chiang did also.9 In any case, the Nationalists had waited too long. While their armies were redeploying for the defense of Xuzhou, the People’s Army struck.

The Communists’ initial target was the Nationalist Seventh Army Group. That force, under General Huang Biatao, was in the midst of its redeployment east toward Xuzhou. This involved moving about 100,000 troops with their equipment a distance of up to eighty kilometers back across the Grand Canal to take up new positions west of the canal and closer to Xuzhou. Along the route of the Seventh Army’s withdrawal, the canal, linking the Yellow and the Yangtze Rivers, was spanned by only a single bridge at the town of Yunhezen.

Two corps of the Seventh Army were still on the east side of the canal when units of Su Yu’s East China Field Army struck on November 7, 1948. By the next morning the “single track rail road bridge across the canal was jammed by a churning mass of soldiers, trucks, jeeps and horse drawn carts carrying artillery trying to cross as quickly as possible. Thousands of civilian refugees crowded toward this only escape route to the west added to the confusion. On both sides of the bridge a few small boats were ferrying soldiers across the 50-meter wide ribbon of water but their capacity was limited. . . . the sound of gunfire coming from the east added to everyone’s sense of urgency.”10

That evening 40,000 Nationalist troops of the Third Pacification Area, holding positions northwest of the Seventh Army along the Grand Canal, defected to the Communists. Two key commanders in the Third Pacification area high command, General Zhang Kexia and General He Jifeng, were longtime underground Communist agents who had been conducting espionage within the Kuomintang military for years. Now they completed their masterwork, inducing entire divisions to surrender without a fight.

The defection of the Third Pacification Area troops opened a large gap west of Huang Baitau’s army through which three columns of Su Yu’s East China Field Army raced south to cut in between the Seventh Army and Xuzhou. Thinking that these forces were about to attack Xuzhou, the Nationalist commander at Xuzhou, General Liu Zhi, panicked. He ordered the Nationalist Thirteenth Army stationed east of the city to move back into the city, thus further widening the gap between the Seventh Army and other Nationalist forces. The Nationalist Second Army Group, located to the west of the city, and the Sixteenth Army Group, stationed to the south at the city of Suxian, were ordered back to the city as well.11

Despite the increased Communist pressure, most of the Seventh Army continued to hold the west bank of the canal through the evening of November 9, allowing most of its units to complete the crossing of the canal intact and reach the army’s new headquarters at Nienchuang, a small town about fifty kilometers east of Xuzhou. By November 11, the Nationalist forces in Nienchuang were completely surrounded.

On that same day, General Du Yuming arrived in Xuzhou to take effective command of the Nationalist forces. He found Liu Zhi’s headquarters in disarray, with the staff confused and uncertain. Liu himself appeared to Du to have lost all confidence and to think only of escape. Du later recalled that he had come to Xuzhou “in the mood of one going to the execution ground.”12

On the following day came more unsettling news. Intelligence reports confirmed the presence of large Communist forces to the south advancing on Suxian. These were units of Liu Bocheng and Deng Xiaoping’s Central China Field Army, which had moved into place when the Nationalist Sixteenth Army Group, in obedience to Liu Zhi’s frantic orders, had abandoned its positions around the town of Mencheng and moved northeast some forty kilometers closer to Xuzhou. Du immediately understood the danger represented by this latest development. Deng’s forces had the potential to cut Xuzhou’s communications, including the railway lines, to the Huai River and Nanjing. Du proposed to Chiang that four of the Nationalist Army Groups to the west and south of Xuzhou attack the Communist forces to the southwest. After that Communist force was defeated, the four Nationalist armies could turn east to relieve the Seventh Army Group at Nienchuang.13

Chiang rejected Du’s plan. He directed that Du send the bulk of his forces, two army groups together with an armored column commanded by the generalissimo’s son Chiang Wei-kuo, to the relief of the Seventh Army Group. Wei-kuo had become familiar with German ideas of blitzkrieg while a student at the German Army’s Kriegschule in Munich during the 1930s, and as a young officer-cadet he had participated in the “Anschluss” of Austria in 1938. Yet neither Wei-kuo’s German training, nor the tactics he had later learned at the US Army Armor School at Fort Knox, enabled him to turn the plodding advance of the relief forces into a blitzkrieg. After three days the relief force bogged down, unable to make further headway in the face of stubborn fighting by troops of Chen Yi’s East China Field Army.

Meanwhile the Seventh Army Group doggedly clung to Nienchuang. The Seventh had been bruised in its withdrawal across the Grand Canal but was still a formidable force, as Su Yu’s forces soon discovered when they launched their first attacks against the Nienchuang positions in November and encountered a blizzard of steel from the defenders.

The Seventh Army Group held a perimeter only seven kilometers across, and within that perimeter they had concentrated a formidable firepower capability, including a battalion of American-made 105 mm howitzers whose shells could reach any sector of the defenses. The small villages within the Seventh’s perimeter with their stout mud walls were connected by a pattern of newly dug trenches. While Nationalist soldiers could shelter behind village walls, houses, and trenches, which formed a network of interconnecting defenses, the PLA infantry in carrying out their assaults would have to advance across flat open fields.14

During the following three days the East China Field Army’s columns futilely battered against Nienchuang’s defenses, suffering heavy casualties to Nationalist artillery and air attacks by planes flying from Xuzhou. The Nationalist government meanwhile proclaimed “The Victory of Eastern Xuzhou,” dispatching dozens of propagandists and entertainers to the city. They plastered the city with posters, and organized celebrations and awards ceremonies in which medals and silver dollar bonuses were bestowed on soldiers for real and imagined heroic deeds. One Nationalist general recalled that many of Xuzhou’s hard-pressed civilians and soldiers regarded the whole effort as a farce.15

On November 15, Su Yu called a halt to the attacks at Nienchuang while he conferred with his commanders and adjusted his tactics. Additional artillery from the ST column was called up, and artillery companies were earmarked to provide direct support to infantry assaults. (In an attack, the artillery providing direct support was placed under the control of the commander of the assault regiment.)16

A major Communist attack on November 17 succeeded in destroying two of the Seventh Army Group’s four corps but left the defenses of Nienchuang still intact. The remaining defenders held out until the morning of November 22, when the last network of defenses collapsed. Attempting to break out through the Communist encirclement with a small band of soldiers, General Huang Baitau was wounded and subsequently committed suicide. Only two to three thousand survivors of the Seventh Army Group managed to find their way to Xuzhou. A few days later, correspondent Seymour Topping, flying above the area, could look down on “the smoking ruins of Nienchuang. Corpses and abandoned equipment lay throughout a network of trenches radiating from an outer moat.”17 Twenty-five thousand Nationalist soldiers died in the defense of Nienchuang, and eight thousand more became prisoners.18

While the Seventh Army Group had been engaged at Nienchuang, and the Xuzhou relief force was bogged down in its futile efforts, Deng Xiaoping’s Central Plains Field Army had captured Suxian in three days of fighting, thus cutting off Xuzhou’s communication route to the south. Instead of immediately attacking Xuzhou, however, the Communists turned their attention to the Nationalist Twelfth Army Group, which had been ordered up from its bases in Wuhan in central China to reinforce Xuzhou. This force, having walked over 240 miles, was now slowly approaching the Huai River from the southwest. Short on supplies, and tired and hungry after their difficult overland advance, the soldiers of the Twelfth Army Group unexpectedly encountered Chen Yi’s Communist forces and were stopped near the town of Shuangduji southwest of Suxian. By November 26, the Twelfth Army Group was completely surrounded.

The following day, the Twelfth Army Group’s 110th Division, which had been selected to spearhead a breakout attempt, defected to the Communists. The division commander, General Liao Yunzhou, had been an underground party member since the 1920s. Toward evening, Liao and other underground Communist unit leaders in the division announced to the troops that they had arranged a way to save their lives by surrendering. Everyone was to put a white cloth or towel on his left arm and walk quietly toward the Communist lines. Anyone who did not wish to go was invited to speak up. “Not surprising,” as Liao later noted, “no one spoke up,” and the troops disappeared into the darkness headed toward the waiting Communists.19

The situation of Xuzhou was now critical. On November 28, Du Yuming flew to Nanjing to confer with the generalissimo. Chiang’s son Wei-kuo left with him, having already sent most of the tanks of the armored corps south to Nanjing before Xuzhou was sealed off.20 In private meetings with Chiang and his chief of staff, Du received approval for a bold plan to abandon Xuzhou and escape with the three remaining army groups toward the town of Yongcheng about seventy miles to the southwest.

Following his escape, Du planned to continue to the area between the cities of Mencheng, Gouyang, and Fuyang in the area of the Huai River. “Once there,” Du told Chiang’s chief of staff, “with the Huai River behind us, we can turn toward the enemy and fight to break the encirclement of Huang [Wei’s Twelfth Army Group].”21 Du emphasized that this was to be purely an escape and that the Xuzhou’s forces were to do no fighting until they had reached their objective area. He warned that to abandon the city simply to engage the Communists in the open country would be to court disaster. With Chiang’s approval, Du flew back to Xuzhou to organize a series of diversionary attacks designed to convince the Communists that the Nationalists were planning a breakout to the east.

Early on December 1, 1948, Du Yuming’s army of about 250,000 men marched out of Xuzhou in the freezing winds and sleet of the central plains winter. The diversionary attacks had largely succeeded in misleading the Communists, and Du’s movement caught them by surprise. It was now essential that the Nationalists seize this opportunity by quickly completing their withdrawal. Yet the beginnings of the march were far from auspicious. About 100,000 desperate refugees accompanied the retreating troops. Terrified government officials in their cars and commandeered trucks attempted to force their way through throngs of other refugees riding oxcarts or donkey carts or pushing carts or wheelbarrows.

Those refugees who could find no means of transport simply carried what belongings they could on their backs. The crowd of fleeing civilians soon overflowed the road, obliging many to trudge through nearby cornfields.22 Behind them, portions of the city were on fire resulting from botched attempts by the departing troops to destroy their abandoned ammunition and equipment. The mass of fugitives soon clogged the roads, making an orderly military withdrawal impossible and adding to the atmosphere of pessimism and foreboding. The order to abandon Xuzhou “horrified many Nationalist soldiers who had been originally instructed to firmly control this strategic center.23 . . . Now in completely abandoning Xuzhou their leaders [seemed] to have admitted that their failure was inevitable.”24

At the first river crossing, many civilian automobiles and trucks had to be abandoned; others were muscled into the water at the orders of the military to form a makeshift ford for their troops and vehicles. During the night the refugees halted. Many collected tree branches to build a fire, dug holes in the ground to make ovens, and cooked their meals. After the meal, children slept huddled up on the oxcarts while their parents sat silently around the fire. Several of the refugees began to sing a song familiar to many from the days when they were fugitives fleeing the Japanese.25

A few hours after his forces had cleared Xuzhou, Du received an urgent message from Chiang that was air-dropped by a plane from Nanjing. The generalissimo believed that he had detected signs that the Communist forces near Xuzhou were retreating. Chiang now saw no reason for evading the enemy by moving southwest. Instead he ordered Du to move straight south to relieve the Twelfth Army. Chiang admonished Du against “taking a roundabout way to avoid battle.”

Du was flabbergasted by Chiang’s new order. As he had explained during his last trip to Nanjing, “taking a roundabout way to avoid battle” was in fact the only way to save his army from destruction. Although he was tempted to ignore the order, Du feared that if he did so, he would be blamed for the loss of the Twelfth Army and accused of cowardice. Unable to decide, he halted the march and called a council of his army commanders. The generals reluctantly concluded that they had to obey Chiang’s direct order and prepared to move southeast.

The delay caused by the receipt of Chiang’s order proved disastrous, allowing Su Yu’s surprised troops to overtake Du’s retreating army. By December 4, Du found that his forces were completely surrounded and compressed into a rectangular area about ten kilometers long by eight wide in the vicinity of the town of Chenguanzhuang, roughly three days’ march north of the Huai River. A breakout attempt on December 6 failed, costing Du about one-fourth of his forces.26 “My army,” he told Chiang, “is tightly surrounded . . . and has no chance whatever of breaking [the Twelfth Army Group’s] encirclement.”27

It was the destruction of the Twelfth Army Group to which the Communist command now turned its main attention, leaving Du Yuming trapped but intact within his pocket. Confronting the Twelfth Army Group proved to be a formidable task. The Twelfth Army Group was an American-equipped formation with modern tanks and artillery. Its commander, General Huang Wei, was a tough and stubborn graduate of German military schools who had fought in most of the heaviest battles in the war with Japan. His deputy, General Hu Lian, a classmate of Lin Biao at the Whampoa Military Academy, had a well-established reputation for aggressiveness and daring, something quite rare in the Nationalist Army. He had fought the Japanese at Shanghai and in Hubei Province. Wounded several times, he had been awarded the Order of the Blue Sky and White Sun, China’s highest military decoration.

As he launched his first attacks on November 28, Liu Bocheng expected that the battle with the Twelfth Army might be over in a day. The following morning he revised his estimate to at least ten days. It soon became apparent that even this second assumption was also overly optimistic, when the Central Plains Field Army’s infantry columns suffered heavy casualties from the well-coordinated fire of the Nationalist tanks and artillery supported by air strikes. The battle soon took on a World War I appearance as the Communists dug approach trenches to cover their movement toward the Nationalist lines. The Nationalists hit the trenches with artillery bombardments and tank-supported raids.

Yet the Twelfth Army Group’s perimeter was shrinking and the Communists brought up more troops. Within the perimeter food was running low. When food was airdropped by flights from Nanjing, discipline frequently broke down and soldiers abandoned their positions to rush to the sight of the drops. Some troops reportedly shot at each other in struggles over food. Cavalry horses were butchered and eaten. Medical supplies were almost nonexistent.28

By mid-December most houses had been destroyed for firewood and the Twelfth Army’s troops huddled in their trenches against the freezing winds of winter. General Huang Wei planned a desperate breakout for December 15, but a Communist attack the day before had thrown the Nationalists into confusion and by evening their defenses had collapsed. General Huang and three of his corps commanders were captured. Only a small remnant of the Twelfth Army Group’s 120,000 troops escaped. Among them was General Hu Lian, who personally led a daring breakout by a handful of his veterans, evaded the Communist forces, and reached Nanjing a week later.

At Chenguanzhuang, Du Yuming’s time was also running out. With no hope of reinforcements, his soldiers held out in small pockets around the city. Winter weather had set in, with frequent bouts of snow or freezing rain. “Every hut was packed with troops,” wrote Life Magazine reporter Carl Mydans, “and against the adobe walls rough lean-tos made of kaoling reeds sheltered more men huddled in the cold. Only a few villagers remained, running at the call of each imperative military voice, their houses commandeered, their heaps of straw being chewed away by the artillery horses and their rice and vegetables and whatever livestock they had left disappearing into the cooking pots that boiled and simmered wherever rifles were stacked and men squatted by the heat of the smoky fires.”29

During the first days of January the weather cleared. One soldier recorded on January 3, “[T]he sun eventually came out and the temperature became warmer. People were out of their living quarters and talked to one another. A variety of treasures were shown on the village roads for sale. Some refugees even put a price on their children’s heads in the market. . . . Tobacco became the most valuable commodity. One puff of smoking was traded for gold.”30

Three days later, Su Yu’s East China Field Army launched a final attack on Du’s forces. At first, fighting was heavy and the Communists suffered nearly 17,000 casualties, but after four days of combat the Nationalists collapsed. Du Yuming surrendered on January 10 and more than 80 percent of his 200,000 men became prisoners of war.31 The Huahai Campaign, called by Mao “China’s Gettysburg,”32 was a shattering defeat for the Nationalists. Chiang’s armies had lost half a million men; almost two-thirds were prisoners or defectors.

While the Huahai battles were in their final stages, Lin Biao’s forces from Manchuria were closing in on Beijing and Tianjin. At the end of November 1948, Time correspondent Robert Doyle, aboard a train from Tianjin to Beijing, noticed a freight train carrying three flat cars with three shiny new automobiles headed in the opposite direction, toward the port. “Yu-chien-ti tu pao” (“The monied people are all running away”), a railroad guard remarked to Doyle.33

Fu Zuoyi commanded the Beijing area forces. A warlord general with a distinguished record in the war with Japan, Fu was no great fan of Chiang Kai-shek. His confidence in the generalissimo had been further shaken in October 1948 when Chiang, on a visit to Beijing, suddenly withdrew from a critical conference with Fu on the defense of the region, after receiving a phone call from his wife, and flew off to Shanghai.

Although Fu understandably viewed the generalissimo’s actions as irresponsible and a personal affront, Chiang’s surprising departure had nothing to do with the general or the military situation. Chiang’s son, Chiang Ching-kuo, had been placed in charge of an ambitious program of currency reform centered on Shanghai and designed to check the country’s raging inflation. Ching-kuo took up his task with enthusiasm, energetically cracking down on currency speculators and black marketeers. Among the latter was David Kung, the nephew of Madame Chiang. Fearing that Kung might be executed, she flew to Shanghai and implored the generalissimo to immediately intervene. Kung was eventually released and allowed to depart for the United States after turning over $6 million US to the Chinese government.

By mid-December Fu’s outlying forces west of Beijing had been decimated by the Communists, and Lin Biao’s Northeast China Field Army had surrounded Beijing, severing its communications with the important port of Tianjin.34 “All throughout the Peiping-Tientsin area the air was filled with the blue haze of burning villages and the flashes of sporadic fighting as the armies closed in for the kill.”35

On the outer approaches to Beijing, in the former royal gardens of a Qing dynasty prince, was Yenching University, founded by American Protestant missionaries in the late nineteenth century. Under the leadership of John Leighton Stuart, now the US ambassador, its distinguished American and Chinese faculty had trained some of China’s most prominent intellectuals, writers, and scientists.

Ralph Lapwood, a young mathematics instructor at the university, watched as Communist troops, “well clad in padded clothes, fur-lined coats and huge fur hats,” entered a nearby village on the morning of December 16. “The soldiers got on to good terms with the villagers straight away. . . . [They] took neither food nor fuel from the villagers and would not accept any presents or services. They paid with their “Great Wall” currency for all they needed. . . . They carried water and swept the courtyards for their hosts. They chatted cheerfully with everyone and the air was full of stories of their astonishing behavior.”36 The political officer of the newly arrived PLA unit “called on the university’s administrative committee. He apologized for interruption of electrical service and promised the university would have current from the newly captured Peiping power station in three days. It did.”37

Encouraged by his daughter, whose fiancé was a longtime Communist agent, Fu had already opened secret negotiations with the Communists. He proposed a truce, after which he and the Communists would jointly propose a peace agreement for the rest of the country. The PLA commanders, Lin Biao, Nie Rongzhen, and Zhou Enlai, found the idea of a united front with Fu Zuoyi laughable, but they were eager to avoid a pitched battle for Beijing, a city that held great symbolic and historical importance to most Chinese, including Mao. The Communists were also anxious to ensure that they would capture the large industrial and manufacturing facilities of Beijing and Tianjin intact. Communist underground organizers in the factories even went so far as to establish workers’ committees to protect the equipment and prevent its removal or destruction by the government or the plant managers.38

As the fruitless negotiations dragged on and the Communists tightened their noose around Tientsin and Beijing, Yan Xishan, the powerful warlord of neighboring Shanxi Province, whose capital, Taiyun, was on the direct rail line to Beijing, did nothing. Although his armies numbered almost 250,000 men, including 2,000 Japanese veterans, Yan, a rival of Fu Zuoyi, was not about to use his army to save Beijing. He was preparing for a fight to the death with the Communists to defend his capital, and his principal political goal was to maintain as much control of Shanxi as possible while hoping that the Communists, whom he cordially hated, and Chiang, whom he disliked and distrusted, would wear themselves out in battle. This mutual rivalry and suspicion among Chiang’s warlord commanders helped doom the Nationalists’ efforts in North China.

By early January 1949, Mao had tired of waiting for Fu to come around, and ordered an offensive against Tientsin. The campaign to capture the city turned into a bloody slugging match as Communist forces fought their way through the waterways and canals surrounding the city, many of which had been diverted by the defenders to block the Communist line of advance.39 “The shelling and machine gun fire went on day and night,” wrote one British resident. “On Friday everyone knew the takeover would be soon, and the shelling was rattling the windows downtown. . . . I had just got out into the hall to find some papers . . . when a shell scored a direct hit on the battlements of Gordon Hall. . . . This explosion blew open the doors and blew everyone into the hall; a mixed bag of foreigners and Chinese office people, soldiers, coolies and policemen. Everyone fell flat and I dodged back into my room as I thought I might as well be killed by a shell as crushed to death by a mass of odd bodies.”40

Finally, on January 14, the PLA launched its general attack. “As the Communists came in down Race Course Road the Nationalists swarmed into our building,” wrote an employee of the British Consulate. “All got up the backstairs and onto the roof from which they started firing and throwing grenades. . . . The Chinese tenant on the lowest floor had a bad time as the Nationalists got into his place and the officer in charge of that particular bunch decided he could not live without his brothers who had been killed and so blew himself up with a hand grenade in this man’s flat. He did not die, even though he had a huge hole in his front and practically no back. They of course dragged him out into the street and there he lay, still alive at 7 that night. I did not know about it, I could have at least given him a drink, which would have finished him off, poor devil. However the cold in the night did it for him. His body is still lying there.”41

After a single day of fighting, the Nationalist commander surrendered. “The Kuomintang mayor of Tientsin, who had sworn to fight to the bitter end was captured with his concubine in his ‘secret’ downtown apartment. The mayor’s wife turned out to have been a Communist agent.”42

With Tientsin gone, Communist troops moving into the suburbs of Beijing, and members of his own family and staff urging capitulation, Fu Zuoyi, on January 22, renounced his allegiance to the Kuomintang government and surrendered the city to the PLA.43 With Beijing’s capitulation, another quarter million Nationalist troops fell under Communist control. In all, the three defeats in Manchuria, in the Huahai, and at Beijing-Tientsin had cost the Kuomintang 1.5 million men in a space of less than six months.44

“Reports of lost battles swirl in like falling snow,” recorded Chiang in his diary at the end of 1948.45 On January 21 the generalissimo, “with the hope that the hostilities may be brought to an end and the people’s sufferings relieved,” announced his intention to “retire” and turn over the duties of president to his vice president, General Li Zongren. On the day before, the Kuomintang government had called for an immediate cease-fire and peace negotiations.

As Ambassador Stuart observed, Chiang’s retirement was highly conditional. Under China’s constitution, Chiang had not formally abdicated but merely turned over the functions of his office to the vice president. “This means that the President can legally return at any time to take back his power from the Vice President.”46 That was precisely the generalissimo’s view of things. In a conversation with the director of the Joint US Military Advisory Group, China, General David Barr, Chiang “said that this would be the third time he had had to retire or resign temporarily and stated that the Chinese people had requested his return on the first two occasions and he was confident that he would be asked to return again soon. He said that he hoped that his temporary departure from Nanking [Nanjing] would give ample opportunity to those who so strongly advocated peace, to negotiate with the Communists but he expressed doubt the Communists would listen to their appeals.”47

Li Zongren was considered by many to have been the greatest Chinese general of the Second World War, having led the armies who defeated the Japanese in the great Battle of Taierzhuang in 1938. From 1943, however, he had been sidelined by a jealous Chiang into various high-sounding administrative posts until elected vice president by the National Assembly, against Chiang’s wishes, in April 1948. Upon assuming his duties, Li discovered that many Kuomintang leaders regarded his appointment as purely an expedient to achieve some sort of negotiated settlement with the Communists. Chiang had not resigned as head of the Kuomintang and was now busily supervising preparations to transfer his regime to the island of Taiwan.

Undeterred, Li Zongren announced a series of domestic reforms, including freeing political prisoners and easing press censorship, and he dispatched a group of his most prominent supporters to Xibaipo in southwestern Hebei Province to open preliminary peace talks with Mao. The chairman’s terms, as outlined by Zhou Enlai, were the same as the Communists had proposed in mid-January 1949 and amounted to a virtual demand for surrender. The “bogus constitution” and “bogus constitutional government” were to be abolished, the Nationalist troops were to be “reorganized according to democratic principles,” a new government was to be formed without the participation of “reactionary elements,” and “war criminals” were to be strictly punished.48

Formal negotiations continued on into May but got nowhere. As one American diplomat in China observed, “[R]egardless of what is in the Generalissimo’s mind, his henchmen are not yet ready to die as ‘war criminals’ and are determined that Li will not, in a moment of weakness, accept clemency for himself at their expense. . . . They are in effect marking time until Li’s failure.”49 Meanwhile the PLA completed preparations for an offensive to cross the Yangtze River.

On April 19, Li met with the ambassadors of Australia, Britain, France, and the United States. He outlined the Communist demands, pointing out that they obviously could not be accepted by his government. Yet Li noted, “China’s wartime allies and powers friendly to her had indicated no willingness to come to her assistance.” His appeal was met by a chorus of “tut tuts.” The British ambassador expressed admiration for Li’s “steadfast purpose and calm patience.” The Australian ambassador “pointed out that it was a Chinese problem which must be settled by Chinese themselves.” Ambassador Stuart (who had already told Li that further American aid was unlikely) said that Li “must not give up hope and must do what he thought was right.” The president, reported Stuart, appeared “disheartened.”50

While the peace negotiations dragged on, Chiang had pushed forward his preparations for transferring his regime to Taiwan. The generalissimo had been favorably impressed by Taiwan when he first visited the island in October 1946. The island’s industry was largely intact or had been quickly restored after the war. There were no warlords, and the Communists had not infiltrated the country, leaving it “politically clean.”51 “As long as we have Taiwan,” Chiang observed, “the Communists can never win.”52 Taiwan’s economy had been little damaged by the war. Under the Japanese the island had produced over $225 million a year in exports.53

A Japanese colony for more than fifty years, Taiwan had “returned” to China at the conclusion of World War II. Although Taiwan was Chinese in population, it had been closely tied to Japan for decades. Its population viewed their “liberation” by Chiang’s Nationalist troops with decidedly mixed emotions. One popular newspaper cartoon showed the Japanese occupiers, depicted as a fierce dog, being replaced by the Nationalists, depicted as a pig.

The Taiwanese saw themselves as victims of Japanese imperialism but also as people distinguished by their mastery of modern education, science, and management, which they had acquired through their association with a modern, efficient, and westernized Japan. The leaders of Chiang’s government, to the contrary, saw the Taiwanese as people who had been separated from Chinese society for half a century while subjected to pernicious Japanese indoctrination and propaganda. They would be in need of a great deal of guidance and reeducation to return them to traditional Chinese values.

Chen Yi, the Nationalist general chosen to govern Taiwan, was hardly a great advertisement for Chinese virtues. Personally hardworking, austere, and conscientious, he shared with Chiang the unfortunate habit of valuing loyalty and personal relationships above all else. Consequently he consistently refused to punish or relieve key subordinates regardless of misconduct or incompetence.54 Chen Yi brought with him thousands of mainland bureaucrats and military officers. To these Nationalist officials, Taiwan appeared “like a ripe piece of meat for the taking.” Chen Yi’s cronies, subordinates, and their associates quickly assumed all important political, administrative, and financial positions in the island’s government, whereas Taiwanese were all but excluded from the upper ranks of the bureaucracy. Even more offensive to the Taiwanese was Chen Yi’s retention of a number of Japanese administrators and technicians in high positions.

A rich source of graft was the disposal of former Japanese-owned businesses, houses, buildings, and other assets. Chiang’s officials had done extremely well at seizing this enemy property, then selling it back to themselves or their associates at favorable prices. By the beginning of 1947, it was reported that Kuomintang functionaries controlled an estimated $1 billion US worth of newly acquired assets on the island.55 In addition to corruption, Taiwanese experienced severe food shortages due to breakdowns in the transportation system, shortages of fertilizer, and sudden population growth due to the arrival of thousands of mainlanders.

Another cause of discontent was the behavior of Nationalist troops on Taiwan. The first arrival of Chiang’s troops at Taiwan had provoked shock and consternation on both sides. Lieutenant Edward Peng Yang, a young intelligence officer, recalled that the Nationalist soldiers were astounded to see most of the people of Taiwan wearing Japanese style clothes. Many also spoke Japanese. Were these the people they had fought for eight years to liberate? The Taiwanese appeared well fed and prosperous, a striking contrast to the Chinese troops, some of whom lacked proper shoes and had not eaten meat for months.56

The Taiwanese, for their part, were appalled at the sight of their bedraggled “liberators” who carried their few belongings hung from bamboo poles and spat constantly. Chinese officers were often laughed at and snubbed in restaurants by upper-class Taiwanese, behavior the officers found infuriating on the part of people they considered former Japanese collaborators.57 An American consular official reported that, among the Taiwanese, Nationalist troops “are held responsible for thievery, illegal resort to force and alleged sharp increases in venereal diseases. These troops are required to obtain their own supplies and are often accused of forcing sales at a fraction of the value of the goods acquired.” The same official reported in March 1946 that “civil violence is not improbable within the next six months.”58

The explosion came in February 1947. At the end of that month the arrest of a woman selling black market cigarettes led to widespread protests that soon escalated into what appeared to be an island-wide uprising. Crowds assaulted and beat mainlanders and occupied government buildings. Some Taiwanese formed paramilitary organizations armed with captured weapons.

For a time, Governor Chen appeared to temporize with the more moderate leaders of the rebellion who called for far-reaching reforms and an end to corruption. At the same time, Chen had already summoned additional troops from the mainland. Around March 7, soldiers of the Nationalist Twenty-First Division from Szechuan, “an outfit with a reputation for brutality” according to correspondent Peggy Durdin, began to arrive in force at Keelung and Taipei.

The Twenty-First Division dealt with the Taiwanese in the manner customary for warlord armies subduing rebellious towns or villages. “Truckloads of soldiers armed with machine-guns and automatic rifles shot their way through the streets. Soldiers demanded entry into homes, killed the first person who appeared and looted the premises. Bodies floated thick in Keelung harbor and in the river which flows by Taipei. Twenty young men were castrated, their ears cut off and their noses slashed. A foreigner watched gendarmes cut off a young boy’s hands before bayoneting him because he had not dismounted from his bicycle quickly enough.”59 “It was evidently a common practice to bind prisoners with thin wire,” reported a Newsweek correspondent. “The dead bodies of bound men were found every morning on the streets, some beheaded or castrated.”60

By March 13, “order” had been restored. Taiwan was under martial law and prominent Taiwanese suspected of having encouraged the uprising were in prison, if they were not already dead. Estimates of the number of Taiwanese killed in the uprising vary widely from a low of five to 10,000 to between 20,000 to 30,000.61

The “2/28 Incident,” as it came to be called, was a short-term public relations and a long-term political disaster for Chiang. In the United States, congressmen and editorial writers, appalled by news accounts of the carnage, demanded to know why Taiwan had ever been returned to Nationalist rule. The Minneapolis Morning Tribune told its readers that “Gov. Chen Yi had coupled trickery with a reign of terror.”62 To these outcries the State Department blandly replied: “By virtue of the Cairo Agreement, this government is committed to the return of Taiwan to China. . . . Therefore this government would not be in a position to register with the Chinese authorities a formal protest.”63

Chiang dispatched General Bai Chongxi, the minister of national defense and a powerful warlord, to investigate. Bai recommended a program of reform, including the establishment of a Taiwan provincial government on par with that of other provinces, elections for local officials, and the appointment of more Taiwanese to high positions in the island bureaucracy. Chen Yi was kicked upstairs to be governor of Zhejiang Province. He was later arrested in 1949 on the well-founded suspicion that he had been negotiating for a deal with the Communists. Chiang arranged for his trial and execution to be held in Taiwan.

The new governor, Wei Daoming, was a distinguished jurist who had served as China’s ambassador in Washington during much of the Second World War. While Wei gradually implemented many of General Bai’s recommended reforms, Kuomintang security forces continued to round up and imprison suspected dissidents and execute about a thousand of them.64

“Formosa is being prepared as ‘an arsenal of democracy,’” recorded Ambassador Stuart in his diary. “The will of Chiang Kai-Shek . . . and the truculence of the Communist Party are combining to lengthen a futile but disastrous conflict.”65 Shortly after his “resignation,” Chiang had ordered the transfer of navy and air force headquarters to the island. Five-sixths of the remaining air force also moved to the island along with factories, arsenals, and other manufacturing facilities from southern China. Aid shipments en route from the United States were also diverted to Taiwan. In November of 1948, following the loss of Manchuria, Chiang had attempted to persuade General Barr to move the Joint US Military Assistance Group to Taiwan. Barr had demurred, advising Washington that such a group “could have no useful effect except to contribute to the prestige of a tottering national government.”66

Undeterred, the generalissimo continued his great exodus. In Shanghai, Chiang Ching-kuo, with some armed party loyalists, paid a nighttime visit to the Bank of China and departed with several truckloads of gold bullion and foreign currencies, most of China’s financial reserves, for transfer by navy ships to Taiwan. Members of the Academia Sinica and the faculty of leading universities in Beijing and Nanjing had already been instructed to pack up and prepare for movement to the island. On December 22, 1948, the steamer Chong Ding took aboard some eight hundred wooden crates containing materials from the Academia and the National Library, as well as priceless art treasures from Beijing’s Palace Museum, for shipment to Taiwan. Two weeks later, the Hai Hu loaded an additional 1,700 crates of art objects along with an equal number of crates containing books and manuscript materials. A final shipment of close to a thousand crates of art arrived in Keelung, Taiwan, aboard the warship Qun Lun at the end of January 1949.67

Chinese merchants, bureaucrats, professionals, and businessmen in the cities could also read the handwriting on the wall. Those who were able took passage for Taiwan aboard any vessel available. Prices for a steamship ticket to Taiwan kept rising. The cost of passage from Shanghai to Keelung, Taiwan, rose 300 percent between the end of 1947 and the beginning of 1949. The price of an air ticket increased by more than 400 percent during the same period.68 High-ranking Kuomintang officials and members of the legislature received large discounts, but ordinary people and even some wealthy individuals who lacked the proper connections found tickets difficult to obtain. The largest operator, the Chung Shing Shipping Company, allowed no more than thirty kilos of luggage per passenger.69

Tan Hua-shen, a young soldier from Shandong, traveled to Taiwan aboard an LST crammed with troops, government officials, and their families. On the two-day journey “a lot of people got sick, really sick on the ship. Our ship was a landing craft. The bathroom was simply a hole in the ramp that you lower to land troops. But there was only room for one person. You had to release the ramp and lower it down over the sea for anyone to be able to go to the bathroom. If one guy wanted to take a crap he would have to fight with four or five people to get over the hole. After a while the whole ramp broke off and fell into the sea. A whole bunch of guys fighting for the hole fell into the ocean.”70

On the late afternoon of January 27, 1949, the 2,800-ton steamer Taiping departed Shanghai for Keelung with over nine hundred passengers crowded aboard. Ships were not supposed to operate after dark in Shanghai’s crowded harbor, but most captains ignored the rules, preferring to move at night at high speed and without lights to avoid Communist shore batteries. A half hour before midnight, the Taiping collided with the inbound steamer Jinun, which quickly sank. About thirty survivors were picked up by the Taiping. That ship appeared to be in relatively good shape following the accident, and the captain decided to continue the voyage. In fact the Taiping’s hull had been seriously damaged, and this soon resulted in uncontrollable flooding. The crew attempted unsuccessfully to beach the ship, but it foundered at about 12:30 p.m.71

Around 11:45, the Australian destroyer HMAS Warramunga, en route to protect British nationals in Nanjing, heard a distress signal from the Taiping. Warramunga changed course to head for the last reported position of the Chinese vessel near the Bonham Lighthouse. The destroyer’s radar registered no contacts, but shortly before 5:00 a.m. the ship’s twenty-inch searchlight began to pick up a series of oil slicks. After another ninety minutes, the Warramunga’s lookouts reported rafts and wreckage in the water. About thirty-five survivors, many covered in oil and suffering from exposure, were rescued from the freezing waters by the destroyer’s crew. The ship’s doctor treated the injured, and all those rescued were given hot baths and showers.72 The thirty-five Chinese who landed the following morning were the sole survivors of the one thousand passengers and crew of the Taiping.

From Taipei the American consulate reported that the influx of refugees had swollen to about five thousand per day by the end of 1948. “Soldiers [are] everywhere, in schools, warehouses, private homes. . . . Commercial activity at Keelung Harbor is at a standstill due to crowding of troop ships. Rice is almost unobtainable in the markets but soldiers continue to haul stocks through the streets.”73 Wang Shu-chih, the daughter of a Nationalist military officer, remembered her arrival in Taiwan at the beginning of 1949. “They put us in a large warehouse in Taoyuan about fifty miles outside the capital. . . . It was some kind of storehouse right near the railroad. . . . Well, the government divided it up so that they could fit fifty families in there. . . . It didn’t matter how big your family was, you got the same amount of space. We lived that way for six years.”74

On the mainland, the Communists renewed their offensive two days after Li Zongren’s fruitless meeting with the ambassadors. Three attack groups from the two-million-man army assembled north of the Yangtze began their crossing of the river on the night of April 21, 1949, in boats and sampans or simply clinging to improvised flotation devices. The first group, from Chen Yi’s Third Field Army, crossed the river halfway between Nanjing and Shanghai. The second, composed of troops from the Fourth Field Army under Lin Baio, crossed at points east and west of Nanjing75 and moved to encircle the Nationalist capital. Meanwhile, soldiers of Liu Bocheng’s Second Field Army, composing the third group, crossed southwest of Nanjing, threatening Shanghai and splitting the Nationalist forces.

Heavy artillery fire covered the PLA forces as they made their way across the river, which at some points was almost two miles wide. “In relays, under cover of dark, the boats were carried overland, lowered into the channels and paddled to the river bank,” wrote a British observer. “The troops embarked without lights, lying on the gunwales, their weapons resting on the edge of the boats. . . . When they were a hundred yards into the river the enemy opened up. The boats bobbed like little toy ships on a duck pond in waves aroused by falling shells. Shell splinters damaged several and one was saved by a soldier, a non-swimmer, who jumped overboard, clung to the craft, and stuffed the hole with his cotton-padded coat while the boat leaped forward.”76

As in earlier campaigns, defections and nonresistance on the part of Nationalist units facilitated the Communists’ success. The entire Nationalist naval force on the river, which might have posed a formidable challenge to the PLA’s assemblage of junks and oared boats, defected en masse. General Tai Yungkwan, who commanded the Kiangyin fortress guarding the Yangtze narrows midway between Nanjing and Shanghai, accepted a large bribe from the Communists to turn over his position to them without a fight.77

At Nanjing the Nationalist garrison abandoned the city upon receiving news of the Yangtze crossings. “Thousands of refugees and disheveled Nationalist soldiers were fleeing south,” recalled correspondent Seymour Topping. “Many had come from north of the Yangtze which they had crossed in sampans and small boats during the night fleeing Communist artillery barrages.”78 Swarms of looters from the poorer sections of the city descended on the abandoned houses of Nationalist officials. The Canadian ambassador, Chester Ronning, watched as “amid shouting and laughter, the people stripped the residences . . . carrying out the contents, ripping out the plumbing, electric fixtures, doors, windows, floors and all wood for kindling.”79

At the airport, Topping found “the field in pandemonium. Transports of the Chinese Air Force and the two Chinese airlines were being loaded in frenzy and taking off in quick succession. . . . A Nationalist general [was] running about ordering soldiers to load his piano and other furniture aboard an air force plane. Members of the Legislative Yuan were boarding another plane, several carrying tennis rackets. . . . Soldiers were swinging bayoneted rifles to hold back sobbing civilians trying to force or bribe their way aboard the planes.”80

On the morning of April 23, Ambassador Ronning observed “the first thousands of PLA troops walk, at ease, into the city carrying their war equipment and pei-wo sleeping bags to take possession of the capital.”81 President Li Zongren departed by plane only minutes ahead of the advancing Red troops, and the Nationalist government hurriedly set up shop in Canton (Guangzhou). As their troops moved through Nanjing en route to confronting the Nationalist forces around Shanghai, Deng Xiaoping and Chen Yi could not resist taking turns sitting in Chiang’s chair in the presidential palace.82

At the beginning of May, PLA troops captured the major city of Hankow (Hankou) at the confluence of the Han and Yangtze Rivers, thus completely isolating Shanghai. In that city, shadows of impending change were everywhere visible. A major commercial and industrial center of China and the leading financial center for all East Asia, Shanghai was China’s most modern and cosmopolitan city. Its famous Bund had a skyline similar in appearance to that of Chicago and New York. The city’s 60,000 foreign businesses and the “foreign concessions,” in which the European nations could act as if they were sovereign, had given it a unique multicultural character.

Following the Russian Revolution, the foreign population had been supplemented by thousands of Russian refugees, “so called Grandees who claim to have basked in the now-set sun of the Tsar’s good graces.” During the 1930s and early ’40s, thousands of Jewish refugees from Germany, Austria, and Poland fleeing Nazi Europe also found a safe haven in Shanghai. The city had a sophisticated and advanced banking system, the most cosmopolitan stores, a vigorous cultural scene, international restaurants, a race track, and an extensive network of dance halls, night clubs, and brothels. (A League of Nations study found that about 22 percent of Russian women in the city were working as prostitutes.) Shanghai’s gangster network made that of any US city at the height of Prohibition appear minor by comparison.83

“For a long time it was possible for foreigners to sit in Shanghai . . . drinking gimlets or martinis and pooh-poohing reports of civil war fighting while important battles were taking place hundreds of miles away,” wrote the New York Times correspondent in China. “It is no longer possible to take such a detached view.”84 Many of those among the Chinese community who had the means and connections to do so were moving south to supposedly safer areas, to Hong Kong or farther abroad. In the spring of 1949, the streets of Shanghai were full of people selling cars, books, clothing, and jewelry to raise money for passage. The official currency, the Gold Yuan, was by now almost worthless, and only silver dollars were accepted. At the docks panicky crowds jostled to board outgoing vessels. “No one was sure when the gang plank might be taken up. Even when there was no gang plank some tried to leap aboard the departing boats and many fell into the sea.”85

Some of those who remained in Shanghai, including the city’s mayor, the head of the Chamber of Commerce, and Du Yuesheng, boss of the city’s gangster underground, had opened secret communications with the Communists.86 Shanghai’s students and intellectuals, long bitter critics of Kuomintang rule, openly welcomed the advance of the Communist forces.87

The city’s gradual adjustment to the inevitable was jarringly shattered by the unexpected appearance of Chiang Kai-shek in Shanghai at the end of April. A few days before, the generalissimo, who had continued to direct affairs from behind the scenes while professing full support of Li, had delivered a fiery radio speech calling for continued resistance to the Communists. He declared that the Red armies were now overextended and would repeat Japan’s political and military errors, so as to bring about their downfall within three years.88

Few in the beleaguered and overcrowded city found much inspiration in Chiang’s words. They were terrified at the prospect of a pitched battle to defend the city. Demoralization and the exodus of well-to-do citizens intensified while Chiang’s secret police rounded up “defeatists and traitors” for public execution. The American consul-general at Shanghai believed that the generalissimo was trying to impress the British and Americans with his preparations for a gallant defense, while at the same time “completing the evacuation south by sea of all the most valuable remaining troops, military equipment and general material.”

In addition to materiel, Chiang was reported “to be trying to force the evacuation of many professional persons against their desires including entire bank staffs.”89 Lilianne Willens, a Russian Jewish resident of the city, “saw thousands of bedraggled Nationalist troops marching to and fro from their billets. . . . While they were waiting to go into combat their high ranking officers and other government officials sailed with their families to Taiwan aboard American LSTs, LCIs and Liberty Ships loaded with crates of personal belongings, furniture, household goods, silver dollars, gold bars and American currency much of it acquired illicitly through corruption and theft after World War II.”90

After initially contesting the PLA’s advance on Shanghai during mid-May, the Nationalists began a disorderly retreat from the city on May 23. By May 25 the city was in the hands of the Communists. Awakening on the morning of May 25, Lilianne Willens “saw a column of soldiers in faded greenish-yellow uniforms leggings, canvas shoes and on their shaved heads, peaked caps adorned with a small red star. Each man carried a rifle and a rolled backpack from which dangled a small teapot, a tin bowl and a cup. . . . As I stared at the column of victorious warriors I could only shake my head in wonder at how these ill-equipped fellows could have defeated the U.S.-backed Nationalists.”91
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The Improbable Survival of Chiang Kai-shek

The rapid disintegration of the Nationalist regime caused consternation in the United States. Time predicted that “A Communist China would hold the Indian subcontinent’s 385,000,000 in a pincers, overhang the South China Sea, from whose opposite shores come 80% of U.S. natural rubber.” Readers were warned that a Soviet airborne occupation of Alaska launched from China was “not regarded as impossible by military men.”1

Ironically, Mao more than matched Time’s editors in paranoia. He believed Washington would never passively allow a Communist victory in China. In March 1949, he warned the Soviets that the United States was planning a military alliance with the Nationalists and the Japanese. “They could land three million troops in northeast China and launch nuclear attacks against Manchuria and the Soviet Union.”2

While Chiang’s Republican supporters like publisher Henry Luce, Senator H. Alexander Smith of New Jersey, and Representative Walter Judd of Minnesota wrung their hands at the impending downfall of China’s “Christian leader,”3 Truman and his secretary of state, Dean Acheson, who had replaced George Marshall at the beginning of 1949, viewed developments in China more calmly. Truman had lost confidence in Chiang’s regime years earlier. Acheson was a strong anticommunist but one whose focus was primarily on the containment of communism in Europe. Asia was of distinctly secondary importance in the contest with the Soviets. In any case, Acheson, like his advisor George Kennan, rated Japan more important than China. The new secretary of state, along with some State Department experts, also expected that despite the close ties between the Chinese Communists and the Soviet Union, serious tensions would eventually develop between the two Marxist regimes, which would drive them apart.4

Ambassador Stuart remained at the American Embassy in Nanjing, where he engaged for a time in informal and secret talks with Mao’s representative, Huang Hua, one of Stuart’s former students, about the possibility of establishing diplomatic relations between the United States and the “New China.” In reality Mao had little real interest in continuing relations with the United States. He doubted that the Americans would ever change their “imperialist policies” and believed that diplomatic relations would provide the United States with opportunities to sabotage the Chinese Revolution.5 His more immediate concern was the possibility of American military intervention before the Communist victory was complete. If negotiations could delay or forestall such intervention, all the better.6

At the end of June 1949, Mao declared that China should “externally unite with those nations of the world that treat us as equal and unite with the people of all countries. That is, ally ourselves with the Soviet Union, with the People’s Democratic countries. . . . We must lean to one side.”7 Many Americans greeted Mao’s speech as final confirmation that Communist-controlled China was now firmly in the Soviet orbit. In the tense Cold War atmosphere of 1949, the alignment of East Asia’s largest and most populous nation with the Soviet Union appeared a staggering defeat for the “Free World.”8 Republican politicians and writers close to Chiang Kai-shek declared that China had been “lost” due to incompetence, indifference, and probably disloyalty among senior officials in the Truman administration and the State Department. Longtime Nationalist supporters such as Claire E. Chennault of Flying Tigers fame, and former diplomat William C. Bullitt, proposed desperate plans to save Chiang’s regime, while his supporters in Congress demanded still more aid to his government.

In August 1949, as Ambassador Stuart departed China for the last time and CCP Vice Chairman Liu Shaoqi arrived in Moscow to confer with Stalin, the Truman administration published the so-called “White Paper,” an extensive compendium of annotated documents intended to show the American public that the responsibility for the loss of China lay squarely with Chiang’s regime. In the United States, the publication simply added to the heat of the China controversy. In China, Chiang received it as “a heavy blow to our people and a great encouragement to the CCP,” while Mao regarded it as still another American trick.9

With the fall of Shanghai, the remainder of Kuomintang-ruled China had become like a building whose structure had been fatally weakened by an earthquake: seemingly still intact but liable to collapse at any moment. Wuhan fell on May 15, while Peng Dehuai’s forces began to push northwest toward Xian. They made slow progress against the army of General Hu Zongnan who, unlike many of his Nationalist counterparts, did not panic or defect and refused to be drawn into PLA traps. Even Hu, however, felt obliged to withdraw south toward Sichuan.

Elsewhere the slide continued. The Nationalist forces at Changsha, in Mao’s native province of Hunan, defected, leading to the loss of the city on July 3. South central China was defended by General Bai Chongxi, perhaps the most able of the Nationalist warlord generals. However, many of Bai’s troops were new recruits, his army was short of supplies, and he had to defend an area comprising most of Hunan and Sichuan as well as his home provinces of Guangzhou and Quangxi. Chiang Kai-shek refused to order any of his loyal troops in neighboring areas to cooperate with Bai because the latter was a strong supporter of Li Zongren and had often been critical of the generalissimo. Nevertheless, Bai was able to give the PLA a bloody nose shortly after the fall of Changsha when he successfully encircled and destroyed one of their advanced corps, capturing large numbers of prisoners.10

Bai’s isolated success counted for little. Chiang refused to provide reinforcements for a follow-up attack, and the Communist offensive rolled on. In September Lin Biao’s and Liu Bocheng’s armies struck deep into the eastern part of Guangxi, outflanking Bai and forcing him to withdraw west toward the city of Guilin in the center of the province.

Chiang had arrived in Canton (Guangzhou) during July and effectively resumed complete control of the government, using his position as Kuomintang party chairman to establish an Extraordinary Committee with himself as chairman. The committee had the authority to overrule all government decrees. In Beijing, Mao was preparing to preside over the establishment of a far more powerful government. On October 1, 1949, a raw and blustery day, over 10,000 people gathered before the great Tiananmen Gate at the south end of Beijing’s Forbidden City to hear Chairman Mao announce the birth of the People’s Republic of China, with Beijing as its capital.

Two days after Mao’s declaration, Chiang left Canton, followed a week later by Li Zongren. The city fell to the Communists on October 15, and the Nationalists hurriedly established a second new capital at Chongqing, the city from which for eight years Chiang’s government had battled the Japanese. This time, however, the generalissimo had no plans for a protracted defense there. His attention was focused on Taiwan, which was to be the new bastion from which he would defy the Communists and prepare for a new struggle in the future.

Mao Zedong also had his eyes on Taiwan. The official Communist Party newspaper warned that “the Imperialists are envisioning holding Taiwan, part of Chinese territory, as a springboard for conducting aggressive actions against mainland China. . . . Reactionaries headed by Chiang Kai Shek are dreaming of changing Taiwan, with the military protection of U.S. imperialists into a base for their last-ditch struggle.” In June 1949, Mao had sent a message to Su Yu’s Third Field Army to begin immediate planning for the seizure of Taiwan. Although the PLA had still to gain control of sizable areas of southern and western China, Mao viewed the potential threat from Taiwan as especially dangerous. He warned, “If Taiwan is not liberated, Shanghai and other coastal areas will be menaced from time to time.” China’s merchant shipping could remain largely under Nationalist control. “Our coastal and inland water transportation will thus be controlled by foreign merchants.”11

In the late summer of 1949, the Tenth Army Group of Su Yu’s East China Field Army captured Foochow, the capital of Fujian Province, and headed south for the coastal city of Amoy (Xiamen) and the island of Quemoy (Kinmen) several miles off the coast. The capture of these two objectives would be a necessary preliminary to any attempt to invade Taiwan. Amoy was a large urban island about two miles offshore that was surrounded on three sides by the mainland. It was garrisoned by Nationalist units that were mainly the remnants of those that had been defeated on the Yangtze. They were poorly supplied and morale was low.12

On October 16, four divisions of the Tenth Army Group embarked in junks and attacked Amoy. One division crossed to northern Amoy under cover of darkness. Supported by heavy artillery fire, the Communist forces established a beachhead, although at the cost of heavy casualties. Returning to the mainland, the junks brought in additional waves of reinforcements. Nationalist counterattacks were ineffective, and eventually the defenders withdrew to southern Amoy. From there some of them were able to cross on junks and fishing craft to Quemoy.

The conquest of Amoy had been relatively easy, but some incidents in the battle might have given PLA leaders pause as they planned for the next step in southeast China, the invasion of Kinmen. During the initial landings on Amoy, two of the assault regiments had been put ashore at the wrong place and had to advance to their attack positions on foot through a kilometer-long swamp under heavy fire. The first wave of assault troops landing on Gulang island, a kind of suburb of Amoy, had been wiped out when contrary winds and currents had prevented their junks from returning with the follow-up assault waves.13 These disquieting developments had little influence on the PLA Tenth Army Group which, urged on by Mao, continued to prepare for an early attack on Kinmen.

Kinmen was ten kilometers from the mainland at its closest point. Only the northern beaches of the hourglass-shaped island were suitable for a landing. The movement of tides also dictated that an amphibious attack would have to be made at night. During the day the water would be too shallow to allow junks to approach closely to the beach.

The attack on Kinmen was assigned to the Tenth Army Group’s Twenty-Eighth Army. The Twenty-Eighth Army and indeed the entire People’s Liberation Army had no prior experience with amphibious operations. Many of the soldiers of the Twenty-Eighth Army had seen the ocean for the first time when they arrived at Amoy. The PLA had no real landing craft but relied on junks and fishing boats, many of them sail-powered. These craft were too lightly built to carry heavy weapons or artillery. The Tenth Army Group’s artillery, mostly captured American-made 105 mm howitzers, could reach Kinmen but could be used only for softening-up operations. Once the assault force was ashore, the Communists would have no means of spotting or directing their fire. The Tenth Army Group had no naval forces to protect the junk fleet or provide fire support to the landing force, and the newly established PLA air force had only a single squadron of planes stationed far to the north near Beijing.14

By late October, the Tenth Army had collected enough boats to carry about 13,000 men in three waves to Kinmen. It was estimated that there were about 12,000 Nationalists on the island. The PLA had repeatedly demonstrated its ability to destroy Nationalist forces of equal or even greater size. Taking into consideration the Kuomintang armies’ long string of defeats, capitulations, and defections over the preceding year, this force was judged sufficient to easily capture Kinmen. In fact there were close to 30,000 Nationalist troops on Kinmen by late October along with twenty-one tanks. Planes from Taiwan could reach Jinmen in less than twenty minutes.

General Xiao Feng, the acting commander of the Twenty-Eighth Army, did not like the look of Kinmen. He knew from recent intelligence that the island had been heavily reinforced. The early date set for a landing would not allow sufficient time for embarkation training or for collecting hydrographic information about Kinmen’s coastal waters. Finally, there was a shortage of experienced boatmen. Some of those who had been hurriedly recruited from areas outside of Fujian were unfamiliar with the waters around Kinmen.

Xiao Feng and his like-minded political officer, Li Mancun, began to bombard higher headquarters with their concerns and misgivings about the forthcoming operation. They pointed out that if the PLA’s estimate of maximum Nationalist strength on Kinmen were only a little too low, the assault force of eight or nine thousand men would be inadequate to take the island. Su Yu was impressed by Xiao Feng’s report. He directed that additional experienced boatmen from Shandong and northern Jiangsu be sent to reinforce the assault force and that the Tenth Army Group not launch the invasion until sufficient shipping was available to lift 20,000 troops in the first wave.15 However, an impatient Mao overruled Su and ordered the attack to go forward on October 24 as planned.16

The first wave in the October 24 attack would comprise three regiments from three different divisions. These three regiments in the initial assault would have no overall commander since the division level headquarters that would command and control their operations was actually embarked in the second assault wave. This unorthodox order of battle reflected the Tenth Army Group’s belief that the capture of Kinmen would be an easy task. Their main consideration in assigning troops from three different divisions to the assault appears to have been concern that all divisions should have an equal chance to capture the modern American weapons and equipment that could be acquired from the Nationalists when they surrendered or fled.

From parts of Quemoy (Kinmen), by early October it was possible to see large numbers of junks assembling on the opposite shore. Since late 1948, the island had begun to fill up with the remnants of defeated units from the mainland as well as intact formations dispatched by Chiang after his “resignation.” As more and more troops arrived, they were billeted in empty houses, barns, or public buildings. When these proved insufficient, the people of Kinmen soon found themselves with permanent house guests, as soldiers took up residence in courtyards and even in parts of the family living quarters.17

The arrival of the troops soon resulted in a widespread shortage of fuel and cooking oil. “The army’s desperate need for fuel oil led them to quarrel with and compete against the civilians for gasoline,” recalled Ou Yang Jin, who witnessed the occupation as a teenager. “The situation became very serious. The civilians hid their gas everywhere until there weren’t any hiding places left. Trees from the forests were all cut down to be used as firewood. Kinmen’s forests became bare.”18

Able-bodied civilians were put to work as porters and laborers assisting the soldiers in constructing defense positions. “We came to a village and grabbed anyone we could,” recalled a former Nationalist soldier. “One person who resisted was taken as a spy and later beaten to death.”19 By late October, the Nationalists had constructed about four hundred fighting positions of various types one hundred yards apart on likely landing beaches.20 Materials came from abandoned houses and eventually from some inhabited ones as well. Most useful were the houses’ wooden doors, which could be used as the roof of improvised bunkers. Householders bitterly resented their loss, however, because they were also needed for the construction of family bunkers in the villages.21

“On weekends we would go to the bunkers along the shore and look at the mainland through giant telescopes,” recalled Yin Tai-chun, a young woman from an upper-middle-class family in Nanjing, who was stationed on Kinmen as a member of the “United Women’s Work Team,” a kind of USO or Red Cross organized by the Kuomintang. “After the Communists took over we would stand in the bunkers and yell through loudspeakers across the water, ‘Comrades, China must be reunited according to the Three People’s Principles.’ We honestly thought we could brainwash them by yelling slogans.”22

The defense of Kinmen had been entrusted to the redoubtable General Hu Lian, the World War II hero and the only high-ranking Nationalist general to fight his way out of the doomed Huahai battlefront. Hu’s Twelfth Army Group comprised two armies, the Fifth and Twenty-fifth, along with units of the Kuomintang’s “Youth Army,” a cross between the Boy Scouts and various Fascist youth groups organized by Chiang Ching-kuo. Many of these youthful recruits had no prior combat experience and consequently had not acquired the general wariness, discouragement, and fear toward the PLA that characterized the outlook of many more experienced Nationalist soldiers.

Yin Tai-chun and her companions of the Women’s Work Team were supposed to educate the troops in Kuomintang ideology and raise their morale, but she found that she could be most effective in writing letters for the largely illiterate soldiers. “The process was simple. A soldier, perhaps from a farm in inner China told her what to write, watched the black ink forming the characters under her small fingers. . . . She sealed the letter and the soldier slept more soundly that night knowing word from him would reach his family sometime in the future. She, the pretty young girl from Nanjing with a face as dainty as a bell would take care of it. . . . She wrote hundreds, perhaps thousands of letters, each soldier reciting the same endearments, the same lies the same requests for money or some material help. . . . She wrote down all the words. She even wrote down words they were too tired, too scared or too ashamed to say. She guessed what they wanted to say and she wrote it. Then she dumped all the letters into the ocean.”23 Mail service to the mainland had ended weeks before.

During September and early October, Hu Lian drilled his troops in practicing to repel a Communist landing from the sea. Dong Wan Shi from the fishing village of Gu Gong, who served as the general’s boatman, recalled that Hu was very active in visiting military units and “seeking out public sentiment in order to understand the people’s hardships and difficulties. He also often inspected the fortifications and fighting positions.”24 On October 9, Hu Lian received Chiang’s permission to bring the crack Eighteenth Army to Kinmen, and in mid-October he departed for Taiwan to supervise the movement of the reinforcements.

On October 24, a detachment of infantry and a platoon of American-made M5 “Stuart” tanks from the First Battalion, Third Tank Regiment were following General Hu’s training program, holding maneuvers on Kinmen’s northeastern beaches near the town of Guningtou. Toward evening one of the tanks suffered a mechanical breakdown and was forced to remain on the beach overnight. The two other tanks of the platoon were ordered to remain with the disabled tank until morning.

Also spending an unplanned night on the beach was the Chung Lung, a former American LST, now part of the Nationalist Navy. In addition to its naval duties, the Chung Lung, like many other Chinese warships, carried on a robust smuggling business, in this case carrying brown sugar from Taiwan to Kinmen in exchange for peanut oil. However, Kinmen’s manufactories had failed to produce their full quota of peanut oil by the time of the ship’s arrival, so the captain reported that he would be obliged to remain anchored near Guningtou for a night due to “bad weather.”

The weather that night was indeed unsettled, with strong winds and violent waves. It was an unhappy introduction to the sea for some nine thousand PLA troops crammed into the armada of wooden junks and fishing craft that assembled off Dadeng, a rocky islet directly south of Xiamen, to begin the assault on Kinmen. The seas were choppy with a brisk wind as the last groups of boats straggled into the rendezvous point well after midnight on October 25. It was to be a short but unpleasant journey for the troops of the three assault regiments, many of whom were seasick. The PLA’s plan was to land near the village of Longkau on the narrowest part of Kinmen, but the rough weather and the widely varying sailing qualities of the boats resulted in the invasion flotilla becoming scattered, with some boats straggling and most being carried west past Longkau to the hilly northwest shore of Kinmen near Guningtou.

Around 1:30 a.m., a Nationalist patrol on the beach near Longkau accidentally triggered a mine. The sound of the explosion alerted units all along the northern shore. Many fired flares that soon revealed the approaching Communist boats just offshore. “It seemed unimaginable that hundreds of junks were approaching us,” recalled one Nationalist soldier. “We had never seen such a strange and magnificent sight. Instinctively we fired the machine guns. Within half an hour, five thousand bullets had been fired.”25

Artillery fire from the mainland covered some of the boats as they approached the shore, but once the troops began to disembark, that fire had to be lifted. As a result, the Communist assault troops, who had to wade or swim six hundred meters to the shore, were for a time unable to answer the steadily increasing fire from the defenders.26 The three tanks that had chanced to be on the beach also opened a devastating fire with their 37 mm guns. The Chung Lung, anchored near the beach, still carried the multiple 20 and 40 mm guns installed by the US Navy in 1944 to deal with kamikaze attacks. Dai Ki Lim, a young civilian drafted to work at the docks, saw bright orange and blue flashes light up the darkness as the Chung Lung’s quadruple gun mounts sent hundreds of projectiles hurtling toward the beach.27 By this point, everyone on the island was aware that the invasion was on as the “whump whump” sound of the tank and naval guns was added to the noise and flashes of weapons on the beach.

Communist losses were heavy. Many units found that they had lost more than one-third of their personnel by the time they had completed their landing.28 Once ashore, however, the veteran PLA troops were able to overrun or envelop the young soldiers of the Nationalist “Youth Army” who held the beach positions. Some units such as the “Heavenly Horse Regiment” were nearly wiped out. Yet they did not retreat or surrender.29

Having penetrated the beach defenses, the Communists might well have consolidated their position on Kinmen by bringing in reinforcements. Yet reinforcements were impossible, and the first light of dawn revealed the fact that the PLA forces on Kinmen were ultimately doomed. The tide, which had begun to recede at 2:00 a.m., had left over a hundred of the invasion fleet grounded on the beach. With daylight, Nationalist warships offshore opened up on the stranded flotilla while war planes from Taiwan swooped in to set them afire with rockets.

At noon, supporting aircraft from Taiwan reached Guningtou, “The planes were dropping bombs all around the docks,” recalled Dai Ki Lim. “I personally saw the beach go up in flames, some of the stranded landing boats were completely destroyed.”30 With few boats left on the mainland, the remaining four regiments of the Twenty-Eighth Army could only watch helplessly as the struggle for Kinmen raged over the next forty-eight hours. Though isolated, the Communist forces on Kinmen were still formidable. They were better trained and far more experienced than many of Kinmen’s defenders. Pushing the Nationalists, they seized the high ground around Guningtou and attempted to move east.

Both the Communists and the Nationalists lacked an overall commander. The Twenty-Eighth Army’s high command had never had a chance to land on the island while General Hu Lian was temporarily away. There was considerable disorganization and confusion on both sides, but the Nationalists, despite being outmaneuvered and sometimes outfought by the Communists, did not panic or disintegrate.

Through the lanes and byways and among the clusters of houses and farm buildings of Guningtou and its surrounding hamlets, the two sides waged a stubborn close-quarters battle. One battery of the Nationalist Third Artillery Regiment fired over 1,900 75 mm rounds in less than twenty-four hours. Two of the guns had their barrels worn out by constant raid fire.31 The PLA soldiers were well supplied with machine guns and were expert at field fortification and the employment of interlocking fields of fire. However, they lacked artillery or antitank weapons—and the Nationalists had over twenty tanks. Casualties were heavy on both sides, and the Communist regiments on the island lost about 50 percent of their strength by the end of the first day’s fighting.

From airfields on Taiwan, B-25 and B-26 medium bombers along with fighters bombed and strafed Communist positions. General Lao-sheng Hwan, who commanded the armored forces on Kinmen, had formerly been supervisor of pilot training at the air force flight school. He was pleasantly surprised to discover that the commander of the air force units supporting the Nationalist forces on the island was a former student. This made possible a degree of close cooperation between air and ground forces rarely seen in the Nationalist armed forces.32

While the fighting raged, the Nationalist commanders “elected” General Gao Guiyan, one of the most experienced senior officers, as a commander in chief. Advancing slowly behind their tanks, Gao’s men gradually drove the Communists from their fighting positions on the high ground. By the close of day on the 25th, the Communists, who had had no food since landing and were running short of ammunition, had been pushed into a small corner of Guningtou. At nightfall, however, General Gao, fearing a second Communist landing that night, halted the Nationalist advance and redeployed some of his troops.

The Communists were indeed trying to organize a second landing, but with little success. The Tenth Army Group had directed the Thirty-First Division to send additional boats to carry reinforcements to Kinmen, but the Thirty-First Division had few boats to send. A daylight departure from the mainland was in any case rendered impossible by constant air attacks and shelling by Nationalist planes and warships.33 By evening, the Tenth Army had been able to collect only enough shipping to carry four companies. Some members of the Twenty-Eighth Army staff argued that these boats could best be employed in withdrawing the beleaguered PLA units on Kinmen, but the Tenth Army decided to send the reinforcements in the hope that even this small force might be sufficient to tip the balance.

Around 3:00 a.m. on October 26, the PLA reinforcements arrived off Kinmen. Two companies landed with few losses but found themselves pinned down near the beach. The other two companies, their boats battered by high wind and waves, managed to put only four platoons ashore. Some of these troops managed to fight their way into Guningtou and join up with the remnants of the original invasion force. But it was already too late. As dawn broke on the 26th, General Hu Lian returned to Kinmen with his reinforcements.

Resuming his position as commander in chief, Hu organized a final offensive against the remaining Communist positions. Spearheaded by the tanks, Hu’s Eighteenth Army drove the PLA from their remaining strongholds. Low on ammunition and desperately hungry, some Communist soldiers surrendered. Others fought their way to the beach in the hope that there might be boats remaining. It was there that the Communists made their last stand on the night of October 27. The following morning the survivors surrendered.

Total PLA casualties were almost 4,000 with another 5,000 taken prisoner. The Nationalists lost around 1,200 killed and an unknown number of wounded. Xu Rui Zhang and other young men from his village had been drafted to bury the dead. “There were dead bodies everywhere. There was no time to dig proper burial graves, therefore we used existing ditches on the ground or manure holes and tightly stuffed in the dead soldiers.”34

Compared to the gigantic clashes of armies in Manchuria and North China, the Battle of Guningtou seemed almost a small skirmish, yet it provided an enormous lift to the morale of the Nationalist high command.35 Chiang Ching-kuo called it “a turning point in the battle to defeat the Communists and recover the country.”36 It was hardly that. Within two months the Communists had completed their conquest of the mainland, sweeping through the southwest where Lu Han, still governor of Yunnan, along with several other regional commanders, defected to the Communists.

Chungking fell at the end of November. Li Zongren had already departed for Hong Kong and eventually New York. Chiang, after a three-week stay in Chungking and Chengdu, departed mainland China for the last time on December 10, 1949. “The Chinese people chased out this criminal whose hands are bloody with the millions dead from the Civil War,” exulted Dr. Rosenfeld.37 Except for scattered pockets of resistance in parts of the West and Northwest, the Communists had completed their “liberation” of mainland China by the beginning of 1950.

While Chiang and his advisors were still celebrating their military success on Kinmen, they received an important message from Washington outlining the US view of the future of Taiwan. Truman’s advisors in the National Security Council had always emphasized the strategic importance of Taiwan in a possible general war and the desirability of keeping the island out of the hands of the Communists. However, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, who had taken the lead in underlining Taiwan’s military importance, had consistently been unwilling to say that military force should be used to secure the island. Instead, the United States should seek to deny the island to the Communists through “diplomatic and economic means.”38

Unable to really resolve these contradictory considerations, the administration had preferred to take no action. By the summer of 1949, however, reports of the dire situation on the island precipitated by the influx of thousands of troops and refugees, the continued incompetence and corruption of the Nationalist authorities, and unstable economic conditions, led the National Security Council to take another look at the issue of Taiwan.

Chiang had announced in July that Taiwan would be the new site of the Kuomintang Provisional Headquarters and Taipei the temporary capital of the Republic of China. Koumintang officials were already busy renaming streets in the island’s principal towns for the lost provinces on the mainland. The streets were meant to remind all that the move to Taiwan was temporary, just as the artifacts and art works removed from the mainland were to demonstrate that the Republic and the Kuomintang still represented Chinese culture and learning.39 Meeting on October 19, 1949, the NSC agreed that the United States should dispatch a frank message to Chiang warning him that the United States did not intend to commit its forces to the defense of Taiwan and that the continuance of economic aid would depend on the performance of Chiang’s government.40

The demarche was intended to be a dose of cold water administered to Chiang and the Kuomintang that would compel them to face reality. Consul-General John MacDonald was instructed to deliver the message to the generalissimo personally and have it read to him by a foreign service officer fluent in Chinese. Chiang listened in silence as the message was read to him, then asked MacDonald to whom the message was addressed. Upon being informed that it was intended for him personally, the generalissimo surprisingly appeared “highly pleased” and then invited the Americans to stay for tea. Later Chiang called a meeting of his advisors and informed them that the message signaled that the United States was willing to deal with him again “and expressed great satisfaction that he had not been completely deserted by his old friend and ally.”41

Chiang assured MacDonald that his government was instituting extensive reforms for the island that would lead to prosperity and stability. Unimpressed, Acheson instructed MacDonald to insure that Nationalist leaders understood that no additional military aid would be coming and that the United States would not assume responsibility for saving the island. On January 5, 1950, President Truman announced in a public statement that the United States would not involve itself in civil conflict in China and would provide no military assistance to “Chinese forces” on Taiwan. On the same day, Great Britain recognized the People’s Republic of China.42

Improbable as it might have seemed to veteran China watchers in Washington and London, Chiang’s Taiwan regime did move quickly to institute fundamental reforms. Chiang’s sweeping defeat on the mainland had the benefit of ridding him of any dependence on warlords, large landowners, Shanghai bankers, and other props of the old Kuomintang. Instead, Chiang turned to a new cadre of mostly American-educated technocrats, economists, and military officers who helped to check inflation, reform the currency, and begin important infrastructure projects.43

General Chen Cheng, whom Chiang appointed governor of Taiwan, may have lacked any great military skill, as he demonstrated in the Manchuria disaster, but he was that rarity among Nationalist generals, an honest administrator. During the summer of 1949, he carried out a sweeping land reform program that enabled poorer Taiwanese farmers and tenants to buy former Japanese-held lands and those belonging to rich Taiwanese through cheap loans provided by the government. Land rents paid by tenant farmers were also drastically reduced, and Chen Cheng began an ambitious rural irrigation program. Large numbers of jobs in the lower and middle grades of the civil service were opened to Taiwanese, and elections were held for village and county officials.

At the same time, repression continued. Chen Cheng declared Taiwan to be under martial law, a condition that continued for decades. Chiang’s secret police ruthlessly hunted down Communists and other real and imagined enemies of the regime. Executions continued and thousands were shipped off to hard labor at the notorious prison colony on Green Island. The zeal of the security services was enhanced by an incentive system by which the arresting officer was rewarded with a portion of the wealth and property of the convicted offender.44

With its odd combination of progressive reform, economic stabilization, and police-state repression, Taiwan had attained a certain internal stability by late 1949, but its prospects for survival still appeared dim. The Communists had lost none of their determination to complete the unification of China under their rule. Now, however, the PLA was much more deliberate and cautious in its preparations.

General Su Yu, still the principal strategist for the Taiwan operation, estimated that about half a million troops would be required for the conquest of Chiang’s last redoubt. With the lessons of Guningtou fresh in mind, he insisted on effective air and naval support as well as invasion shipping that could not only carry a first wave but keep it supplied and reinforced. That meant not only crossing the straits but having sufficient air and naval forces to keep the straits open and support the landing force.

Beginning in February 1950, the People’s Republic embarked on an accelerated program to train pilots and acquire planes from the Soviet Union and to repair and reequip captured Nationalist warships as well as purchase shipping from foreign sources.45 All this would take time. Beijing expected the PLA’s air force and navy to be at least equal to their Nationalist counterparts by the end of 1950, while Su Yu planned to start large-scale maneuvers in preparation for the amphibious attack forces organized to attack Kinmen by the spring of 1951.

In April of 1950, two divisions of the PLA’s Fourth Field Army launched a seaborne attack on Hainan, the second largest of China’s coastal islands. In contrast to the hasty ad hoc arrangements for the Kinmen operation, the Fourth Field Army under Lin Biao spent three months training the landing force and assembling enough boats and boatmen to land 50,000 men in the first wave. The junks also carried some defensive armament in the form of German “Panzerfaust” antitank grenade launchers that kept Nationalist gunboats at a distance.46

Unlike Kinmen, Hainan had its own indigenous Communist guerrilla organization, which firmly held positions in the island’s interior. The large Nationalist garrison on Hainan, poorly led and demoralized, collapsed in four days, although a large number were able to escape by ship to Taiwan.47 The easy capture of Hainan may have unnerved Chiang, who ordered the evacuation of the Zhoushan Islands off the coast of Shanghai. With these Communist successes the path to an assault on Taiwan appeared opened. Yet developments in another of Asia’s civil wars were to drastically alter the course of events in the South China Sea.
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“We Shall Have Suffered a Rout”

From the perspective of the twenty-first century, it is clear that by late 1949 the United States and its European partners had successfully halted the advance of Soviet Communism in Europe and the Middle East. The threat to Turkey and Iran had been ended, the Greek Communists had lost their civil war, and the large domestic Communist Parties in France and Italy had failed in their bid for power. The French, British, and US occupation zones in Germany had been merged into one, and the Soviet blockade of Berlin had failed.

The Soviets had been excluded from the occupation of Japan, and in that country a set of reforms instituted by the US occupation authorities with the enthusiastic collaboration of Japanese politicians, educators, and businessmen was bringing Japan ever closer to the US model of a democratic society. Most important of all, the countries of Western Europe were moving, however slowly, toward economic recovery and integration under the stimulus of the Marshall Plan. Planning was also under way for a multinational military alliance, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, that would tie the West European nations, the United States, Britain, and Canada into a tight security coalition against the Soviets Union and its East European satellites.

Yet Americans in 1949 seldom took this upbeat view of international affairs. Those who followed the news saw only continuing crises and growing menace on the horizon. On September 3, 1949, a US plane patrolling off Siberia detected evidence of radiation from a Soviet atomic bomb tested in Kazakhstan five days before. Three weeks later, President Truman announced that the United States had evidence that the Soviet Union had an atomic weapon. The news came as a profound shock to both the public and to American experts who had estimated that it might take the Soviets as long as ten years to produce a bomb. Almost as disquieting as the sudden loss of the US nuclear monopoly was the overwhelming defeat of Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalists in China, the world’s most populous country, and the establishment of the People’s Republic of China as a new communist partner of the Soviet Union.

The “fall of China” touched off a long and acrimonious debate in the United States, with Republican critics of the Truman administration declaring that the Communist victory was possible only because incompetents and Communist sympathizers in the White House and State Department had ensured that “the deck was stacked on the Communist side of the table,” in the words of a rising young Republican congressman from California named Richard Nixon.1

Nixon’s fellow Californian, Senator William Knowland, declared that Truman and Acheson’s policies had “accelerated the spread of Communism in Asia.” In striving to contain Communism in Europe, they had “left the back door opened in Asia,” as Senator H. Alexander Smith put it.2 Senator Joe McCarthy of Wisconsin, then at the beginning of his career as a blowhard anticommunist crusader, eventually accused even General George C. Marshall of conspiring against Chiang. As one British diplomat observed, “[T]here is now in the United States an emotional feeling about Communist China and to a lesser extent Russia which borders on hysteria.”3 In the end, most American diplomats and many journalists associated with China saw their careers ruined or seriously threatened by the search for the “defeatists and Communist sympathizers” who had contributed to the “loss of China.”

With the fall of China to the Communists, Truman and his advisors focused increasing attention on Japan, the one part of Asia where things appeared to be going well. Japanese leaders, intellectuals, and ordinary citizens had “embraced defeat,” in the words of historian John Dower, and were enthusiastically carrying through far-reaching democratic reforms in politics, education, and business under General Douglas MacArthur’s occupation regime.4 Secretary of State Acheson believed a strong, stable, and prosperous Japan closely tied to the United States was essential to American security in Asia. He warned, “[W]ere Japan ever added to the Communist bloc, the Soviets would acquire enough skilled manpower and industrial capability to alter the world balance of power.”5 Japan was also envisioned by American strategists as the keystone in an offshore island chain of military bases in US-controlled or Allied territory in the western Pacific extending from the Aleutian Islands through Japan, Okinawa, and the Philippines to Australia, from which US air and sea power could check or offset Communist expansion.6

Yet the revival of Japan’s economy was taking longer than expected. By 1948 most American political leaders and economists were convinced that, as in prewar days, Japan would require access to the raw materials and markets of mainland Asia if its economy were ever fully to recover. The advance of Communism in China, however, made a renewal of Japanese trade with that country appear highly undesirable to Washington, even if it were feasible.

That left Southeast Asia as a source of minerals, rubber, oil, and other materials required for Japan’s reindustrialization as well as a market for Japanese exports (believed to be of too poor a quality to compete in European and American markets).7 But the future of Southeast Asia looked increasingly bleak from the perspective of Washington. Communist-led insurgencies were raging in Indochina, Malaya, and the Philippines, and with Mao’s victory in China, the entire region appeared vulnerable to Communist expansionism.

A major State Department review of the situation in Southeast Asia, completed in June 1949, pointed out that the economies of Western Europe, Japan, and India were all heavily dependent on exports of petroleum, rubber, and tin from Southeast Asia. It was therefore imperative to keep the region out of the clutches of the Soviets and Chinese. The Communist victory in China represented “a grievous defeat” for the United States, the report asserted. “If Southeast Asia also is swept by communism we shall have suffered a major political rout the repercussions of which will be felt throughout the rest of the world especially in the Middle East and in a then critically exposed Australia.” On the other hand, “if Southeast Asia is held the links will exist for an interdependent and integrated counter-force to Stalinism in this quarter of the world.”8

How Southeast Asia was to be “held” remained to be determined, but American attention tended to focus on two areas where the interests of major US allies were directly engaged: Indochina, where the French were battling the Viet Minh, and Malaya, where the British were contending with an insurgency led by the Communist Malayan National Liberation Army. Both situations appeared grave; both British and French appeared likely to benefit from American support and assistance, but the situation in French Indochina seemed far more dire.

At the end of 1946, most of the French cabinet in Paris and the colonial authorities, as well as the French commander in chief in Indochina, General Jean Etienne Valluy, who had instigated the bloody fighting at Haiphong, had all been confident that now, after open warfare had broken out in the north of Indochina, the stubborn controversies with the Viet Minh could finally be settled by the application of superior force. After all, if it was “impossible to negotiate with these people,” as Minister of Overseas France Marius Moutet declared, then only a sharp military defeat could bring them to their senses.9 Ho Chi Minh and the new French high commissioner, Emile Bolleart, appointed in March 1947, both still expressed interest in negotiations, but General Valluy was having none of that.

During World War II, Valluy had commanded the Ninth Colonial Infantry, a unit of the First French Army that had formed part of the right flank of the Allied forces during their advance into Germany in 1944–1945. The First French Army had penetrated the German Siegfried line and encircled and captured an entire German SS Division. Surely the ragtag Viet Minh Army could be no more of a problem than the Germans. Valluy’s view was that the only way to “detach the Vietnamese masses” from the anti-French war was to thoroughly destroy the Viet Minh organization and leadership.10 Only then could negotiations begin.

In the months following the Hanoi fighting, Valluy moved quickly to reestablish French control over northern and central Vietnam. French mechanized columns reopened the main road from Hanoi to Haiphong in January 1947, and the following month the old imperial capital of Hue was back in French hands. By March the principal roads had been reopened and most of the larger towns were under French control. “The situation in the Viet Bac doesn’t look so bright, but that is understandable,” wrote Finance Minister Le Van Hien. “The French, with the best and newest weapons will gradually occupy all the cities and towns, nothing new. Our regulars will have to withdraw to preserve our strength and we will apply guerrilla warfare.”11

The Viet Minh government and most of Giap’s regular battalions moved to the Viet Bac, the provinces north and northeast of Hanoi between the Red River and the Chinese border.12 The withdrawal was often difficult. Hoang Anh, the chief minister for Thua Thien Province, which included the city of Hue, recalled that no bases had been established in the jungles and remote districts to which he and other leaders of Ho’s Democratic Republic of Vietnam had to withdraw. Many groups fleeing the French had only a ten days’ supply of food, and even members of the cabinet sometimes lost contact with each other. “Some cadres, when facing the French had lost faith and lacked the courage to fight.”

At times Hoang Anh “felt that all was lost.” His spirits soon revived when he and other senior cadres infiltrated back into Hue and found “there were signs of hope . . . people seeing our cadres returning showed signs of happiness and expectation. Young militia fighters still had some weapons and were hiding themselves among the locals waiting for the leaders’ instructions.” Viet Minh sympathizers at a local printing press “released a call to the population to pick up arms and fight and not to lose faith in the Viet Minh and its leadership. . . . The chance to win was still there but it would require tremendous efforts.”13

Left behind in the withdrawal were the village Tu Ve militias and the full-time guerrillas of the Regional Forces (Bo Dai Dia Phoung) to carry on a war of harassment, propaganda, sabotage, and terrorism against the French. The Tu Ve were local guerrillas recruited from their home villages, who for the most part pursued their normal daytime activities and assembled periodically for ideological instruction or to carry out sabotage, terrorism, or intelligence missions. In many cases only a minority of militia fighters possessed firearms or grenades, and heavy weapons were rare.

The Regional Forces were full-time combatants recruited from the most capable members of the Tu Ve. They were organized in companies, sometimes in battalions, and were of two types. The district or local forces normally operated within the bounds of a single district, whereas the provincial forces operated throughout an entire province and were better armed than the local force units. But a shortage of weapons remained a problem for all types of units during the first years of the war against the French. (The Viet Minh organization in the southern province of My Tho commemorated the acquisition of a pistol and two old French rifles as a major revolutionary event.)14 To command and control the operations of the Regional Forces, the Viet Minh established a territorial headquarters in 1948 called an “Interzone,” which directed the operations of the units in several provinces as well as engaging in supply, recruiting, propaganda, terrorism, and other underground activities.

These local and provincial forces were the active fighters, but in fact the Viet Minh regarded the entire population as being at war against the French. Villagers in Viet Minh–controlled areas were expected to contribute cash, rice, and other needed supplies to the cause, and act as scouts, informants, porters, laborers, and messengers for the fighting forces. As in China, party leaders and organizers in each village and district were expected to know and exploit the particular economic, social, and family circumstances of their area and to ensure cooperation through a combination of persuasion, education, sympathy, helpfulness, propaganda, and, when necessary, terrorism and coercion.

Within the large cities the Viet Minh continued to be supported by an active underground network. Nguyen Thi Ngoc Toan, a sixteen-year-old student from a prominent Mandarin household related to the Royal Family, became a member of a “student resistance” group in Hue. “I was active doing things like spreading leaflets, putting up flags, going out at night to conduct propaganda sessions. . . . and the resistance students would take notes on where enemy troops were located and inform our people where the enemy positions were and they conducted night ambushes etc. So I would carry information reports. . . . and recruit other girls to join our different organizations and conduct fund drives to raise money to support our troops during the winter etc. It was a lot of fun.”15

A major concern for both civilian and military members of the resistance was the supply of food. Viet Minh forces in some of the base areas were unable to raise or buy sufficient food to sustain themselves, so food had to be supplied clandestinely from friendly villages in the nominally French-controlled areas. In Thua Thien Province Viet Minh leaders worked to mobilize food supplies for the fighting forces and organized regular supply routes to Viet Minh hideouts in the interior.16

In the large cities like Hanoi, Hue, and Saigon, Viet Minh underground agents extorted, stole, or purchased needed manufactured goods such as medicine, paper, typewriters, and printing presses. They sought out Chinese merchants willing to cooperate in the procurement and clandestine transport of needed commodities.17 The French were aware of these activities and attempted to “blockade” suspected Viet Minh base areas, but French forces were poor at night operations, and night was when all Viet Minh resupply activities took place.18

Some Viet Minh units combined fighting and farming. In Hung Yen Province southeast of Hanoi, the “Vu Ho Company,” a combination of Tu Ve, Regional Forces, and sappers, produced its own food and even operated a thriving retail business.

The Vu Ho Company was divided into three sections. One section grew rice on fields that had been abandoned by their owners due to a shortage of farm labor. In addition, part of the section raised chickens. During periods when rice was not ready for transplanting or harvest, the section conducted military training and political indoctrination. The second section sold the agricultural produce at daily markets in the French-controlled areas. They would also buy up manufactured products such as medicines, dyes, stationery, and petrol to sell in the Viet Minh areas. The third section engaged in mining and sabotage activities along Colonial Route 5. The company’s commercial enterprises were so successful that most of the company had extra money to spend during the New Year holiday.19

Confronting the Viet Minh was the “Corps Expeditionnaire Francaise en Extreme-Orient,” the French Far East Expeditionary Corps, with a strength varying between 150,000 and 230,000 men. Only a minority were Frenchmen; mainly these were officers and NCOs, since French law prohibited draftees from serving outside of Europe.

Ironically, in a conflict often described as an anticolonial war or a “war of decolonization,” the great majority of soldiers on the “colonial” side were from the colonies themselves. The largest proportion of the Expeditionary Corps, about 30 percent, were Vietnamese, Laotians, and Cambodians. Some were veterans of the old French colonial troops such as the Garde Indochinoise. Others had been recruited after 1945 to serve as both regulars and auxiliaries (suppletifs). An almost equal proportion were colonial troops from Morocco, Tunisia, and Algeria, referred to variously as Goums, Tirailleurs, and Spahis depending on their origin and type of unit. There were also the Tirailleurs Senegalese recruited from France’s colonies in West and Central Africa, as well as members of the French Foreign Legion.20

The Legionnaires were mainly recruited from the large number of displaced persons, refugees, and political exiles to be found in war-ravaged Europe. The State Department reported that the Legion had established recruiting stations throughout the American, British, and French zones of occupied Germany.21

At least 30 percent of Legionnaires in Indochina were Germans, many of them former members of Hitler’s Wehrmacht. Former SS officer Hans Josef Wagemueller, who had spent World War II hunting down and executing anti-Nazi partisans on the Eastern Front, recalled that one Legionnaire, who had received the Iron Cross fighting the Allies in Italy, “wore the medal proudly in Indochina, something most of my men did, wearing their Wehrmacht badges, battle insignias, SS emblems, Marine daggers, belts and the like. Almost everyone had kept a souvenir from the grand old days of glory.”22

Except in Algeria, where men were subject to a draft, all French colonial troops from both West Africa and the Maghreb were volunteers. Some came from communities with military traditions, but many joined for economic reasons. A Senegalese or other West African soldier who reached the rank of sergeant could expect to earn a salary ten times that of an ordinary laborer. In addition, ambitious recruits could hope to learn a useful skill or trade in the colonial military.23

Some recruits joined more out of economic desperation than out of economic ambition. The gradual French subjugation of Morocco during the first decades of the twentieth century had left many rural Moroccans in dire straits. “They took all our livelihood, all our livestock. They left us only the minimum. One mule to work with,” recalled Lahcen Ou Mimoun, a Goumier veteran. “If you had two mules the French would take one. . . . They imposed the corvée and we were sometimes beaten. . . . That’s it and it was this injustice that pushed me to enlist.”24

“So why did I enlist in the Goums?” declared Said Ou Hamou, another Moroccan veteran. “Simply because my father was killed by the French and we were five orphans. In fact the majority of mature men from Ait Serghouchen were killed by the French and they left a lot of orphans who did not have other choices but to become Goumiers and work for the French.”25

Frenchmen served as officers and NCOs in many of these units, in higher staff positions, and in the elite parachute battalions as well as in naval and air force elements. In 1951, out of 230,000 reported to be serving in French forces in Indochina, only 64,000 were French. After six years of war, the Expeditionary Corps had suffered 47,000 killed, of whom about 11,000 were “of French nationality,” 14,000 were Indochinese, and 12,000 were members of the Foreign Legion or troops from French Africa.26

Both troops from the Maghreb and from West Africa often arrived in Indochina with inadequate training and were unprepared for the type of warfare they would encounter there. A 1951 report noted that about half of the West African troops assigned to Indochina had less than one year of military service. General Jean de Lattre de Tassigny, French commander in Indochina during 1950–1951, complained that recruits from sub-Saharan Africa sent for training in France spent too much time on labor duties while suffering from the unfamiliar cold weather.27

Whatever their nationality, all soldiers of the Corps Expeditionnaire found Vietnam’s environment a challenge. Extreme heat, heavy and almost continual rains during part of the year, insects and dangerous wildlife, and mountain and jungle terrain all made life unpleasant, often unsafe.

“Our first contact with Indochina can be summed up in one word: mosquitos!” recalled Janos Kemencei, a young Hungarian Legionnaire. “They were everywhere. . . . The mosquitos stung through our shirts and light pants. But the uncovered parts of our bodies suffered the worst. We were full of the traces of their attacks. Their bites itched painfully and many among us scratched themselves until they bled. . . . Malaria raged though we took all precautions possible . . . I did not know a single person who had started with me who did not sooner or later suffer the crisis of malaria.”28

In addition to the colonial troops, there were also French organized auxiliaries and paramilitary forces such as the Garde Montagnarde recruited from the various highland peoples of western Vietnam, many of whom had long-standing antagonisms with the ethnic Vietnamese. Many of these units also had French officers and NCOs. In fact as many as 50 percent of active duty French NCOs and more than 20 percent of French officers were deployed in Indochina.29

During 1947, with the French economy in some respects still on life support, the Indochina War had already cost 60 billion Francs.30 The price would continue to increase during subsequent years. In addition, France was committed to providing substantial forces for the defense of Western Europe under the NATO treaty arrangements. As a result, the Expeditionary Corps was chronically underfunded and undermanned.

Financing of the Indochina War was based on a rigid and complex budgetary process. Requests for funding the Expeditionary Corps had to be sent six months in advance and were subject to approval by the head of state, the Ministry of National Defense, the Foreign Ministry, and the Ministry of Finance. Each year’s outlays were based upon replacing troops due to finish their tours. There was no provision for reinforcements to meet sudden emergencies.31 If losses exceeded those anticipated, operations would have to be curtailed.

The nominal tour of duty for French troops in Indochina was twenty-four months; however, officers and NCOs were routinely retained beyond the length of their enlistments. One junior officer, whose enlistment expired on December 18, 1951, did not leave Indochina until October 1, 1952. Taking into account his return trip to France, it seems likely that the unfortunate officer did not actually arrive home until almost a year after his enlistment had expired.32

Compared to the Viet Minh armed forces, the French Expeditionary Corps might appear to be an armed behemoth, but by the standard of modern Western armies it was sadly lacking. The shortage of money meant that troops in Indochina had to make do with inferior or outdated equipment, poor living conditions, and often inadequate sanitation and medical care.33

Feeding the diverse nationalities and ethnic groups represented in the Expeditionary Corps posed additional problems. North African soldiers were accustomed to large quantities of lamb and couscous. Vietnamese troops consumed large amounts of rice and pork seasoned with a special fish sauce called nuoc mam. Troops from West Africa preferred yams and hot peppers.

Muslim troops in the French forces did not eat pork and generally did not drink alcoholic beverages, but French and Foreign Legion troops were happy to make up for this lack. Even on active operations and in forward positions, these soldiers expected and received daily rations of wine and beer, while rum and aperitifs were often served in the officers’ mess.34

This smorgasbord of culinary offerings placed further demands on the French military budget and supply system. Some French troops during the early years of the war were issued uniforms and equipment of World War I vintage. The standard infantry rifle was a bolt action weapon with only a five-round magazine. One French Legionnaire recalled that in 1949 his squad had been issued rifles dating from the Battle of Verdun in 1916, for which the ammunition had to be loaded one round at a time.35 The colonial forces were composed mainly of light infantry with a few armored cars, other armored vehicles, and some light artillery, but they lacked the heavy firepower that would be needed when the Viet Minh began to acquire large quantities of modern weapons in 1949.

By the second year of the war, most of the Corps’ military transport was wearing out. One French officer told the American naval attaché that “available military transport (trucks, jeeps, etc.) is estimated to have only six months of further usefulness and that unless massive replacements are received, the French Army here will be on foot.”36 Replacement parts for British- and American-made equipment were difficult or impossible to obtain.

In one category of military necessities, however, the French did largely succeed in meeting the needs of their soldiers. Military brothels (“bordel mobile de campagne”) were amply available. These establishments were an old institution in the French Army. According to one account, President Woodrow Wilson’s secretary of war was invited to inspect one such mobile brothel while on a visit to the Western Front during World War I. “For God’s sake don’t tell the President about this!” he exclaimed. “He’ll stop the war!”

The rationale for the operation of the military brothels was to raise morale, cut down on venereal disease by medically inspecting both the prostitutes and their soldier clients, and prevent the troops from molesting women of the local population. Even when some of the locals proved willing to set up business on their own, the fear was that local sex workers might be spies or induce soldiers to desert.37

Some of the prostitutes who staffed the bordel mobile were women of the Ohled Nail, a seminomadic Berber community in the highlands of Algeria. Known for their extravagant dress and ornaments, they had traditionally been dancers and entertainers somewhat similar to geishas. According to historian Bernard Fall, the Ohled Nail “would travel with units in the combat zone . . . and some girls died heroically serving as emergency nurses under fire.” Fall also claimed that on one occasion, a French officer recommended two Ohled Nail women for the Croix de Guerre.38

As the dry season began in October of 1947, Valluy launched a major attack against the Viet Bac, “Operation Lea.” The operation included a number of overland advances, a riverine offensive, and paratroop assaults into the heart of Viet Minh–held territory. Almost the entire Expeditionary Corps in the north was involved.

Valluy’s aim was to cut off the Viet Minh from the Chinese border in order to eliminate the possibility that arms could be smuggled in from that country, to kill or capture the leaders of the Viet Minh government, and to surround and destroy the Vietnamese army’s main force units.39 Paratroopers would be inserted into the heart of the Viet Minh–held territory near their reported headquarters at the town of Bac Kan. At the same time, an armored column would move overland to link up with the paratroopers, while another force embarked in boats and landing craft would move up the Clear River.

On October 7, French planes suddenly appeared over Bac Kan, dropping paratroopers straight into the center of Ho’s jungle command post. The attack came as a complete surprise. The Viet Minh Army high command had anticipated that the French might attack the Viet Bac but believed it far more likely that they would make an effort to shore up their control in the Red River Delta or in the coastal provinces of Thanh Hoa and Nghe Tin about one hundred miles south of Hanoi. They also doubted that the French could put together sufficient troops to conduct such a complex and difficult operation and never considered the possibility that paratroops might be used. Only Truong Chinh, not a military man but the party’s chief theoretician, warned of the danger of an airborne attack. His advice was disregarded.40 Viet Minh agents in Hanoi had learned of the planned attack two days before, but because of poor communications between the intelligence network in Hanoi and the Bac Kan, the warnings only reached the headquarters as the French were beginning their assault.41

The French claimed to have missed capturing Ho Chi Minh and the rest of the Viet Minh top leadership by only an hour. The paratroopers reported that they had even gotten the letters on Ho’s desk.42 Whatever the timing, the airborne assault failed in its aim of decapitating the Viet Minh. The French would never have the opportunity again.

The rest of Operation Lea was less successful. At Bac Kan, the French paratroopers found themselves surrounded by determined Viet Minh troops, and were soon involved in a desperate fight to hold on until the overland force could push its way through to link up.

The French mechanized column advanced through territory hardly suited to a blitzkrieg offensive. Even the main roads were often narrow, unsurfaced, single lane tracks that slowed any motorized movement to a crawl. “The arching bamboo turned [the roads] into tunnels, on the slopes the jungle scraped the sides of passing trucks, and in the mountains they crept precariously along ledges between sheer rock faces and yawning drops.”43 The infantry advanced cautiously along the narrow track. When advanced scouts received Viet Minh fire, they would scatter off the road, and an accompanying tank or armored vehicle would blast the suspected area with machine gun and cannon fire. If the enemy failed to reply, the French would inch forward again.44

It required nine days for the mechanized task force, dogged by Viet Minh ambushes and road sabotage, to reach the Bac Kan and link up with the paratroopers. The river-borne forces never arrived at all. Their landing craft ran aground on sand bars and uncharted river obstacles.45

In their wake, the French and Vietnamese combatants left a trail of devastation. Along the Clear River, Minister Le Van Hien “passed so many places where we saw the ruins—the marks of the enemy after they attacked. . . . I witnessed so many scenes of destruction; burnt boats, ships, houses, temples, and trees. . . . I saw burnt rice and salt storage. So many Buddha statuettes were broken and scattered along the way. Any statuettes with gold paint were smashed open because the enemies thought they could find gold inside.”46

French casualties in Operation Lea were close to 5,000; Viet Minh casualties were claimed by the French to be twice as high. The Viet Minh were forced out of some of their strongpoints in the Viet Bac and lost some of their equipment, but they preserved their armed forces mainly intact. In a larger sense, the operation was a graphic demonstration of French inability to decisively defeat the Viet Minh by military means. American military observers advised Washington that “the destruction of the Vietnam Army, or even sizeable portions of it, in a campaign of three or four months appears beyond French capabilities.”47 The British military liaison officer in Saigon called the Lea operation “a gambler’s last throw.”48

Having failed in their attempt at a military knockout blow, the French turned to the possibility of a political solution. In February 1947, Paris had already recalled their loose cannonball d’Argenlieu and replaced him as high commissioner with the far less bellicose Emile Bollaert. Bollaert told the American ambassador to France that “any return to previous colonial practices is inconceivable” and that he was ready to come to agreement with “whatever authorities really represent the people of Indochina.”49

Soon after his arrival in Indochina, Bolleart sent Paul Mus, a veteran of de Gaulle’s Free French forces and winner of the Croix de Guerre, to negotiate with Ho Chi Minh. Mus was a scholar and archaeologist who had grown up in Indochina and had many friends and contacts among Vietnamese leaders and scholars. In May 1947, he set out on a forty-mile walk to reach Ho Chi Minh’s headquarters in the Viet Bac. He carried with him a French peace proposal promising a cease-fire and Vietnam’s acceptance into the French Union if the Viet Minh forces agreed to disarm and allow French troops to enter the areas under their control. Ho’s reply was brief. “In the French Union there is no place for cowards. If I accepted these terms, I would be one.”

The French soon found a more pliable Vietnamese leader with whom to negotiate. Their choice was the last of the Nguyen emperors, Bao Dai. The future emperor had been born in 1913 and educated in France, returning to Vietnam to assume the throne in the early 1930s. Although nominally the sovereign of Tonkin and Annam, the northern and central regions of Vietnam, ruling from the imperial city of Hue, his “empire” was in fact a French “protectorate” with a French “resident superieur” who actually directed affairs.

Upon his accession in 1933, Bao Dai, following the recommendations of his principal advisors, Pham Quyn, a prominent intellectual and advocate of constitutional monarchy, and Ngo Dinh Diem, a rising young bureaucratic reformer from a leading Catholic family, attempted to institute some modest reforms, but the French colonial government refused to budge.50 Diem resigned in disgust and Bao Dai turned to other pursuits that soon earned him a reputation as a playboy and bon vivant. A keen hunter, he was reportedly responsible for significantly reducing Vietnam’s population of wild tigers. His preferred hunting method was to track the tigers into their dens wearing a head lamp and carrying a rifle.51

Bao Dai had served as head of state of the short-lived “Empire of Vietnam” established by the Japanese after they had deposed the French colonial government in March 1945. Following the Viet Minh seizure of power in August 1945, he had abdicated in favor of the new regime and been appointed “Supreme Advisor” in Ho Chi Minh’s cabinet. After several months the former emperor left Vietnam to live in Hong Kong. That is where French representatives tracked him down and began conversations to persuade him to return to Vietnam.

In December 1947, Bao Dai and Bolleart met aboard a French warship in Ha Long Bay and agreed to a plan for an “independent” Vietnam within the French Union. It left control of Vietnam’s foreign relations and armed forces to France and said nothing about the separate colony of Cochin China. The agreement was so limited and hedged with restrictions that even some of Bao Dai’s strongest supporters opposed it.

Unable to get additional concessions from the French, and stung by criticism of his actions, Bao Dai left Hong Kong for Europe. On June 5, 1948, after pursuing the former emperor through some of the continent’s best-known night clubs and spas, the French prevailed upon him to return to Indochina. In another shipboard meeting in Ha Long Bay, Bao Dai and French representatives initialed a second agreement that explicitly recognized Vietnamese “independence” but said nothing about unifying Tonkin, Annam, and Cochin China, the separate northern, central, and southern regions of colonial Vietnam, and still left control of foreign and military affairs to the French. Control over other governmental functions was to be subject to future negotiations. Soon after signing this Second Ha Long Bay Agreement, Bao Dai had misgivings and again exiled himself to Europe.

Washington initially viewed Bao Dai with little enthusiasm. In May 1947, Secretary of State Marshall expressed concern about the possibility that French efforts to “find ‘true representatives of Vietnam’ with whom to negotiate result in the creation of a puppet government. . . . In addition the restoration of Bao Dai might be seen to imply that the democracies were reduced to resorting to monarchy as a weapon against communism.”52

Yet the choices for the United States were becoming progressively narrower. By early 1948, the State Department had reached a consensus that the establishment of a Viet Minh–led state in Indochina was not an acceptable way to resolve the Franco–Viet Minh conflict. Woodruff Wallner, the associate chief of the West European Division, was a graduate of the Sorbonne and a confirmed Francophile. As a young diplomat in Valencia during the Spanish Civil War, he had witnessed the efforts of the Soviet-directed Spanish Communists to exploit the situation to their advantage. “It may not be certain . . . that Ho and Co. will succeed in setting up a Communist State if they get rid of the French,” Wallner declared in November 1947, “but let me suggest that from the point of view of the security of the United States, it is one hell of a big chance to take.”53 Undersecretary Lovett agreed, observing that “a favorite strategy of Communists in dependent areas is to pretend to champion the cause of local nationalists.”54

If the Viet Minh were unacceptable, then that left Bao Dai. Besides, with the Cold War appearing ever more perilous, Europe simply mattered more to the United States than Southeast Asia did. As a State Department policy paper declared in the fall of 1948, the United States “had an immediate interest in maintaining in power a friendly French government to assist in the furtherance of our aims in Europe. This immediate and vital interest has in consequence taken precedence over active steps looking toward the realization of our objectives in Indochina.”55

By mid-1948, most American leaders were ready to consider the Bao Dai expedient as a possible solution, but only if the French demonstrated that they were serious about establishing credibility for the emperor’s regime by granting his government genuine independence.

While Washington was moving toward qualified acceptance of “the Bao Dai solution,” that solution still seemed far from realization. Bao Dai himself remained in Europe, refusing to return without some significant concessions by the French concerning the autonomy of his government. Yet the French appeared to make no moves in this direction. The American consul in Saigon reported that “only prompt and decisive action by the French” could give credibility to Bao Dai.56

Secretary of State Marshall and Dean Acheson, who succeeded him in 1949, continued to urge the French to liberalize their approach to Bao Dai. American diplomats in Europe began to hint informally that French concessions on the issue might open the way to American aid for French efforts in Indochina, while Asian experts in the State Department worried that the Europeanists in the department might stampede the United States into hasty recognition of an “independent” government without substance.57

While French, American, and British diplomats traded memos concerning the status and future of Bao Dai’s “state,” the war continued. In the north, the French had achieved an uneasy stalemate. Lieutenant General Roger Blaizot had replaced Valluy in the spring of 1948, but the new commander in chief made few changes and generally did little.

After their foray into the Viet Bac in Operation Lea, the French established a string of posts along the track of Colonial Route 4 to guard the border with China but otherwise concentrated their efforts in the north in the Red River Delta area. “A visitor to this area, in fact to any part of Tonkin, is most struck by the widespread ruins,” reported a British military attaché. “Sontay [about twenty miles west of Hanoi] had been a prosperous garrison town of nearly 10,000 inhabitants. Now it resembles any German city laid waste by Allied bombers.”58

The French controlled the large cities and the principal roads in northern and central Vietnam, but their hold on land communications between the cities and the routes to and from their frontier outposts was often precarious. The Viet Minh routinely sabotaged and mined the roads, destroyed bridges, and ambushed road traffic. All overland movement of both civilian and military goods and supplies had to be by convoy.59

Each morning, patrols of French troops, accompanied by laborers drafted from nearby towns and villages, “opened the roads” by searching for mines and booby traps and filling in ditches and traps made by the Viet Minh. Engineer troops were seldom available, and the ditches and trenches had to be filled in by hand. “A standing joke among the French troops is that the local inhabitants spend their time by day filling in trenches for the French and by night digging them out again for the Viet Minh.”60 Of course these efforts were anticipated, and the Viet Minh routinely booby-trapped the areas where repairs were likely to be carried out. In central Vietnam the situation was much the same. A French military appreciation noted that even the main road connecting the two principal cities of Hue and Tourane (Danang) was “seriously menaced by ambushes and mines.”61

The railroads were also a favorite target for Viet Minh bombs and mines. Do Trang Giap, a Viet Minh squad leader, recalled preparations for an attack on a train. “We used a 50 kg bomb (refurbished from a dud French bomb.) An electric cable was strung through a rice field to a nearby village. The [railroad] people walked over it the next day without noticing. The second day we set a fake bomb made from a banana tree and still the enemy did not notice. The third night we carried to the railway the real bomb. The fourth day we set the batteries and waited for trains from Haiphong. There was no schedule for trains and we had to wait for the right train to come as we did not want to bomb the train from Hanoi, which was often empty. We waited for a night but the train did not come. . . . Finally at 4:00 p.m. [the next day] the train came and we exploded it successfully.”62

The most beleaguered French line of communication was Colonial Route 4, which began at the town of Lang Son, where Colonial Route 1, Vietnam’s main north-south highway, met the Black River. From there Route 4 ran northwest along the Chinese border to the French base at Cao Bang, passing through other French outposts at Dong Dang, Thatkhe, and Dongkhe along the way.

“On one side the canyon fell away to a ravine with a river at the bottom of it, and on the other the cliff rose sheer,” wrote journalist Lucian Bodard, who accompanied one of the Route 4 convoys. “The long, grinding, snorting, roaring train of vehicles that was slowly moving along R.C. 4 was a procession of weapons carriers, scout cars, light armored cars and jeeps. There were also scores and even hundreds of trucks belonging to Chinese and Annamese traders. . . . going in the direction of Cao Bang.”63

Bodard had been warned that half of all convoys on the ninety-mile road to Cao Bang were ambushed along the way. “In the last attack twenty vehicles had gone up in flames.”64 A French military report concluded at the beginning of 1949, “All in all Tonkin appears to be the most vulnerable part of our military system in Indochina.”65

In southern Vietnam, the situation was considerably different. “The South,” the Mekong Delta and the region around Saigon, was an area of extreme cultural diversity. Until the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, much of it had been part of the Indianized Kingdom of Champa or the Khmer empire of Cambodia. Saigon had long been a center for maritime trade and had a large Chinese merchant population. By the beginning of the nineteenth century, Chams, Cambodians, Chinese, Laotians, Thais, and European traders all rubbed elbows with ethnic Vietnamese in the south.66

During 1945 and 1946, the region had experienced rapid and drastic political change. First came the abrupt overthrow of the French colonial rulers by the Japanese in March 1945, followed by half a year of rule by the “independent” government of Bao Dai and his prime minister Tran Trong Kim, and then the British occupation under General Gracey and the return of the French. These rapid changes had left southern Vietnamese society an unstable mix of competing and mutually suspicious political, ethnic, and religious elements, each with its own grievances, fears, and ambitions.

The French return had been resisted by southerners almost from the beginning, and southern Vietnam had been at war more than a year longer than northern Vietnam. In the beginning, the anti-French resistance in the south had comprised many diverse elements: Trotskyites and nationalists; southern members of the Viet Minh; Vietnamese volunteers from neighboring Cambodia, Laos, and Thailand; Viet Minh combat groups sent from the north; a syndicate of gangsters and pirates turned freedom fighters called the Binh Xuyen; and the armed militias of two powerful religious sects, the Cao Dai and the Hoa Hao. The authority of the Viet Minh government in Hanoi over these groups, when it existed at all, was precarious.

To try to assert control over the conflict in the south and unite the anti-French forces there, the Party sent Nguyen Binh as Ho Chih Minh’s “military delegate” to the south.67 A colorful and charismatic figure who habitually wore a Japanese officer’s cape, sword, and helmet, Nguyen Binh had been born in a small northern village. At the age of sixteen, he had moved south to Saigon and found work as a laundryman. He soon became involved in nationalist activities and joined the Vietnam Quoc Dan Dang (VNQDD), a nationalist party modeled on the Chinese Kuomintang.

After the VNQDD staged an unsuccessful uprising against the French in 1930, Nguyen Binh found himself imprisoned with many other VNQDD members and Communists in the French penitentiary on the island of Poulo Condor. He may or may not have joined the Communist Party, but in any case, he did form personal and political contacts that would prove important to his subsequent career.

After the Japanese overthrow of the French colonial government in March 1945, Nguyen Binh demonstrated marked ability at organizing anti-Japanese guerrilla units from among sailors, factory workers, miners, stevedores, and other working-class groups. He showed himself more than willing to take on Lu Han’s Chinese occupation forces as well; that may have been another reason that Ho Chi Minh was happy to send him seven hundred miles south to Saigon.

Nguyen Binh proved an ideal choice. Arriving in the south in November 1945, he was able to use his leadership skills, and well-earned reputation for bravery and loyalty (he had lost an eye defending a friend in a prison brawl), to bring together the disparate elements of the resistance into a “Front of National Unity.” The fact that he was not formally a Communist or a member of the Hanoi government also helped.

The Front’s armed forces under Nguyen Binh were organized into chi doi, or military detachments composed of sect militiamen, Viet Minh, Binh Xuyen, workers, and students. In contrast to the war in the North where it was possible to identify geographic areas where Viet Minh rule predominated and areas where the French more or less maintained firm control, the war in the South had no clear demarcation lines. As historian Shawn McHale has observed, the southern theater of conflict “was divided into a patchwork of smaller sectors under shifting control of the French, the Viet Minh and other groups. These small sectors, not always contiguous, expanded and contracted in size over time.”68

The French conducted periodic sweeps through the Delta in pursuit of rebel elements. As in other guerrilla conflicts, the inability or unwillingness of the French forces to distinguish between armed opposition groups and unarmed civilians led to large numbers of civilian deaths. A farmer in the village of Ninh Binh about nine miles from Saigon recalled a sweep by a Moroccan battalion of the French Expeditionary Force. “They burned down all the houses of the people. The inhabitants of Ap Tay and Ap Hung hamlets suffered more damage than anyone else. During the operation the soldiers raped all the women they met . . .”69

Few of Nguyen Binh’s chi doi were well armed enough to take on the French in a conventional battle. Instead the southern forces and their civilian allies waged a war of sabotage, terrorism, propaganda, and occasional small unit attacks. Xuan Vu, a teenage student from My Tho, recalled a 1947 attack on a French blockhouse. The Viet Minh “began firing at the blockhouse. But the only guns they had were old French musquetons. . . . They were worthless for this kind of attack. While the shooting was going on crowds of villagers gathered behind the embankment to watch what was happening and to help the fighters. They had bamboo stakes, knives, hoes—anything they could get their hands on.” After three of the attacking fighters were killed by French grenades, “The peasants went wild. They practically tore apart a couple of nearby houses to get flammable material. . . . They ran out and began throwing this stuff all around the blockhouse despite the shooting. . . . We were all in a frenzy. Some people were shot down but others began heaving Molotov cocktails . . . before long the whole building was billowing fire and clouds of smoke. One French soldier came running out on fire. . . . The rest of them were trapped inside. We barbecued them all.”70

A major target for Viet Minh espionage, assassination, and subversion was the Saigon-Cholon urban area. Most feared were Viet Minh assassination squads who targeted “traitors.” Included in that category were politicians and intellectuals like Bui Quang Chieu (who was murdered along with his five children), Trotskyite leaders, and journalists unsympathetic to the Viet Minh, as well as Vietnamese officials and bureaucrats who cooperated with the French or with the newly installed Bao Dai government.71 During 1947 the Viet Minh passed death sentences against some nine hundred people for “treason,” “spying,” and being “reactionaries.”

The head of Saigon security told Lucian Bodard that Ngyun Binh had created a special unit to set up Viet Minh cells, collect intelligence, carry out blackmail and murders, throw grenades, and arrange strikes. They were established throughout the area in secret hideouts and safe houses.

For the murder of important officials, Vietnamese and French, the Viet Minh “had a force of very specialized killers. They arrived in the most ordinary, peaceful way one by one on foot or in Chinese buses. They carried nothing.” After committing the murder the killers “always stayed a few days in some particularly secret hideout: then they left Saigon just as they had come.”72

Less evident but more essential than the Viet Minh enforcers and assassins was Nguyen Binh’s network of street vendors, shoe shine boys, hawkers, prostitutes, servants, and petty criminals, many of them teenagers, who provided information, messenger services, smuggling networks, and hideouts for the resistance.73

While Nguyen Binh had enjoyed initial success in unifying the disparate elements of the anti-French resistance, keeping them together proved a greater problem. The French were well aware of the contingent nature of the Viet Minh–led alliance against them and did their best to detach some of its elements and enlist them in their own cause. The Khmer inhabitants of the South proved easiest to recruit. Indeed communal violence between Khmers and Vietnamese had begun almost as soon as the Second World War ended. The French colonial forces soon had their own units of armed Khmer auxiliaries or “suppletifs” who frequently carried out their own acts of revenge and vandalism against ethnic Vietnamese.74

Almost since its founding, the Cao Dai religious movement had been viewed with suspicion by the French colonial administration, and in 1941, after anti-French uprisings touched off by the arrival of the Japanese, Cao Dai leaders had been exiled to Madagascar. At the beginning of 1947, however, the French had returned the Cao Dai “Pope” Pham Cong Tac to Vietnam. There he signed a convention with the French that turned over control of the town of Tay Ninh, the “Holy See” of the religion and the surrounding province of the same name, to the Cao Dai and provided a stipend to the Cao Dai’s paramilitary forces to “defend” the area. In retaliation, Viet Minh forces attacked Tay Ninh, reportedly executing about eight hundred Cao Dai followers.75

Not all Cao Dai supported Pham Cong Tac’s actions, but the ferocious Viet Minh reprisals against Cao Dai communities that were suspected of aiding the French drove many other Cao Dai into counteractions against the Viet Minh. By mid-1947, small local wars were raging between Vietnamese of different loyalties throughout the Delta. In May 1947, Nguyen Binh warned potential defectors, “If you do not obey me and if you continue to take arms given to you by the French to shoot your compatriots, then I swear . . . to consider you as traitors and to wipe out every last one of you.”76

Nguyen Binh was as good as his word, and the Viet Minh’s merciless actions against those suspected of collaboration placed most of the remaining Cao Dai on the side of the French. Eventually the Cao Dai forces numbered over five thousand fighters. Over three thousand served in mobile units with French officers and NCOs, and the remainder served in self-defense militia units. By 1951 the regular units were being employed throughout the Delta.77

The Hoa Hao, Vietnam’s other indigenous religious community, underwent a similar experience. In the spring of 1947, some of the sect’s military leaders had established contacts with the French to discuss subsidies and arms for their troops. In April 1947, the Viet Minh ambushed and executed Huynh Phu So, the founder and spiritual leader of the movement. According to some reports, his body was cut into small pieces and scattered so that it could not become an object of veneration.

The following month the principal Hoa Hao generals joined the French in their campaign against the Viet Minh. An agreement signed on May 18, 1947, gave the sect responsibility for “security” over a wide area of the western Mekong Delta that included the provinces of Vinh Long, Sa Dec, Long Xuyen, and Chau Doc. The most powerful commander, Major General Tran Van Soai, with his headquarters in the city of Can Thao, controlled almost four thousand troops. Within the region the Hoa Hao generals acted as virtual warlords, recruiting troops, governing towns and villages, collecting tolls and taxes, and fighting the Viet Minh and—occasionally—each other.

The Binh Xuyen were the last to join the French side after Nguyen Binh, suspecting (correctly) that the Binh Xuyen leader, Bay Vien, had had conversations with the French, attacked Binh Xuyen units in May 1948. Bay Vien escaped to Saigon, and in early June announced his support of the newly established Bao Dai government.

By 1949 the French had effectively checked the Viet Minh’s attempt to win control of the Mekong Delta region through subversion and guerrilla warfare. This was achieved primarily through detaching or neutralizing all or most of the Viet Minh’s erstwhile allies in the anticolonial war. Consequently the southern Viet Minh were left to confront not only the French Expeditionary Force but the soldiers, auxiliaries, and civilian supporters of the Cao Dai, the Hoa Hao, the Khmers, and the Binh Xuyen. Yet while the French had been successful at weakening the power of the Viet Minh, they had done so only at the cost of reinforcing the power and autonomy of the local Cao Dai and Hoa Hao warlords, each with their own minikingdoms. While Western journalists and diplomats were still debating whether Bao Dai’s government was “really independent,” the French had already granted a good deal of de facto independence to the warlords and ministates of the Mekong Delta.78

In the spring of 1949, the French government, impatient with the continued stalemate in Vietnam, dispatched a special military mission to Vietnam headed by the chief of the general staff, General Georges Revers, to report on the situation. Unlike most French officers who attained high command, Revers was not a graduate of the military academy; indeed he had begun as a reserve officer. During the war he had been a high-ranking member of the Resistance operating inside occupied France. After the war he rose rapidly in rank and developed close ties with the left-wing SFIO Party, one of the three parties of the coalition government in power in 1949.

Revers’s evaluation of the military situation was bleak. If France were going to be able to continue the war, US military aid would be essential. He recommended that the vulnerable French posts along Route 4, with their long tenuous supply lines, be evacuated immediately. He was unimpressed by Bao Dai and suggested the French reconsider talks with Ho. In any case, no real security could be achieved in the Red River and Mekong Deltas without a large “native” Vietnamese army and competent Vietnamese administrators.79

What action the government in Paris might have taken on Revers’s report can never be known. The secret report soon fell into the hands of the Viet Minh, whether through gross negligence or deliberate action by Revers’s professional and political rivals. The Viet Minh broadcast portions of the report over their radio, and the entire report was found in the hands of a Vietnamese student in Paris. The French immediately turned their attention to tracking down the culprits. General Revers was forced into retirement, a commission of inquiry was appointed by the National Assembly, and the SIOP minister of defense was put on trial.

General Phillip B. Davidson, the longtime US intelligence chief in Saigon during the second Vietnam War, observed many years later that General Revers’s recommendations, especially the proposal that “diplomacy and political action be given priority over military action . . . were sound in 1949, and with minor and appropriate changes would have been sound in 1952, 1964–1965, 1967–1968 and in 1972. But it was a Frenchman who said that ‘the more things change, the more they remain the same.’”80
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“Everything That Could Happen Has Happened”

March 1949 saw an apparent breakthrough in the long months of haggling and recriminations surrounding the French attempts to implement “a Bao Dai solution.” In an exchange of letters between Bao Dai and French president Vincent Auriol, signed in the ornate Elysee Palace, the official residence of the president of France where Napoleon had signed his second abdication after the defeat at Waterloo, France agreed to the political unification of Vietnam, allowing Cochin China to be joined with Annam and Tonkin as part of Bao Dai’s new “State of Vietnam.”

Ending Cochin China’s status as a colony required approval by the French National Assembly. That approval was obtained after a hard political struggle. Yet from the Vietnamese point of view, the “Elysee Accords,” as the agreement was known, still had many shortcomings. Bao Dai’s “state” would have its own police force and some of its own military forces, but the French still retained control of Vietnam’s military affairs and foreign relations. As in the earlier Along Bay Agreements, the transfer of other governmental functions was to be subject to further negotiation.

In Vietnam the Viet Minh ridiculed the Elysee Agreements, and they organized mass demonstrations against “the traitor Bao Dai.” Mai Phuong, a teenager in Ninh Binh Province in the Red River Delta of northern Vietnam, attended a huge rally in a large open market. A large stage displayed a giant picture of Ho Chi Minh with a red flag in the background. High on a haystack nearby was a large straw dummy. The crowd sang the national anthem and listened to fiery speeches punctuated by chants of


“Down with the Traitor!”

“Down with Bao Dai!”

“Down with the Traitor!”



Mai Phuong wrote, “One man came up to the haystack to punch at the dummy’s face as if he were the real enemy. He punched it and punched it again. This created an uproar in the crowd. People rushed toward the dummy. . . . Those who managed to climb the haystack started to kick it and punch it as hard and fast as they could . . . the punches and kicks were accompanied by shouts of ‘Down With Bao Dai!’”1

Leaders in Washington viewed the Elysee Accords with mixed emotions. Secretary Acheson cautioned American diplomats in East Asia to “guard carefully against any action which might be seized upon as premature endorsement or de facto recognition of Bao Dai. . . . Dept. desires [to] retain as much freedom of action as possible . . . without giving the impression we oppose or wish to hinder ex-Emperor.”2 The State Department’s West European Division, the Embassy in Paris, and other Europe-oriented officials now argued strongly that Bao Dai offered the only noncommunist solution for Indochina. The Department’s Asia specialists voiced equally strong doubts. The chief of the Division of Southeast Asian affairs warned that Bao Dai could still be viewed as a puppet of the French. Were the United States to commit its support to his French-sponsored “State,” “we must then follow blindly down a dead-end alley expending our limited resources . . . in a fight that would be hopeless.”3

The controversy came to a head after the French National Assembly finally ratified the Elysee agreements in June 1949. At the urging of the Office of Far East Affairs, Acheson agreed to dispatch a note to Paris expressing the view that the agreements still appeared to contain insufficient incentives to persuade Vietnamese nationalists to switch their support from Ho to Bao Dai.4 Though couched in diplomatic language, the note was a clear signal to the French that the United States still found the Elysee Accords far from perfect.

The note landed on the desk of the new US ambassador to France, David K. E. Bruce. Bruce, called by his biographer “the last American aristocrat,” was from an old and wealthy Virginia family and had served with the OSS in England and France during World War II. In 1944 he had entered newly liberated Paris in a jeep accompanied by novelist Ernest Hemingway. The two promptly checked into the Ritz Hotel, where they were remembered as longtime loyal customers.5 Bruce was, understandably, a confirmed Francophile.

It took little effort for Bruce’s embassy staff to convince him that the department’s note was ill advised and untimely. It “unfairly prejudged the outcome of the [Bao Dai] experiment before it had even begun.” The impact of the note on French officials, “battered and bruised by the long struggle to get passage of the Cochinchina Bill,” would be “the opposite of constructive.”6 The counselor of the State Department, Charles Bohlen, who was in Paris for talks with the French government, characterized the note as “a combination of ‘holier than thou’ lecture plus suggestions which, in view of the Elysee Agreements are completely hopeless of French acceptance.” Bruce was able to convince the State Department to allow him to shelve the memo and instead convey American concerns orally to the French.

Bruce and Bohlen’s concern for French sensitivities completely failed to impress another veteran of wartime intelligence serving in the State Department. Charlton Ogburn had fought in Burma with the famous Merrill’s Marauders and had had ample opportunity to observe the workings of Chiang Kai-shek’s dysfunctional regime. To Ogburn, the Bao Dai solution looked as hollow as the effort to transform Chiang into George Washington. If the United States now threw its support to the French and Bao Dai, Ogburn warned, the likely result would be “to involve this government in the support of what may prove to be a little Kuomintang.”7

The French and their sympathizers in Washington continued their pressure. French officials warned that their people were growing weary of the war in Indochina. High Commissioner Leon Pignon declared that French public opinion was reflecting a “growing lassitude” about continuing the effort against Ho Chi Minh’s Communists. Ambassador Bruce reported similar remarks made to him by French officials in Paris.8

Along with these gloomy predictions came reminders to the Americans of the growing menace of Communism in Asia. A French cabinet minister observed to the US military attaché in Paris, “The U.S. does not seem to appreciate that France’s fight in Indochina is not a question of combatting nationalism but concerns a fight against international communism. The U.S. must decide where the southward drive of communism is to stop. She must assist France in drawing the line somewhere and it is hoped that the line will be at least north of the Sino-Indochinese border.”9 The British government, worried about the security of its remaining colonies in Asia, especially Malaya and Singapore where a serious Communist insurgency was rapidly expanding, also urged the United States to assume a greater role in Southeast Asia, particularly Indochina.10

In April 1949, ten European nations, the United States, and Canada formally signed the North Atlantic Treaty. Under NATO, French forces were expected to play a vital role in the defense of Western Europe. However, French officials were quick to point out that over 150,000 of their troops and sizable air elements were in Indochina; that force included many of the most experienced officers and NCOs. French authorities frequently asserted that the annual casualties among officers in Vietnam were equal to the total number graduated from the French military academy each year.11

By June 1949, the French and British campaign of warnings and entreaties, together with the Cold War shocks of that year, began to have an effect. In that month, Washington issued a public statement declaring the formation of the Bao Dai government a “welcome development” toward peace and the “attainment of Vietnam’s rightful place in the family of nations.”12

While the French were endeavoring to sell Bao Dai to Washington and open the door to American aid, Ho Chi Minh was also searching for helpful friends to keep his struggling revolution afloat. It was a difficult quest. Although Ho had been a founding member of the French Communist Party, and had spent years in Moscow and in Asia as a member of the Communist International, he was no favorite of Stalin.13

Like the United States, the Soviet dictator’s attention was primarily focused on the struggle for power in postwar Europe. The impressive electoral successes of the French Communist Party in 1945 and 1946, which won the party ministerial posts in the government, made the Soviets reluctant to take any stand on Indochina that might alienate French public opinion and hurt the chances for continued Communist political advances in Paris.14

In addition, Stalin had been badly burned by his experience with China during the 1920s, when he had provided the Nationalists with aid and advisors. Following his instructions, Chinese Communists had formed a partnership with the Kuomintang, only to be decimated by Chiang Kai-shek when he turned on his erstwhile allies in 1927. Whether the return of the Indonesian Communist leader Musso to Java in 1948 was also at Stalin’s direct instruction remains unclear; but the resulting disaster to the Communists in the Madiun Rebellion could not have escaped the attention of the Soviet dictator and probably reinforced his conviction that Asians were still unready for a true proletarian revolution.15

Stalin was particularly suspicious of Ho Chi Minh. The Vietnamese leader had shown himself all too willing to cooperate with the OSS and other American military and intelligence organizations during and immediately after World War II. The Soviet dictator was also angered and outraged when Ho dissolved the Indochina Communist Party in November 1945 without even consulting Moscow.

During 1945 and 1946, Ho had dispatched several desperate letters to President Truman and Secretary of State James F. Byrnes appealing for support of his struggle for independence. All of these communications went unanswered. More surprisingly, Moscow also ignored Ho’s pleas for help. Indeed, Soviet comments at the outbreak of war between the French and Viet Minh were hardly more critical of France than those of the US State Department. Soviet foreign minister V. M. Molotov told the French ambassador in 1947 that “he hoped that France and Vietnam could come to an agreement that satisfied both parties.”16 That was as militant as the Soviets were willing to be in support of Ho.

Mao Zedong and the Chinese Communists finally rescued the Viet Minh from their international isolation. Ho’s relationship with the Chinese Communist leadership stretched back to the 1920s. In 1924 his fluency in Chinese had enabled Ho to wangle a place as assistant to Mikhail Borodin, Stalin’s top representative to the Kuomintang, during the short-lived Soviet-Kuomintang partnership in the 1920s.17 In the 1930s, Ho’s long residences in China, from which he attempted to direct Communist activities in Vietnam, put him in contact with top Chinese party leaders. His friendship with Zhou Enlai dated back even further, and Ho had visited Yenan and been a member of the Eighth Route Army.18

During the early years of the Chinese Civil War, Mao had been able to do little for the Viet Minh beyond rhetorical support, intermittent financial help, and occasional supplies of arms smuggled across the South China border or from Hong Kong. The situation changed drastically with the sweeping Chinese Communist victories of 1949. Late that summer, units of the People’s Liberation Army under the redoubtable General Liu Bocheng arrived at the northern borders of Vietnam.

The Viet Minh were elated at the victory of “the democratic side” in China but also recognized that adjusting to the new regime might be tricky. At a series of ministerial meetings chaired by Le Van Hien in early October, the new relationship was discussed at length. “It is likely that this new [Chinese] government will show support to our own resistance and of course will recognize our government,” wrote Minister Hien in his journal. “If they do, it would be a great influence on our people, giving them more hope to defeat the colonialists and we’d gain more status among the Progressive Nations. The people will be emboldened and traitors discouraged.”

Yet the conferees also expected that Chinese recognition might bring more American and British support for the French. “Under the banner of communist containment the U.S., British and French might shamelessly build more bases and fortresses in our country and would try to crush us as they did to Japan, Thailand, Africa.” On the other hand, the Americans and British appeared already to be in de facto partnership with the French. The ministers concluded, “we need to take advantage of this situation [of Chinese Communist victory].”19

Le Van Hien noted that he would immediately report the results of the meeting to Ho, but it is doubtful that the latter waited for the report. By early October, two Viet Minh representatives with long experience in China were already on their way to Beijing. With them they carried a letter from Ho requesting Chinese aid in the struggle against the French. They arrived just two weeks after the formal proclamation of the People’s Republic of China in Tiananmen Square.20

In late December Liu Shaoqi, Mao’s deputy, telegraphed to Ho that the PRC had decided to extend aid and diplomatic recognition to his government. Liu proposed that the PRC send a high-ranking mission to Vietnam and suggested that Ho send a delegation to Beijing “to discuss all important issues.”21 At the end of December, less than a week after receiving Liu’s message, the fifty-nine-year-old Ho, wearing his characteristic khaki suit in the style of Sun Yat-sen, set off on foot for China across the rugged limestone mountains and valleys of Lang Son Province at the head of a Vietnamese delegation.

Seventeen days later, soldiers of the elite Viet Minh army unit, Regiment 174, charged with smuggling VIPs and supplies across the Chinese border, were alerted to the expected arrival of a delegation on its way to visit China. Lieutenant Nguyen Huu An’s company was ordered to meet the delegation near the town of Cao Bang and escort them across the border.

The following morning, in the wooded hills near the crossing into China’s Quangxi Province, Lieutenant An’s advance platoon rendezvoused with a group of six men disguised as Nhung tribal highlanders. They were accompanied by an old man. When the group stopped for lunch at a rural house, the owner recognized the old man as Ho Chih Minh from his portrait on a piece of paper money. Worried about a breach in security, the party abandoned lunch and hurried on to the border.22

From the border Ho continued by train to Beijing. There he was welcomed by Liu Shaoqi, who informed him that the PRC had granted diplomatic recognition to his government. Ho was housed in Zhongnanhai, an extensive garden compound adjacent to the Forbidden City, whose lakeside villas had been used by emperors of the Ming and Ching dynasties. It now served as Mao’s private residence and the new headquarters of the Politburo and other important government agencies. There Ho discussed Vietnam’s military situation with the PLA’s veteran commander in chief, Zhu De. In addition to military aid, Ho requested Chinese help in mounting a campaign to eliminate the French bases along Route 4 and open the border to supplies and weapons from China.23

At a banquet in Ho’s honor, Li suggested to the Soviet ambassador that it would be useful for Ho to visit Moscow and confer with Stalin personally about Vietnam. When the Soviet dictator agreed, Ho left for Moscow by train at the beginning of February 1950, accompanied by Zhou Enlai.24

Mao Zedong was already in Moscow. He had been there since the middle of December and was not enjoying his visit. The Chinese leader had arrived in a mood of great excitement and anticipation. He hoped to establish a close relationship with Stalin and expected to receive economic and technical assistance from the Soviets, as well as to conclude a formal alliance between the two Communist powers.25

Yet the “Great Teacher” had been rather less than effusive in his welcome. After a brief meeting on the evening of his arrival, Mao did not see Stalin again until five days later, when he was invited to attend the Bolshoi ballet on the occasion of the Soviet leader’s birthday. At the performance Mao was seated next to Stalin in the dictator’s special box. But after the ballet and the reception that followed, he was whisked back to the suburban dacha he had been allocated and saw nothing of Stalin for the next month.

Mao was frustrated and angry. “Why have I come here?” he exploded to General Ivan Kovalev, Stalin’s special representative in China, “to spend whole days eating, sleeping and defecating?” Mao’s phone calls to Stalin were referred to other Soviet officials. Only after Mao locked himself in his bedroom and threatened to return to Beijing did Stalin relent and agree to begin serious negotiations in late January 1950.26

Ho’s welcome to Moscow was even less warm than that accorded Mao. Indeed, while the Vietnamese leader was still on his way to Moscow, Stalin had suggested to him that the recent Soviet recognition of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam, announced on January 30, 1950, probably obviated the need for a visit.27 When Ho finally met with Stalin, the Soviet dictator’s manner toward his guest was, in the words of Nikita Khrushchev, who was present at the meeting, “offensive and infuriating.”28

When the Chinese and Soviets formally signed a treaty of friendship and alliance on February 14, 1950, Ho, who was present at the ceremony, suggested that the Soviets conclude a similar agreement with Vietnam. Stalin dodged the proposal but did promise that Vietnam “could count on our assistance,” especially in receiving surplus war materials that would be shipped through China. In conversations with Liu Shaoqi and Mao, Stalin had proposed a “division of labor” between the two Communist states. The Soviet Union had to give priority to affairs in Europe, so in the mission of furthering revolution in Asia, China would have primary responsibility for assisting the Vietnamese.29 It was a task Mao and his colleagues willingly assumed. On the long train ride back to Beijing, the Chinese leaders who had been with him in Moscow assured Ho that he would have the full military support of China in his battle with the French.

One month after Ho left Beijing for the final time in mid-March 1950, the Central Military Commission ordered three PLA field armies to organize a military advisory group for Vietnam, to select appropriate military instructors and advisors, and to establish military training courses in China for Vietnamese soldiers.

Although the likelihood of Chinese military support for the Viet Minh seemed a mortal threat to the French military effort in Vietnam, that development also brought to Paris renewed hopes for success in the long quest for American aid. The Chinese and Soviet recognition of Ho’s Democratic Republic of Vietnam had finally settled Washington’s long debate over American policy toward Bao Dai and the French in Indochina. Secretary of State Acheson declared that recognition by the two Communist powers removed any doubt about the supposed nationalist nature of the Viet Minh and revealed Ho “in his true colors as the mortal enemy of native independence in Indo-China.”30 Less than three days after the Kremlin’s recognition announcement, Acheson recommended to President Truman that the United States recognize the Bao Dai regime and the other “Associated States” of Laos and Cambodia. Recognition followed two days later.

For Bao Dai and his Vietnamese supporters, US recognition was not a boon but a catastrophe, depriving them of any leverage to pry further concessions toward real independence from the French. The emperor resumed his inactivity and passive resistance. The French, Lucian Bodard wrote, “discovered that Bao Dai possessed an extraordinary technique for not understanding, for not stirring, and for wrecking every kind of plan. He would not live in Saigon where he might have seemed inferior to the high commissioner who would not yield up the Norodom Palace, his symbol of power. . . . He stayed in his Dalat villa, immovable.”

When some muted criticism arose over the emperor’s choice of official cinematographer, a beautiful blonde woman from the Cote d’Azure, Bao Dai is reported to have replied, “But really that girl is quite extraordinary in bed. She is only plying her trade. Of the two I am the real whore.”31

As the French had hoped, recognition of Bao Dai brought quick consideration of American aid in the fight to defeat the Viet Minh. As it turned out, money for such aid was readily available thanks to Chiang Kai-shek’s die-hard supporters in the Senate. During the debate on the Mutual Defense Assistance Act of 1949, designed to provide military support for the countries of the newly formed NATO alliance, a group of lawmakers led by Senator William Knowland had proposed an amendment to provide funds for assistance to “the non-communist areas of China.”

By late 1949, all of the remaining “non-communist areas of China” appeared doomed. However, in the atmosphere of anguish and finger-pointing over the “loss of China,” there appeared to be no way to derail the Knowland proposal. Instead, it was astutely shunted onto a different track by Senate Foreign Relations Committee chairman Tom Connally. What emerged from the Senate’s deliberations was section 303 of the Mutual Defense Assistance Act authorizing a sum of $75 million for use in “the general area of China.”32 That broad geographical designation obviously could include Indochina.

During the ensuing discussions of aid for Indochina, held in the atmosphere of hysteria, anxiety, and political recriminations following the Communist victory in China and the Soviet atomic bomb, most of the Washington foreign affairs bureaucracy, and many media leaders, rapidly convinced themselves that Indochina and indeed all of Southeast Asia was now vital to American security. This despite the fact that American plans for war with the Soviets were predicated on the defense of the island chain extending from Japan through Okinawa and the Philippines, from which US forces could launch attacks against the Soviet Union.33

At the beginning of 1950, the Joint Chiefs of Staff called for rapid development of a plan for the use of the section 303 funds in Indochina.34 Secretary Acheson told the National Press Club that American military assistance to Southeast Asia might well provide “the missing component in a problem which might otherwise be unsolved.”35 The New York Times’s respected foreign affairs analyst C. L. Sulzberger warned that “the disciplined machinery of international communism, directed by Moscow, is carrying out perhaps the most brilliant example of global political warfare so far known by draining the potential strength of France in the Indo-China civil war and thus . . . simultaneously weakening the Western Powers’ position in Europe and Asia.”36

On February 16, French ambassador Henri Bonnet presented Acheson with an aide-memoire calling upon the United States to begin an immediate program of aid to France and the Associated States of Indochina.37 At the same time, French officials in Paris told the American embassy that without a program of long-term military assistance, they might find it necessary to withdraw from Indochina—a threat they would employ with increasing success against the Americans during the next three years.38

The Plans and Operations Division of the Army Staff, while calling for “a more complete transfer of sovereignty to Bao Dai” and “a relinquishment of colonial tenets” by the French, nevertheless warned that “the time has passed when the United States could pursue a policy of complete neutrality. Our recognition of Bao Dai has cast the die.”39 On March 10, President Truman, acting on the recommendation of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the service secretaries, and the National Security Council, approved a military aid program of $15 million for Indochina.

Had Americans been privy to actions in Beijing, they would have found ample justification for their fears. Moving quickly to implement their promises to Ho, the Chinese Central Military Commission dispatched General Chen Geng to Vietnam to act as overall strategic advisor to the Vietnamese Army. Chen was a widely respected Army Corps commander, considered one of the top graduates of the Whampoa Military Academy. He was reputed to have saved the life of Chiang Kai-shek during one of the battles of the Northern Expedition.

After the Kuomintang-Communist split, Chen took part in the Long March and fought against the Japanese as a regimental commander in the Eighth Route Army, where his exploits impressed American observers Agnes Smedley and Evans S. Carlson. In the Civil War, he played an important role in the Huahai battles and afterward secured Yunnan Province for the Communists. Chen was widely known for his cheerfulness and sense of humor, qualities he would need in his next assignment.

Shortly before their departure, the members of the Chinese Military Advisory Group met with Mao Zedong and members of the politburo in Beijing. Few PRC officers had ever trained or advised foreign troops, and Chinese leaders did not underestimate the difficulties. After congratulating the Advisory Group on their opportunity to perform a “glorious internationalist duty,” the Politburo got down to specifics. The task of the Chinese was to help the Vietnamese build a regular army that could eventually defeat the French.

Mao and Liu Shaoqi stressed that success depended on the nature of relationships between the Advisory Group and Vietnamese leaders. “If you can’t maintain friendly relations, you can just forget it; you won’t do the job,” Mao declared. “Don’t be arrogant. The Vietnamese already know our successes. You don’t need to mention them.”40

Liu Shaoqi cautioned the Group “not to act like you are from a superpower. . . . The advisors should provide ideas and let the Vietnamese decide what they want to do. The Vietnamese do not need to follow our advice. In the end it’s up to them.” Zhu De observed that “we cannot use our ‘old’ methods to fight the war because conditions are different. We have to have an appropriate strategy because the enemy’s weapons are superior. . . . we have to treat prisoners well—this is very important!” He grimly advised the Group, “Be prepared to eat bitter melon because resisting the imperialists will be difficult.”41

Chen Geng arrived at the Vietnamese border on July 7. On the way he was somewhat disconcerted to find large numbers had gathered in Kunming to watch him depart on his supposedly top secret mission. July was monsoon season and General Chen often found the journey rough going. “Walked for 90 miles in the mountains but caught in the rain,” he recorded in his diary on July 9.42 Ten days later he recorded, “[T]he weather was scorching hot, the roads were narrow muddy and hard to move forward and we were unable to ride horses. . . . Today was the price we paid for internationalism.”43

By the time General Chen reached Ho Chi Minh’s headquarters on July 27, the military aid program initiated by the Central Military Commission four months before was well under way. From May 1950 to the end of the year, the Viet Minh received a total of four thousand tons of military aid of all types. This included about one thousand tons of arms and ammunition, twenty tons of medicines and medical instruments, thirty military vehicles, and 2,600 tons of rice. The arms included hundreds of machine guns and submachine guns as well as batteries of 75 mm artillery and numerous mortars.

“For several months we have waited for this moment,” recorded Ngo Van Chieu in his diary in September 1950. “Arms are abundant. If we are not yet armed to our own satisfaction we at least have what we need to fight. Ammunition is no longer rare, and we know the general counter-offensive is not far off. . . . Now there are many regiments that march into battle.”44

General Giap noted in his memoirs that in the summer of 1950, the Viet Minh were able for the first time to eliminate spears from the armament of the first line regiments. “In the past the dream of each combatant had been to have a gun in hand. Now both guns and bullets were abundant.”45 At least half of the arms were US-made weapons captured from the Nationalists during the Chinese Civil War.46 (After the arrival of US aid for the Expeditionary Corps, some French officers would sardonically observe that both sides in the Indochina conflict were fighting each other with American weapons.)

In April the first Vietnamese officers arrived at PLA military schools established in Yunnan and Guangxi Provinces in southern China. There they learned the basics of infantry tactics and the employment of artillery.47 General Le Thiet Hung, a Chinese linguist, graduate of the Whampoa Military Academy, and veteran of both the Kuomintang and Communist Chinese armies, supervised the work of the student officers. Vietnamese residents in southern China and scholars and students in Vietnam translated dozens of military books and technical manuals from Chinese, English, French, and Russian into Vietnamese. Altogether, French intelligence estimated about 3,000 Vietnamese officers and NCOs along with about 27,000 other military personnel were trained in China during 1950. That was enough manpower for thirty infantry battalions.48

Since late 1949, Ho’s Democratic Republic of Vietnam had been preparing for the transition to conventional war. Military service was now required of all male citizens aged eighteen to forty-five. The Viet Minh main force units, now called the People’s Army of Vietnam (PAVN), underwent reorganization into division-size units. Each of the five divisions, the 304th, 308th, 312th, 316th, and 320th, had about 12,000 men organized into four infantry regiments with three battalions. The infantry regiments had a signal unit and a 120 mm mortar company.

These divisions were unusually “light” by American and European standards. They were inferior in artillery and heavy weapons and completely lacked armored vehicles, trucks, and other motor transport. (General Giap recalled that when he and some of his staff utilized a car during part of a campaign in 1950, soldiers and porters along the road would stop to gaze in wonder and cheer this unusual omen of victory.)49

The new divisions lacked air support of any kind and were always vulnerable to patrolling French aircraft. To minimize this vulnerability, the Viet Minh developed the practice of camouflage into a high art. “The greatest pains would be taken, even in safe rear areas, to camouflage anything which could offer the French a suitable target. . . . The palm leaf helmet of the Communist soldier with its constantly worn camouflage net was the major trade mark of the regular. In addition every regular Viet-Minh soldier on the march carried a large wire mesh disc on his back and head adorned with the foliage of the terrain through which he was passing. As soon as the terrain changed it was the responsibility of every soldier to change the camouflage of the man ahead of him.”50

Light as they may have been, the People’s Army’s large units required huge amounts of supplies, almost all of which had to be carried by porters. Western analysts estimated that it might require up to 50,000 porters to keep a Vietnamese division supplied in active combat.51 The DRV’s mobilization of 1949 also included large-scale labor drafts. All civilian men and women from eighteen to fifty-four were liable for logistic support of the army when called upon. Local level Communist-led mass organizations in the villages and districts selected, recruited, and organized drafts of workers and porters when needed. Those who failed to answer the call faced prison terms. For the coming border campaign, the Viet Minh called up about 122,000 civilians. In later campaigns the number could reach over 300,000.52 Villagers who remained were expected to help replace the conscripted workers by laboring at home and aiding their families with the help of the Party.

Both men and women in the labor drafts carried heavy packs or pushed heavily laden bicycles carrying up to 150 pounds of supplies across primitive, rugged terrain where trails were sometimes nonexistent. Bicycles could carry heavier loads and were less physically exhausting for the porters, and so could increase the amount of supplies carried per mile. Where possible, the supply troops also utilized oxcarts, horses, and rafts.53 Each porter carried his own supply of food, usually rice wrapped in a cloth bandelier.54

On July 27, General Chen finally arrived at Ho Chi Minh’s headquarters. Chen was impressed by Ho’s austere life style. “[Ho] led a very simple life and had very few things in his place.” The Chinese general was less impressed by Vo Nguyen Giap, “a duplicitous person, not very upright.”55 Whatever their feelings toward one another, Giap and Chen managed to work together reasonably effectively. Both knew that they had to win, as their political masters frequently reminded them.

The People’s Army General Staff had originally planned to open the border campaign with an attack against Cao Bang, the northernmost of the string of French forts running northwest along Route 4 parallel to the Chinese border. Despite General Revers’s warnings and French intelligence reports that Viet Minh forces were being supplied and upgraded by China, neither the French commander in chief, General Marcel Carpentier, who had replaced Blaizot in the summer of 1949, nor his commander in Tonkin, General Marcel Alessandri, had taken any steps either to reinforce or evacuate these increasingly vulnerable outposts.

Carpentier still believed that Cao Bang could be useful in stopping the flow of Chinese war materiel and personnel to the Viet Minh, whereas Alessandri was loath to give up one of the best fortified positions in northern Tonkin. As a result, Cao Bang, which by the summer of 1950 could only be supplied by air, was left fully manned and operational, a tempting target for the Viet Minh.56

After an extended reconnaissance of the Cao Bang area, however, General Giap began to have misgivings. A principal reason for attacking Cao Bang was to draw out reinforcements from the other French posts at Dong Khe and That Khe, which could be ambushed and annihilated on the narrow approaches of Route 4. However, the road to Cao Bang had already become so dangerous to the French that the base was mainly supplied by air. If Cao Bang were attacked, the French might not attempt a dangerous overland reinforcement but rather might utilize the time that Giap’s forces were occupied in their offensive to withdraw their forces from the bases at That Khe and Dong Khe to their closest base at Lang Son.

At a meeting of the Party Front Committee in mid-August, Giap’s subordinate commanders also raised doubts about the feasibility of an offensive against Cao Bang, which would involve a frontal attack and a river crossing under fire. The commanders agreed that an attack on Dong Khe about fifteen miles southeast of Cao Bang and about midway between That Khe and Cao Bang was the wiser course. If Dong Khe could be captured, the French would either have to try to retake it or withdraw from Cao Bang. In either situation, the People’s Army would be able to fight the French in the open away from their fortified positions. On August 15, Ho Chi Minh gave his approval to the change of plan.57

Dong Khe had already been attacked by Giap’s forces the previous May. Utilizing their newly acquired mortars and field guns mounted on the surrounding hills, the People’s Army carried out a two-day bombardment of the base and then took it in successive frontal assaults by five battalions, wiping out most of the eight hundred–man French garrison. Two days later a French paratroop battalion was dropped near Dong Khe, surprising the Viet Minh troops and retaking the base after stubborn fighting.58 But Giap was confident that a second attack would be more successful.

In Saigon, General Carpentier was busy directing a major French offensive against the Viet Minh–held town of Thai Nguyen about eighty kilometers northwest of Hanoi and almost two hundred kilometers from the border. The capture of Thai Nguyen was to be timed to coincide with the surprise evacuation of Cao Bang, but how the one operation was to aid the other was clear only in Carpentier’s mind. Some have speculated that the capture of the lightly held and militarily unimportant Thai Nguyen was to provide a public relations cover for the French withdrawal from Cao Bang. As it was, the campaign against Thai Nguyen tied up two French divisions until mid-October.

While Carpentier was issuing his operations orders on September 16, People’s Army forces under General Huang Van Thai struck Dong Khe. Vietnamese mortars and artillery positioned on the higher ground quickly knocked out French artillery in exposed positions. By 10:30 a.m., the Viet Minh troops had occupied portions of the outer French defenses. But then the attack stalled. The Viet Minh regiment assigned to attack the French defenses from the southeast lost its way and was late reaching its attack position. The defenders recovered from their surprise and laid down a heavy defensive fire, and six French fighter planes appeared over the battlefield, bombing and strafing the attackers.

General Thai suggested a halt in the battle to regroup, but Chen Cheng and Ho Chi Minh, who was at Giap’s command post, insisted that the attack had to continue. The two regiments were ordered to reorganize and prepare for a final assault on the night of the 17th.59 Following another heavy artillery barrage, the People’s Army infantry moved in.

Lucian Bodard later talked with some of Dong Khe’s defenders. “The Legionnaires would . . . look out and see masses of soldiers in palm helmets. . . . You’d see thousands of these guys out there. Usually the first line of defense was barbed wire. The Communists would come with bamboo ladders that they’d put on top of the barbed wire. The machine gun positions would just keep spraying them and killing them and they’d just keep coming. . . . You would defend and defend and they just kept coming. . . . Then came the final moments when the ammunition ran out, the radio went dead and the score of men who were still capable of fighting were locked in hand-to-hand struggle.”60 By 10:00 on the evening of September 18, all French resistance had ceased.

Undeterred, Carpentier proceeded with his plan. The commander at Cao Bang, Colonel Pierre Charton, a tough, experienced Legionnaire officer, was to make a show of preparing Cao Bang for a prolonged defense, and then rapidly and secretly evacuate the base and head southwest along Route 4. There he would link up with a second French task force that would advance up the road from Lang Son, retake Dong Khe, and meet Charton near the small village of Namnang, about twenty miles southwest of Cao Bang.

Many French officers were appalled by the plan. Considering what the ill-armed Viet Minh troops had been able to do to French convoys along Route 4 back in 1948 and 1949, it was easy to imagine what would happen to a French unit trying to force its way up or down the road in the face of a larger, better trained, and far better armed People’s Army, one that had thoroughly reconnoitered the area and was already in position to ambush any force that came in range. As for surprise and speed, the former was unlikely in the face of the extensive network of Viet Minh spies and informants in and near every French base, while the latter was impossible along the narrow, winding, frequently mined route of Highway 4.

Despite strident protests from his Tonkin commander, General Alessandri, Carpentier went forward with Operation Therese, as the Cao Bang evacuation was to be called. Without being briefed on his ultimate mission, Colonel Marcel Le Page, in command of three “Tabors,” or battalions, of Moroccan troops, was ordered to move up Route 4 to That Khe.

Le Page was far from a charismatic leader. He was an artillery officer who had never held an operational command in Indochina and had no taste for daring enterprises.61 Le Page’s Moroccan troops left Lang Son in mid-September and soon discovered that the road was impassable for trucks or guns. Proceeding on foot, Le Page’s force, now called “Groupement Bayard,” had the single stroke of luck they would enjoy on their ill-fated mission: the enemy main forces missed them. The People’s Army brigade guarding the route to That Khe had sent two-thirds of its troops to help bring in much needed supplies. The rest were preoccupied with planning for an expected attack on the French fortress.62

Entering That Khe on the 19th, Le Page found the First Foreign Legion Parachute Battalion that had been dropped in the day before. The paratroopers, many veterans of the German Wehrmacht, were ferocious fighters. Their commander, Colonel Pierre Segretain, had received the Legion of Honor for his service in World War II; his second in command, Lieutenant Colonel Pierre Paul Jeanpierre, had been a hero of the French Resistance and had survived the Nazi concentration camp at Mauthausen. They viewed Le Page with a jaundiced eye, while their German troops, with racist instincts honed by years of service under the Nazis, had doubts about the reliability of the Moroccans.63 These misgivings were unjustified. The Moroccans had a well-earned reputation as rugged, tenacious fighters. On the march they could cover more than twenty-five miles in twelve hours. As it was, the distrust between Le Page’s units simply added to his problems.64

After another ten days, Bayard finally learned what its mission would be. The force was ordered to attack and recapture Dong Khe within two days. Le Page was astounded. He was being instructed to assault a fortified position without information on the enemy’s disposition or the enemy’s strength—although it was almost certainly far greater than his—and without artillery support. He would have no air support either, due to the persistent overcast weather. Le Page radioed headquarters asking for a delay to await better weather. He was told to attack at once.

On October 1, Bayard’s four battalions, about three thousand men, attempted a pincers movement around the ruins of the fortress. They were soon pinned down in the dense underbrush and forced to retreat. As the weather cleared somewhat, a French plane reported sighting large formations of People’s Army troops advancing rapidly toward Dong Khe. The following day Le Page received a message dropped by air, instructing him to bypass Dong Khe by moving left off Route 4 into the jungle. He was then to swing around again, return to the highway, and rendezvous with the French forces withdrawing from Cao Bang at the village of Nam Nang.

Giap seized his opportunity and concentrated his battalions as quickly as they could reach the battle area in order to destroy Le Page’s battalions. What followed was five days of desperate fighting in the dense jungle-covered limestone peaks and crevices along the southern side of Route 4. The landscape resembled that of Along Bay, famous for its jagged limestone karst towering above the ocean. But instead of ocean there was dense jungle or thick elephant grass at the foot of the jagged peaks, and the limestone crests were covered by trees and equally thick vegetation.

Along the slopes and crests of these cliffs, Viet Minh and French forces waged a stubborn seesaw battle. The French, endeavoring to keep ahead of their pursuers by moving west and setting up defensive positions on the peaks, were repeatedly attacked by the People’s Army units. One Tabor received three assaults on the same day, all of which were repulsed. The French were sometimes supported by air; the Viet Minh employed their superior artillery. “The battlefield was pervaded by the smell of bombs and bullets, of burnt alang-grass, and everywhere there were corpses and bomb craters.”65 After heavy casualties on both sides, most of Le Page’s remaining forces were pushed into a ravine called the Cox Xa gorge, where they were vulnerable to fire from the ridge line above. There they waited desperately for Charton.

Viet Minh headquarters was waiting too. They knew that Charton was preparing to leave Cao Bang, but they were unsure when he would move. Thousands of troops and supply porters had been deployed for weeks in caves among the jungle-covered ridges, waiting for the next phase of the campaign—and gradually running out of supplies. Yet General Giap appeared unperturbed by the warnings of his logistics officers. One of them finally lost patience and burst out, “I don’t know what strategy or tactics they are up to, but we cannot feed tens of thousands of men like this indefinitely. Maybe in the end we will have to withdraw from [fear of] famine like Napoleon.”66

Charton’s force comprised only a Moroccan Tabor and a battalion of the Third Foreign Legion Infantry. Some ninety years before, during Emperor Maximilian’s ill-fated attempt to establish a European kingdom in Mexico, a company of sixty-two men of the same Third Foreign Legion regiment, under Captain Jean Danjou, had held off four battalions and a cavalry squadron of the Mexican Army for six hours, refusing all offers of surrender until only three Legionnaires remained. Captain Danjou’s wooden hand was preserved by the Legion and paraded annually on the anniversary of his battle. The same suicidal courage would soon be required again.

At noon on October 3, Charton’s troops left Cao Bang in a long column together with their Vietnamese suppletifs and about five hundred civilians. Charton was well aware of the hazards of Route 4 and moved his column only after his advance troops had scouted the area for possible ambushes. As a result, the pace of his advance was only a little over one kilometer an hour.67

General Giap learned of Charton’s departure only the following day. Viet Minh militia had observed the French departure but they had no radios. A messenger had to find a People’s Army unit with a transmitter before the news could be transmitted to headquarters.68 Upon receiving the report that both Le Page and Charton were on the move, Giap “rose to his feet and taking a pointer went up to the wall map. ‘The chance of a lifetime has come. I order our units to take Le Page and Charton alive at any cost.’”69

Charton’s forces encountered little opposition on the first day as they proceeded slowly southeast along Route 4. The following day, however, Charton received news to dispel whatever small optimism he may have felt about his mission. Two radio messages informed him that Le Page had failed to capture Dong Khe. In fact Le Page’s forces, in attempting to skirt Dong Khe, had become trapped and pinned down in the Coc Xa gorge. New orders from General Carpentier instructed Charton to move off the road to avoid the Viet Minh forces massing to block his path and move through the jungle via a path called the Quang Liet Track. They were to rendezvous with Le Page at a peak called 477 about two miles west of Coc Xa.

After abandoning all of their vehicles, their only two artillery pieces, and all supplies that could not be carried, Charton’s men plunged into the jungle in search of the Quang Liet Track. It was a long search, because much of the narrow trail had simply disappeared. “The jungle had eaten it. . . . in the rioting vegetation of Upper Tonkin anything that is left to itself vanishes in a few months, returning to its natural state.”70

Short of food and ammunition, stumbling and climbing through the dense jungle-covered crags, Charton’s soldiers managed to make contact with the remnants of Le Page’s forces on October 6. Giap’s troops then launched a full-scale attack, supported by artillery, on both French forces. Despite stubborn fighting, the outnumbered and outgunned French, Moroccans, and Legionnaires were virtually wiped out.

In all, the French suffered about six thousand casualties in the disastrous Operation Therese, most of them killed. Only a few hundred managed to elude the Viet Minh and make their way back through the jungle to safety. On October 9, General Carpentier made an aerial inspection of the Route 4 area. He returned the next day looking badly shaken. “Everything that could happen has happened” was his only comment.71

A panicky Carpentier now ordered the evacuation of That Khe. An under-strength paratroop battalion was dropped into the town to collect the dazed survivors of the Le Page and Charton columns and then to cover the disorderly withdrawal of thousands of civilian townspeople and colonial functionaries. The only other effective fighting units were That Khe’s two companies of Legionnaires.

The Viet Minh had already surrounded That Khe and had blown up the bridge over the Songkykong along Highway 4 between That Khe and the French post at Lang Son, the destination of the evacuees. Ngo Van Chieu’s unit was deployed near That Khe. “The French always stay on the route. They cling to it like an artery upon which their life depends. The route for them is in effect, freedom. Hold the road in the hope they will see their tanks and trucks coming to save them from the annihilation that approaches. . . . There are more than three thousand stretched along many kilometers of the road.”72

A squad of French sappers provided rubber dinghies to enable most of the troops and civilians to cross the river under cover of darkness, but most of the French troops and many evacuees were lost to Viet Minh ambushes along Route 4 before they could reach Lang Son. The parachute battalion lost at least 80 percent of its personnel while covering the evacuation.

The string of French blunders and disasters along Route 4 climaxed in the hasty evacuation of Lang Son in mid-October. “Having underestimated the enemy for so long, [the French command] now thought it had extraordinary capabilities,” observed French historian Yves Gras. Colonel Constans, the area commander, was convinced that he had only a few days to evacuate Lang Son before it was overrun by the People’s Army. In fact, Giap’s troops were in no shape to mount a rapid attack on the French post. They were still reorganizing and resupplying after their intense battles of the past weeks.73

Nevertheless, Lang Son was abandoned without a fight. Left behind were huge quantities of military supplies—over 10,000 artillery shells, four hundred submachine guns, and thousands of gallons of fuel. Lieutenant Colonel Dang Van Viet estimated that “the war booty they left was enough for eight regiments.”74 The French sapper unit charged with destroying the munitions at Lang Son had been instructed to do nothing without a written order from headquarters. Such an order never arrived.

In the wake of the disaster, Jean Letourneau, the newly appointed minister for the Associated States, and Army Chief of Staff General Alphonse Juin arrived in Hanoi to survey the damage. “Let’s hope that father Juin has some brilliant ideas,” wrote Lieutenant Bernard de Lattre, a young officer in the Expeditionary Corps, to his parents. “Without wanting to criticize, I think we are led by imbeciles. Not one of the men on the ground (in the border battles) lost his nerve. . . . but they were led by horses asses.”75

Juin refused to openly criticize Carpentier, but he called for the reorganization of the Expeditionary Corps and pointed to the need for a much larger air force to combat the recently transformed Viet Minh Army. He also called for the formation of a large Vietnamese national army, ostensibly under the command of Bao Dai, to relieve the Expeditionary Corps of local security and pacification duties. In addition, increased financial and military help would be required from the United States.76

In Paris, Pierre Mendes-France, a leader of the Radical Party, warned the National Assembly, “Do not let yourselves be dragged further into the Far Eastern wasps’ nest . . . you cannot keep on with this faraway war which is ruining us both materially and morally.”77 In Mendes-France’s view, only two choices remained for French policy: a greatly enhanced military effort to achieve decisive success on the battlefield, or a negotiated settlement that would involve, at best, important concessions to the Viet Minh government.78

In the end the French government chose neither of Mendes-France’s options. Instead, Carpentier and Pignon were recalled in December of 1950, and a new leader was appointed to repair the situation in Indochina, General Jean de Lattre de Tassigny. He would simultaneously hold the position of commander in chief and high commissioner in Indochina, thus giving him far-reaching political and military authority.

A hero of World War I, de Lattre had been the youngest general in the French Army in 1940. When the Germans moved to occupy the Vichy portion of France in November 1942, he was arrested by the collaborationist government for ordering his troops to resist. He escaped, rallied to de Gaulle’s Free French, and swiftly rose to command the First French Army in its sweep through southern Europe and across the Rhine and Danube Rivers.

An American officer who knew de Lattre well described him as “probably the chief military personality in France today. . . . The fact that he commanded the First French Army has not been forgotten by the French people, nor have they been permitted to forget it. . . . His appeal for the average French soldier or civilian is comparable to the appeal which Eisenhower or Patton have for the average American.”79 “What we need is a leader who leads,” de Lattre’s son Bernard, a lieutenant in the Expeditionary Corps, wrote to his father, “no more niggling, small-time warfare; and then with the morale that we still have in spite of it all, we could save everything.”80
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The Republic of Discord

“Among military” and government officials in Washington there is strong concern about our reverses suffered in Tonkin,” reported Ambassador Henri Bonnet in the autumn of 1950. “It is certain that the situation in the Associated States will have the notable attention of the American defense establishment from now on.”1

Yet Indochina was not the only Asian country receiving Washington’s “notable attention” in the fall of 1950. On June 25, 1950, a ten-division North Korean army with over 150 Soviet-made T-34 tanks crossed the 38th parallel, the boundary separating North and South Korea, and began a rapid advance south toward Seoul.

The South Korean Army, referred to by the Americans as the ROK (Republic of Korea [Army]), less well trained and equipped than the northerners, with no tanks or combat aircraft, fell back before the invaders. Lee Chang-sik, a streetcar worker in Seoul, saw “a South Korean armored car roar through [the downtown] with the soldiers screaming that they couldn’t stop the North Korean tanks with their light cannon.”2 South Korean artillery soon ran short of shells, and the standard US-supplied antitank weapons, the 57 mm recoilless rifle and the 2.36-inch “bazooka” rocket launcher, were incapable of penetrating a T-34’s frontal armor. The best ROK units, those that stood their ground, were soon reduced to making desperate assaults against North Korean tanks with blocks of TNT and Molotov cocktails.3 South Korean president Syngman Rhee left his capital on June 28 by special train, followed soon after by the South Korean Army headquarters. Those soldiers still fighting the North Koreans north of Seoul were left cut off from communications or instructions from their higher level leaders.

Most ordinary citizens of Seoul felt no great attachment to the Rhee government or army and little inclination to follow them south. However, civil servants, police, Christian leaders, employees of American civil and military agencies, and military dependents suspected correctly that they would not fare well at the hands of the advancing Communists. They crowded the five bridges across the Han River that separated the city of Seoul, which was then located almost entirely north of the river, from the sparsely populated south shore.

The South Korean military had rigged the bridges with explosives and planned to blow them to delay the North Korean advance following the ROK’s withdrawal from the capital. For reasons that have never been adequately explained, the explosives were prematurely detonated without warning at 2:30 a.m. on the morning of June 28 while the bridges were still crowded with refugees and retreating soldiers. Between three hundred and eight hundred people died. “Cries of the wounded and dying were heard far away. People asked for help but in the darkness and confusion there was little chance of saving anyone. And nobody tried.”4 South Korean soldiers still fighting north of the river could escape by using the wreckage of the railway bridges or improvised ferries, but all of their artillery, trucks, ammunition, and supplies had to be abandoned. About 1,800 wounded soldiers left behind in hospitals were reported to have been shot in their beds by the North Koreans. Also left behind were sixty-two members of the National Assembly, half of whom were either killed or never seen again.5

Seoul fell to the North Koreans the same day. US Ambassador to Korea John J. Muccio had already warned Washington three days before, “It would appear from the nature of the attack and the manner in which it was launched that it constitutes an all-out offensive against the Republic of Korea.”6
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The two Koreas now at war would never have existed but for the peculiar circumstances surrounding the sudden end of the Second World War in East Asia. Korea had been a single unified country from the time of Charlemagne, with a common language and culture. Early in the twentieth century, however, it had become a focus of expansionist rivalry between China, Japan, and Russia. In 1910, having vanquished China and Russia in separate wars, Japan added Korea to its empire.

Few Koreans welcomed Japanese rule, and in 1919 Korean students, religious leaders, intellectuals, and other prominent citizens, mistakenly believing that Woodrow Wilson’s words about democracy and self-determination somehow applied to them, drafted a “Declaration of Independence” for Korea. News of the declaration touched off mass demonstrations all around the country. The Japanese reaction was harsh and immediate. More than 2,000 Koreans were killed, and 19,000 were jailed. Thousands more fled the country.

Among those who fled, many established independence groups abroad in China, the United States, and the Soviet Union. The Korean exiles were united only in their determination to rid Korea of the Japanese. Some factions had strong ties to the Soviet Union, where there were substantial Korean communities in Siberia and the Maritime Provinces. Others were Christian converts with connections to American missionaries and church groups. These included Rhee, who, while holding leading offices in various Korean exile groups, had also graduated from George Washington University and earned graduate degrees at Harvard and Princeton. In China there were Korean nationalists affiliated with both the Kuomintang and the Communists.

Divided by ideological, regional, and family differences, the exiles also had little contact with nationalists and intellectuals inside Korea. Even within the various independence groups, feuds and rivalries were common. In 1926, the Communist International in Moscow went so far as to order the Korean Communist Party to disband because of its incessant quarrels and factionalism. Scattered Communist cells remained. Other Korean Communists, notably Kim Il Sung, future leader of North Korea, went to Manchuria to join the Chinese Communists.7

As in Manchuria, the Japanese were determined to make their Korean colony a profitable enterprise. The economy was relentlessly modernized, banks were established, and Japanese investments poured in. An extensive railway network was constructed, and telegraph wires crisscrossed the country. The Japanese also opened schools for primary and secondary education, built hospitals, and established an extensive public health system.8 Yet the standard of living of most Koreans improved little. Most of the money to be made in the new Korea was made by the Japanese, who generally held all the best jobs.

After the shock of the 1919 uprisings, the Japanese liberalized their rule to a limited extent, allowing moderate nationalists and intellectuals to speak and write but not to act. Japan’s moderate rule ended in the late 1930s as the empire’s war in China broadened into world war. The Korean language press was suppressed, only Japanese could be taught in schools, and all Koreans were required to take Japanese names.

During World War II, about two and a half million Koreans were recruited or conscripted for labor in Japan, often working under conditions in Japanese mines and factories that amounted to virtual slavery. Three hundred fifty thousand served in the Japanese military or in its auxiliaries and support services, and 150,000 died. Korean women were tricked or kidnapped into the Japanese system of military prostitution often referred to as “the comfort women.” Young women from all areas under Japanese control were involved in this network of sexual slavery, but the largest proportion, an estimated 50,000, came from Korea.9

The United States paid relatively little attention to Korea during the war. (Secretary of State Stettinius was reported to have had trouble locating it on a map.) American Military Government schools, established to prepare officers for postwar occupation duty, taught German and Japanese, but “policy prohibited the study of Korean in Army Schools.”10 Washington’s only firm interest in Korea was to keep the Soviets out. A State Department assessment in late 1943 warned that Korea would be “a tempting target for the Soviets,” enabling them to acquire additional economic resources and ice-free ports, and to “occupy a dominating strategic position in relation both to China and Japan.”11

In keeping with the general view of President Franklin Roosevelt that all colonial peoples deserved independence but few were “ready” for it, the preferred American solution for Korea was some sort of multinational trusteeship. The president had raised this idea on occasion with Stalin, who was noncommittal, and with Churchill, who detested the entire concept. At an Allied conference at Cairo in 1943, the three powers plus China had announced that “mindful of the enslavement of the Korean people,” they were “determined that in due course Korea should become free and independent.” Korean exile groups welcomed the declaration but were uneasy about the “in due course” part. No one in Washington seemed able to explain what that meant.

When Japan unexpectedly offered to surrender on August 15, neither the Americans nor the Soviets had formulated firm plans for Korea, but Japanese rule there was about to end and two Soviet divisions, after sweeping through Manchuria, were moving into northern Korea.12 The United States hastily proposed that Korea be organized into two occupation zones north and south of the 38th parallel, which divided the peninsula almost in half. The northern zone would be the responsibility of the Soviets, and the Americans would occupy the southern zone.

Surprisingly, the Soviets accepted the American offer. Soviet archives show that Stalin had no plans to annex Korea but intended to keep it from falling into unfriendly hands and above all to prevent the Japanese from ever reestablishing their control there.13 The Soviet leader may also have hoped that this concession would persuade the Americans to allow Russia a role in the occupation of Japan.

The American zone, south of the 38th parallel, contained the capital, Seoul, and two-thirds of Korea’s population, as well as major ports on the Yellow Sea and the Sea of Japan. Yet while the boundary made good political and military sense it made little sense economically. Most of Korea’s heavy industry, as well as its coal mines, were in the North whereas its most productive agricultural regions were in the South.

As Washington had anticipated, the Soviets arrived in Korea first. On August 20, a platoon of Russian soldiers with a lone Soviet tank entered the old fortress town of Kapsan on the Korea-Manchuria border. As the soldiers marched in, the local population lined the road waving improvised red flags. One old man waved a tattered copy of Das Kapital and was hoisted up to the tank. The soldiers, appreciative of their reception, passed out loaves of black bread that one Korean described as “tough enough to be used as pillows, but tasty.”14 The Russian platoon belonged to a division of the Soviet Twenty-Fifth Army that had just rolled over the Japanese in Manchuria and continued on to occupy Pyongyang two weeks later.

Three days after the Red Army’s arrival in Pyongyang, US Navy transports carrying soldiers of the Seventh Infantry Division from Okinawa arrived off the southern Korean port of Inchon. The Seventh Division, together with two other US Army divisions, was part of the Twenty-Fourth Corps that had fought in the Philippines and on Okinawa. Like the Marines sent to North China at the close of the war, the soldiers of the Twenty-Fourth Corps were astounded to learn that they would not immediately be returning home. Unlike the Marines, they knew little about the place they were going. A significant minority of Marines who landed at Tsingtao and Tientsin in 1945 to deal with the surrendered Japanese troops had been in China before the war. Marine detachments had been stationed in that country since 1905.

In contrast, almost no one in Twenty-Fourth Corps knew anything about Korea. Not a single soldier in the occupation force spoke Korean. The Twenty-Fourth Corps occupation planning staff came from the US Tenth Army Anti-Aircraft command, a unit assigned to Korea solely because it was not needed for the occupation of Japan. There was almost no intelligence available about Korea. Aerial reconnaissance missions were flown over the peninsula, and Koreans captured with the Japanese Army were interrogated but “with little result.”15 The OSS had worked with Korean exile groups in China during the war, but the OSS was in the process of being disbanded and was neither involved with nor consulted about the occupation of Korea.16 Most of the civil affairs officers, the army’s specialists in military government, assigned to the occupation had been well trained—in Japanese; a few others spoke Tagalog, but none spoke Korean.

Lieutenant General John R. Hodge, the son of a farm family in southern Illinois, commanded the Twenty-Fourth Corps. Hodge had left college in 1917 to join the army. He served on the Western Front in World War I and remained in the service between the wars. As a division and corps commander during World War II, Hodge served in many of the toughest island campaigns of the Pacific War. He was considered by many to be the equal of his more famous contemporaries, MacArthur and Patton, as a battlefield commander. Unfortunately he utterly lacked their charisma, their genius for self-promotion, and their instinct for political infighting.

Hodge had been given only the most general instructions about his mission in Korea other than to disarm the Japanese and to keep order. While still en route he had received word from General MacArthur that the Soviets might not be willing to stop at the 38th parallel. Japanese officials in Seoul also warned of an imminent Communist uprising in the South.17

As the transports carrying the Seventh Division waited outside Inchon harbor for the once-a-day tide that would permit them to enter during daylight, troops lined the decks to try to catch a glimpse of their little-known destination. Just before embarkation, the men of the division had received a Pocket Guide to Korea which advised soldiers, “If there is one subject to avoid it is politics. Just say you don’t know anything about it, which is undoubtedly the truth.”

Unfortunately for the Americans, it soon became clear that there was no avoiding the confused, often changing, but always strident, politics of a Korea newly freed from the Japanese. In the days between the Japanese surrender and the arrival of the Americans and Soviets, Koreans had occupied themselves establishing a de facto independent government. They had the passive acquiescence of Japanese leaders in the Government-General who worried about their ability to maintain law and order now that their empire had collapsed and occupying forces were on the way.

By early September a coalition of left-wing and center political groups had established the Korean People’s Republic under the leadership of Yo Un-hyong, a dapper Western-educated nationalist whose tweed and flannel wardrobe and carefully groomed mustache were so impeccable that, according to one story, he had escaped the secret police in Shanghai by posing as a westerner.18 Yo was a left-leaning populist who had resisted the Japanese, actively or passively, for more than two decades. In addition to his striking appearance, he was a charismatic speaker with a strong following among students and intellectuals.

The People’s Republic rapidly established local “People’s Committees” throughout Korea. Many soon assumed local government duties and organized their own militia, “the Chiandae.” Although many of its organizers were left-leaning politicians, the Korean People’s Republic adopted a broad-based slate of leaders, including Communists and prominent exiles of the center and right. Some of those so honored were actually appointed without their knowledge. Among these was Syngman Rhee. Rhee was widely known among Koreans for his uncompromising nationalism and his equally uncompromising political positions. A relative of the last ruling dynasty, he was respected for his advanced age, his American connections, and his Ivy League PhD.

Socially and politically, Rhee was probably closest to the Korean Democratic Party, formed in opposition to the Korean People’s Republic. Well-to-do professionals, businessmen, and large landowners led the Democratic Party. The latter were the traditional aristocrats, the Yangban of Korean society. Many of these party leaders had been educated in US or Japanese universities or in American missionary schools. Some were patriots who had spent their share of time in Japanese jails, but others were tainted with suspicion—or more than suspicion—of collaboration with the Japanese colonial authorities. As members of the affluent classes they naturally looked askance at the more radical measures proposed by the People’s Republic and were quick to label their opponents Communists.

On September 9, 1945, American troops entered Seoul. Japanese police lined the streets, and those Koreans who turned out to watch the event were prudently quiet. That afternoon, however, as General Hodge and Admiral Thomas C. Kincaid, commander of the Seventh Fleet, drove through the streets of the capital on their way to the surrender ceremony, Korean onlookers broke into wild cheering. The cheering increased as the Japanese flag was hauled down from atop the government-general building. After signing the surrender document in the chamber that had been used as a throne room for the emperor on imperial visits, Governor-General Abe Nobuyuki “put his handkerchief to his mouth and became briefly but violently ill. The ceremony concluded, he staggered out of the room and vomited on the marble floor.”19 That evening Koreans celebrated and danced in the streets.

Korean exuberance was soon cut short by Hodge’s announcement that for the present, the Japanese government-general would continue to function under American supervision and all its personnel from Governor-General Abe Nobuyuki to the lowest-ranking policeman would remain in place. Koreans immediately took to the streets in protest. The Seoul Times declared that Koreans would rather be ruled by “some chief from Borneo” than by the Japanese.20

Hodge’s surprising announcement caused consternation not only among Koreans but also in the United States, where editorial writers unleashed a blast of criticism against the decision. The New York Times observed that in Korea, “a common Japanese soldier would never know he had been defeated.”21 The State Department hastened to disavow any responsibility for leaving the Japanese in control, describing it as a decision of the theater commanders. On the advice of Undersecretary of State Dean Acheson, President Truman issued a public statement saluting Koreans as “a freedom-loving and heroic people” and promising that all Japanese officials would quickly be replaced.22

Anticipating instructions from Washington, General MacArthur directed Hodge to promptly remove the Government-General and all its officials. The Japanese might have been replaced by some type of interim Korean government, but Hodge and his political advisor H. Merrill Benninghoff had only the vaguest understanding of Korean society and history. They had already learned that Korean politics could be unbelievably complex and chaotic. When Hodge invited Korean political parties each to send two representatives to meet with him, more than two hundred individuals appeared. By early October, there were fifty-four political parties registered with the Military Government.23

Korean politicians appeared obstreperous and demanding, and their frequent political demonstrations often looked more like riots. Neither the People’s Republic nor the Korean Democratic Party appealed much to the Americans. They were unimpressed with Yo Un-hyong and his People’s Party. At a time when American military and political leaders were becoming progressively more preoccupied with Communist advances in Europe, the People’s Republic appeared to include far too many Communists and other radicals.

The Korean Democratic Party’s American-educated leaders were easier to relate to; indeed, many spoke English. All were outspokenly anticommunist. Yet if the People’s Party appeared too radical, many Democratic Party leaders appeared too reactionary. They seemed to many Americans to be mainly concerned with safeguarding their assets and privileged social position from any political challenge. What was more, many of the party’s leaders were widely regarded as former collaborators.24 Under these circumstances, Hodge opted for direct military control. He appointed General Archibald V. Arnold as military governor. English became the official language of the occupation.

Having rejected the idea of recognizing any type of Korean interim government and having displaced the Japanese authorities, the Americans now found themselves the absolute rulers of a country about which they still knew next to nothing. “As a liaison officer I had the privilege of observing at first hand the operation [of the occupation],” recalled a Korean American soldier of the Twenty-Fourth Corps. “Obviously there were no advance plans or directives. Further, from the commanding general down to the lowly private in the occupation force, no one had received any training nor were they qualified to assume the responsibility of ruling a foreign country, least of all a country whose language and culture were a complete mystery to them. These gross disqualifications, however were hidden behind a protective screen of arrogance.”25

Korea in 1945 had reached its “modern nadir,” in the words of one historian.26 War-induced inflation and food shortages continued. Thousands of Koreans were unemployed due to the collapse of many wartime businesses and industries. Refugees from the North and Koreans repatriated from Japan swelled the population of the crowded cities and created new social and political tensions between newcomers and longtime residents. There was a critical shortage of rice and coal. Korean agriculture was still premodern. About 3 percent of the population owned two-thirds of the arable land. More than half of all farmers were tenants who worked their rented land under circumstances that made sharecroppers in the American South appear almost affluent by comparison.

One immediate solution to the Americans’ dearth of local knowledge was to retain some ousted Japanese officials as translators and advisors. Oda Yasuma, a former aide to the governor-general, was a great favorite of the Americans because of his excellent command of English.27 He continued to be utilized as a key advisor, helped select translators, and wrote memoranda on the situation in Korea until his departure in mid-September.

Knowledge of English was, in fact, an indispensable qualification for working with the Military Government, since all important regulations, public notices, and press releases had to be translated into Korean. American newsmen labeled it “government by interpreter.”28 English-speaking Koreans tended to come from the wealthiest and most conservative elements of the population.29 Some had long records of collaboration or service in the Japanese bureaucracy. They were disliked and distrusted by many Koreans, who wondered exactly what it was they were “translating” to the Americans.

Hodge’s decision to opt for direct rule began a period of political upheaval and civil unrest in southern Korea that was to continue in various forms for more than three years. Soon after the establishment of the military government, Hodge called for the dissolution of the People’s Committees and established an “Advisory Council” of eleven prominent Koreans. Aside from Yo Un-hyong, all the members of the Council were justly described by the Americans as “conservative.” The Council chairman, Kim Song-su, had also sat on the Central Advisory Council to the Japanese government-general. At the sight of the other council members, Yo Un-hyong resigned in disgust, asking Hodge whether he believed a council tilted nine to one in favor of one side was the way to achieve cooperation.

More trouble soon followed. The People’s Republic and its People’s Councils, undeterred by Hodge’s invitation to them to disappear, continued their political activities, stridently criticizing the Military Government’s embrace of those they labeled former pro-Japanese traitors. At one point General Arnold threatened to shut down some of Seoul’s leading periodicals because they refused to carry a statement by the Military Government that most journalists found insulting to Koreans.30

Searching for an end to their unhappy entanglement in Korean political upheavals, Hodge and Benninghoff now pinned their hopes on the early return to Korea of the self-styled “Korean Provisional Government,” an exile independence group whose best-known leaders were Syngman Rhee in the United States and Kim Ku in China. Kim Ku had gained fame for masterminding a 1932 terrorist attack that killed a Japanese general and another high-ranking Japanese and gravely wounded the Japanese ambassador to China.

Rhee had been a persistent advocate in the United States for Korean independence since the administration of Woodrow Wilson. State Department officials, who saw far more of him than they wished to during World War II, regarded him as a mischievous and untrustworthy blowhard. He received a warmer reception from the OSS, who had plans to organize Korean partisans to fight the Japanese. Not much came of that project, but Rhee made important friends in the OSS and the War Department. One of these was OSS colonel Millard Preston Goodfellow.

Goodfellow became deputy director of the OSS and was instrumental in engineering Rhee’s return to Korea over the vociferous objections of the State Department. General MacArthur and the War Department provided the needed air transportation, and Rhee arrived in Korea on October 11.31 Hodge welcomed him at a press conference as “a great man who has devoted his entire life to the freedom of Korea.”32

Rhee was indeed devoted to the achievement of a free Korea, but one under his exclusive leadership. He soon proved a consummate political operator, who quickly set out to eliminate or neutralize all his political rivals under the guise of achieving national unity. He stridently demanded early independence for the South, denounced the Communists, and called for unification of the entire peninsula. Within a year he would be openly denouncing Hodge and working to undermine him in Washington.

Rhee’s collaborator and rival in the Korean Provisional Government, Kim Ku, known to many of his countrymen, not inappropriately, as “the assassin,” arrived in Korea six weeks later and was given a VIP reception by Hodge. Kim and his followers soon proved even more obstreperous and erratic than Rhee. An American diplomat observed, “Notwithstanding their almost total lack of any mass following in Korea,” Kim and Rhee “considered themselves the logical candidates to lead a transition government.”33

A few months after their arrival in Korea, the Americans and Soviets unintentionally handed Kim, Rhee, and their right-wing followers a popular platform when they met at Moscow in December 1945. There Secretary of State James Byrnes and Soviet foreign minister Vyacheslav Molotov agreed on a five-year trusteeship for Korea. They established a US-Soviet Joint Commission representing the two military commanders, which would deal with broad questions concerning the economy, an interim government, and mutual troop withdrawals.

Koreans of all political persuasions reacted strongly to the Moscow agreement, with its provision for five more years of foreign rule. There were mass demonstrations in protest. “The protesters’ signs and chants alternated between Korean and English so the foreign media would get the anti-trusteeship message.” Rhee warned of Soviet plans to enslave Korea, while Kim Ku denounced the American military government as well and even proclaimed that it ought to be replaced.34

Hodge summoned Kim to his office and accused him of attempting to foment a coup. Kim replied that he was going to kill himself on the spot. When he calmed down, the Korean leader allowed as to how he may have been “misunderstood.” “The Koreans want their independence and they want it now,” Hodge warned Washington.35

Rhee seized on the trusteeship issue both to burnish the patriotic credentials of his still unpopular right-wing allies and to discredit the Left. His task was made easier when the southern Communists’ “South Korean Labor Party” and its leader Pak Hon-yong, after initially opposing trusteeship, suddenly changed their position. On January 2, while tens of thousands marched in the streets against trusteeship, the Communists issued a statement of support for the Moscow agreements. That declaration was a devastating blow to the prestige and credibility of the Communist Party in the South. On the same day as Pak’s announcement, representatives of ninety-one protest groups convened to pass resolutions condemning his actions.36

In the end, the Trusteeship Plan achieved little except to harden US-Soviet differences. The Soviets insisted on working only with groups who supported trusteeship, thus excluding almost all noncommunist parties in the South. American policy makers in Seoul and Washington began to think seriously of forming some sort of separate provisional government for the South. In July 1946, elections were held for an Interim Legislative Assembly, and the following month all important executive posts in the Military Government were transferred to Koreans, with Americans acting as advisors.

While these political changes were being implemented, economic conditions in southern Korea remained dire. In the cities, prices were rising five times as fast as wages. Well-meaning agricultural reforms of the occupation government designed to ease the plight of the tenant farmers actually resulted in hoarding, speculation, and black-marketeering in rice. Disastrous floods during the summer of 1946 destroyed 20 percent of the rice crop.

“Nothing worked, the pipes were frozen, the electricity kept going off,” recalled an American naval officer. “There were Korean exiles coming home from everywhere—Manchuria, China, Japan. Everybody was struggling. . . . There were Koreans wearing clothes made of Army blankets, orphans hanging around the railway station, people chopping wood on the hills above Seoul, the transport system crumbling.”37

In the fall of 1946 South Korea exploded. On September 23, railroad workers in Seoul, Taegu, and Pusan went on strike. They were soon joined by electrical workers, telegraph workers, and postal employees. Students at some high schools boycotted classes. Unrest quickly spread to other cities and regions throughout southern Korea. More than one hundred cities, towns, and villages experienced demonstrations, riots, and assaults on police stations.

A special target of those participating in the riots was the Korean National Police. That organization had been purged of its Japanese elements, but the Korean members had remained on duty and, together with new recruits, had continued the police’s old traditions of routine brutality, torture, and corruption. During the uprisings, police and rebels vied with each other in devising creative methods for sadistic murder, torture, and mutilation.38

Although Hodge and the State Department continued to devise new plans to unite the dissident right and center factions in Korea, the autumn upheavals, called “The Autumn Harvest Riots,” served to convince many Americans that the US occupation of Korea had reached a dead end. “To sum it up, I think if the Russians would come forward tomorrow with a proposition for us both to pull our troops out of Korea we would decide—and very properly in my opinion—to haul our freight,” said General John E. Hildring, the assistant secretary of state for occupied territories.39 Newsweek correspondent Mark Gayn, who had spent over ten years as a journalist in East Asia, called Korea “the most depressing story I have ever covered.”40

Gayn included both North and South Korea in his statement, although, in the Soviet zone, the patterns of upheaval and repression were significantly different from those in the South. As was the case with the American troops, the cheering crowds that welcomed the Soviet army to the North soon lost their enthusiasm. The process of disillusionment was most likely more rapid north of the 38th parallel due to the behavior of Soviet troops who, aside from rounding up and disarming the Japanese, appeared to devote most of their energy to looting, rape, and robbery.

The behavior of the Soviets was such that Korean women began disguising themselves as men. An Australian who was in Pyongyang to help in the recovery of Allied POWs reported, “The Russians, armed with tommy-guns, fire a few shots in the air, then break into the house, drag out what women (mostly young girls) they can find, put them in the truck along with furniture and any other objects that caught their eyes and drive off to their barracks. After a day or two the girls are thrown on the street.”41 Soviet troops brought minimal food supplies with them and generally lived off the land, requisitioning whatever they needed from farmers in exchange for rubles, army blankets, or often nothing at all.42

After several weeks Soviet generals cracked down on the worst abuses, but their troops’ conduct had been such that soldiers traveling at night were ordered to do so only in groups of three or more to guard against vengeful locals. The Soviets also appropriated large amounts of machinery and industrial equipment from factories, telephones, railroad rolling stock, and chemicals for shipment back to the Soviet Union.

Despite the failure of their troops to win many friends in North Korea, the advent of the Soviets was far from completely unwelcome. Land rents were drastically reduced, and over the next few months land formerly owned by Japanese or absentee landlords was confiscated and distributed to former tenants or other landless farmers. Many large landowners fled to the South. Those who remained were permitted to retain only as much land as they could cultivate themselves. An eight-hour work day was instituted in all industries, and women were accorded equality with men in legal matters. Unlike General Hodge, the Soviets allowed the People’s Committees to continue to function, but insured that they were packed with Communists and others likely to be cooperative.

Colonel General Ivan Chistiakov, a hero of the Battle of Stalingrad, commanded the Soviet Twenty-Fifth Army in Korea but left most civil and political questions to his political officers, Major General Nicholai G. Ledbedev and Major General Alexei A. Romaneko. The actual structure of the Soviet civil administration was the responsibility of General Terenti Shtykov of the Military Command of the Maritime District, later the first Soviet ambassador to North Korea. The civil administration created a network of “advisors” to the People’s Committees and government departments.43

The Soviets had no interest in annexing Korea or even of making it a complete satellite. Their main concerns were to prevent any return of the Japanese presence or influence on the peninsula, exploit Korean economic resources, and ensure control by a pro-Soviet government with foreign and trade policies in line with Russian aims.44

Unlike Hodge’s American Military Government in the South, the Soviets in northern Korea were not dependent on Japanese technicians and translators. Thousands of Soviet citizens of Korean descent were available to serve as translators and administrators. Not a few were party members and a good number were serving in the Soviet Army. As many as 30,000 Soviet Koreans were soon on their way south to join the Twenty-Fifth Army. This group of ethnic Koreans, some of whom retained their Soviet citizenship and party membership, acted as interpreters, liaison officers, and administrators without arousing the ethnic and cultural antagonism that Americans and former Japanese administrators inflamed in the South.45

In Pyongyang the Soviets initially were prepared to work through the Provisional People’s Political Committee headed by Cho Man-sik, a widely respected Christian nationalist. They soon found Cho difficult to fathom and consistently indifferent to their attempts to recruit him.46 Cho’s Christianity and conservative views added to their doubts.47 By late September the Soviets had chosen another candidate to balance Cho and, if necessary, replace him.

Kim Il Sung was born in Mangyongdae, near Pyongyang, the son of an herbalist doctor, and had led an anti-Japanese guerrilla group in Manchuria during the 1930s. Much of what North Korean hagiographers would later assert about Kim’s military career was fantasy, but there is evidence that he was successful and respected for his success in leading his “army” of less than three hundred men against the Japanese.48

Kim’s most famous exploit was a 1937 raid on the small town of Poch-onbo, just inside the Korean border with Manchuria. During the raid Kim’s band destroyed the local Japanese police post and some offices before withdrawing back across the border a few hours later. This minor incident had an enormous psychological impact on both Koreans and Japanese. For a guerrilla unit even to succeed in penetrating the heavily guarded Korea-Manchuria border was itself an impressive achievement. The raid was reported in the press, and the news soon spread all over Korea.

The Japanese replied to the guerrilla raids with massive “annihilation campaigns” that eventually forced the surviving guerrillas to withdraw to the Soviet Far East. There Kim and other former Chinese and Korean guerrillas became part of the Eighty-Eighth Special Reconnaissance Brigade of the Soviet Twenty-Fifth Army, intended to operate against the Japanese once Russia finally entered the war in East Asia.49

Returning to Pyongyang with other Koreans of the Eighty-Eighth Brigade after the Japanese surrender, Kim Il Sung soon made himself highly useful to the Soviet occupation forces. Many of his close comrades from his partisan days served as interpreters to high-ranking Soviet officers. Others served in the new Soviet-sponsored security services.

According to his close associate Yu Song-chol, Kim Il Sung went out of his way to ingratiate himself with General Lebedev, Lieutenant Colonel Alexandre Mateevich Ignatiev, his civil affairs expert, and other Russians in the Soviet civil administration, even organizing a drinking party for Soviet generals at one of the few surviving Kisaeng houses (similar to Geisha houses) in Pyongyang.50

From the Soviet viewpoint, Kim had much to offer. The local Communist factions in the North were weak. The traditional center of party activity and its well-known leaders were in the South. Kim had an established reputation as a patriot and hero of the war against the Japanese, but no political baggage in Korea, and he had proven himself willing and able to work closely with the Soviets.

On October 14 Kim, along with Cho Man-sik, was present at a rally in honor of the Soviet Army. Some 300,000 people attended the rally, at which all three of the highest-ranking Soviet generals were also present. Dressed in a Western-style civilian suit and wearing a Soviet medal, Kim delivered a speech prepared for him by the Twenty-Fifth Army’s Political Department. (General Ledbedev, however, had been unsuccessful in dissuading him from wearing the Soviet medal.)51

“As soon as he appeared, the crowd shouted out ‘Long live General Kim Il-sung,’” recalled Yu Song-chol. “However as Kim Il-sung’s speech continued whispers began to circulate through the crowd, ‘This is a bogus Kim-Il-sung’ and some even cursed him calling him a ‘Russkie stooge’ and they began to leave the stadium.”52 Kim’s relative youth—he was only thirty-three at the time—and his unimpressive appearance probably contributed to his less than stellar opening performance. An American member of the Joint Commission who witnessed one of Kim’s early appearances described him as “a fat, dissipated looking, pasty creature.”53

General Lebedev and Kim’s other Soviet sponsors clearly had some work to do selling their chosen candidate to the Korean public. At least one historian has argued that their intense propaganda efforts over the next several months “eventually grew into a cult of personality eclipsing that of Stalin himself.”54

Whatever the problems with Kim’s public image, he soon demonstrated his mastery of political maneuver. He was not without potential rivals in 1945. In addition to Cho Man-sik, there were the thousands of Korean Communists called “the Yanan Faction,” who had fought with Mao’s forces against the Japanese during World War II. There was also Pak Hon yong’s large and well-established Korean Communist Party in South Korea as well as northern Communists who had survived the Japanese crackdowns during the war. Nevertheless, it required little more than a year for Kim to emerge on top.

One competitor essentially eliminated himself. Cho Man-sik refused to support the Soviet-US trusteeship plan in 1946 and was soon placed under house arrest. He was later transferred to prison and executed around the time of the North Korean invasion in 1950. Soon after Cho’s arrest, Kim Il Sung was named head of the North Korean Interim People’s Committee by the Soviet occupation authorities.

In October 1945, a Northern Branch of the Korean Communist Party was established, and less than two months later Kim became its chairman. By spring of 1946, the “Northern Branch” had become the North Korean Communist Party, independent of Pak’s southern party. In July 1946, the North Korean Communist Party became the North Korean Workers Party through a merger with the Yanan faction. Kim Tu-bong, the leader of the Yanan faction, became chairman of the Workers Party, although Kim Il Sung’s Kapsan faction controlled the party apparatus and the security services. Yanan faction leaders were progressively pushed into peripheral positions.

As Kim consolidated his power in the North, Americans in the South continued their search for a way out of the Korean quagmire with its growing political violence and intractable economic problems. In Washington there was broad agreement that Korea was not worth the commitment of additional US economic and military resources. During the spring of 1947, many congressmen were wringing their hands over the burgeoning costs of US aid under the newly announced Truman Doctrine and were disinclined to find still more money for Korea.55 Militarily, US plans for global war with the Soviets called for withdrawal of troops from Korea in the event of hostilities, so there seemed little reason to retain them there in peacetime.56

In August 1947 an interagency committee recommended that the United States “liquidate its commitment of men and money to Korea but without abandoning it to Soviet domination.” The solution was to turn the problem over to the United Nations. This idea was quickly seized upon by almost everyone in Washington concerned with Korean issues.57

American influence in the United Nations was strong in 1947, and the United States had little difficulty in pushing through a resolution in the General Assembly over the vociferous opposition of the Russians. The resolution established an eight-nation UN Temporary Commission on Korea (UNTCOK) charged with organizing and monitoring nationwide elections in that country scheduled for 1948. The Commission found itself shut out of North Korea and greeted with hostility and suspicion by South Korean politicians who still dreamed of themselves as leaders of a unified Korea.

It took almost four months to convince the many skeptical countries of the UN General Assembly to support the US idea of elections only in the American zone of South Korea. Even Canada and Australia expressed initial opposition. However, the majority of the noncommunist UN members needed and desired some sort of close and continued association with the United States which, in 1948, was still the nine-hundred-pound gorilla in the room in terms of economic assistance and protection from Soviet expansionism. On February 27, the UN General Assembly voted thirty-four to two with eleven abstentions to hold elections in South Korea only. General Hodge set the election date for May 1948.

Rhee emerged victorious from the elections, which were marked by frantic political maneuvering, violence, and intimidation. The Military Government estimated that 323 people were killed and about 300 more wounded in the ten days before the election.58 The Communists and other leftists opposed the election, as did some rightists. They believed that elections for a government in only one-half of the country would mean the end of any prospect of Korean unification.

Kim Ku and Kim Kyu-sik accepted invitations to participate in a North-South conference in Pyonyang in April as a way of trying to avert partition, but they found Kim Il Sung as intransigent as Rhee. They returned to Seoul and refused to participate in the election campaign. The Communists and leftists called on their followers to boycott the voting and held their own counterelection. Despite these developments, UNTCOK pronounced the elections “a valid expression of the free will of the electorate” over the loud objections of the Australians, Canadians, and Syrians.

Election preparations were also under way in the North. In August 1948, Koreans in the Soviet zone voted for delegates to a Supreme People’s Assembly. The Assembly met in September to draft a constitution for a new Democratic People’s Republic of Korea headed by Kim Il Sung.

At Seoul, in the blazing sun of August 15, 1948, the independence of the Republic of Korea was proclaimed in a solemn ceremony attended by General Douglas MacArthur. “MacArthur arrived at the capital promptly at 11:00,” recalled an American officer. “His procession was led by armed jeeps and an armored reconnaissance car; then several cars full of generals followed by more armed jeeps and another armored car. . . . [T]he reaction of many Americans to this first appearance of SCAP/CINFE in Korea was, ‘Well, God finally came to Korea.’”59

As the large crowd frantically fanned themselves, MacArthur, dressed in his usual unadorned khaki uniform, and Rhee, in traditional Korean formal dress, delivered speeches that must have seemed far too long to the sweltering audience. General Hodge, standing near MacArthur, had difficulty concealing his happiness at finally bidding farewell to Rhee and the cauldron of Korean politics.

On this day, three years before, the Japanese had nominally transferred authority to Yo Un-hyong and the Committee for the Preparation of Korean Independence. Yo did not attend the independence ceremony. He had been gunned down by one of Kim Ku’s thugs in 1947. Kim Ku’s turn came in June 1949, when he was shot four times by a young officer in the new South Korean Army. The assassin declared that Kim was working on behalf of the Soviets. Kim Kyu-sik, discouraged and frustrated, retired from politics.

With his political rivals neutralized and the Communists and leftists declared outlaws, Rhee could now take up his rule of the new Republic of Korea. It was a republic recognized only by the United States, the Philippines, and Chiang Kai-shek’s China. The United Nations simply declared Rhee’s regime “a lawful government.”

With the inauguration of the Republic of Korea, US Army units on the peninsula began to transfer their bases and some of their equipment to the Korean government, and American troops began to embark for Japan. Left behind was a “Provisional Military Advisory Group” of about five hundred officers and NCOs to assist in the effort to provide the new country with some type of effective armed forces. Whether South Korea’s shaky security forces, the National Police and the Korean Constabulary, were capable of accomplishing any tasks aside from large-scale extortion against Korea’s citizens, breaking strikes, battling left-wing youth groups, and quarreling with each other, remained an open question.

The National Police, an institution inherited from the Japanese, retained all of the brutality but less of the effectiveness of its colonial predecessors. “The only police methods they knew were shootings, beatings and filling the jails to bursting with whomever they could grab,” recalled an officer in the Military Government. “Consequently the Korean police force became notorious for its general cruel and tyrannical conduct and incurred the undying hatred of the average Korean. . . . Although the Americans who were in charge of supervising and training the police did their very best to stop this constant method of cruelty and ill-treatment it just was no use. . . . We just did not have enough Americans in the Military Government to watch every police station and police box in every town village and hamlet twenty-four hours a day.”60

The Korean Constabulary, established at the end of 1945, was intended not only to act as somewhat of a check on the National Police but to provide a well-armed paramilitary force that could cope with large-scale uprisings and local revolts that would otherwise have required the commitment of US troops. In quieter times Hodge envisioned the Constabulary relieving American troops of routine, but labor-intensive, tasks such as guard duty and roving patrols.61

By 1948 the Constabulary had about 50,000 men in nine provincial regiments stationed in the various provinces. Whether or not Hodge also envisioned the constabulary as the foundation for a South Korean Army, as historian Bruce Cummings contends, its first directors, Lieutenant Colonel Russell Barros and his deputy Captain James H. Hausman, apparently did. Barros had survived the fall of Bataan and Corregidor in 1942 and spent the war fighting with Filipino guerrillas against the Japanese on Luzon. Hausman was a decorated veteran of the Battle of the Bulge who had lately become a civil affairs officer in order to remain in the shrinking postwar army.

Although without experience in Asia, Hausman proved unusually adept at establishing excellent relationships with Korean soldiers and civilians and would go on to serve almost continuously in Korea until 1959. There he would exercise an influence among high-level leaders of the Korean government and Army far out of proportion to his nominal rank and job.62 Hausman arranged for constabulary troops to train with American instructors and American weapons of the Sixth and Seventh Infantry Divisions.63

In economically prostrate Korea, finding volunteers for the new constabulary was hardly a problem, but the makeup of the new recruits was another matter. A significant number were Communists, members of the South Korean Labor Party. Some joined in hopes of subverting the new organization, others to escape the attentions of the National Police, and others out of desperation to find a job. The Americans had no effective means of screening their new accessions.

Many of the Constabulary’s recruits had considerable military experience, having served in the Japanese Army or in the Japanese-sponsored Manchukuo Army. This was especially true of officer recruits. Of the first 110 officers to be commissioned, only two had not served previously in some branch of the Japanese armed forces.64 The American advisor to the constabulary Sixth Regiment recalled that “all the platoon leaders, indeed every lieutenant had been trained in the Korean student army in Japan.”65 Students in early officer candidate classes were reported to be greatly attached to their former style of uniform, which included “Japanese blouses, Sam Browne belts and samurai swords.”66

Yet whatever their attentiveness to haberdashery, Korean officers appeared to their American mentors to be sadly lacking in other desirable qualities. “The average Korean officer lacks a proper sense of responsibility for the welfare of his men,” wrote Colonel W. H. S. Wright, executive officer of the Provisional Military Advisory Group. “He is slow to react, full of inertia and quick to engage in cover-ups. The average officer is more concerned with political and personal matters than concerned about training.”67

Lacking widespread popular support, with a disintegrating economy and security forces of doubtful capability, Rhee’s newborn Republic of Korea was about to face its most dangerous test, a confrontation that began on the remote volcanic island of Jeju, off the southeast tip of Korea.




10

[image: ]

The Nervousness of Lieutenant Finley

First Lieutenant Joe W. Finley of the Provisional Korea US Military Advisory Group was still relatively new to the army in the summer of 1948. He had never commanded any unit larger than a platoon. Nevertheless, as a first lieutenant he was assigned as senior advisor to the commander of a battalion of the Fourteenth Infantry Regiment of the Korean Constabulary. The regiment was stationed in the small port city of Yosu in South Cholla Province. Finley’s immediate superior, an American captain who had never commanded a regiment or even a battalion, served as the regiment’s senior advisor.1

Like other Constabulary units, the regiment had a significant number of southern Communists serving in its ranks. Relatively early in his tour, Finley was advised by counterintelligence that his battalion contained a well-organized cell of some forty Communists whose membership included many of the unit’s senior NCOs. Finley’s own observations of the suspect NCOs reinforced his suspicions. His solution was to quietly transfer them out of the battalion, a plan he urged on PMAG headquarters in Seoul.

Headquarters disregarded Finley’s reports even after he came to Seoul to brief the PMAG intelligence staff.2 He attributed this to the fact that “I was junior and had no World War II combat experience.” His superior officer called him “young, inexperienced and very nervous.”3

After that, Finley requested a transfer to the US Seventh Infantry Division. His request was granted, along with a letter of reprimand. Six weeks later on October 19, 1948, soldiers of the Fourteenth Regiment mutinied and attacked the regimental headquarters, killing twenty officers and NCOs. Commandeering the radio, the leaders of the mutiny called for a general uprising against the Rhee government.4

The Yosu Mutiny, as it came to be called, was only one in a series of bloody revolts and insurgencies that shook the newly established Republic of Korea during 1948 and early 1949. Uprisings and guerrilla warfare eventually spread to embrace five of South Korea’s eight provinces and resulted in the death of at least 30,000 combatants and civilians.5 These upheavals represented the final effort by the Communist South Korean Labor Party to unseat the newly established Rhee government. Pak Hon-yong, who had by now fled to North Korea, believed that the Rhee regime was unpopular enough and Communist penetration of South Korea’s constabulary widespread enough to ensure the success of a general uprising in the South, led by the SKLP and supported by the many victims of Rhee’s repression.6

The initial battles of this first Korean War began in April 1948 on the remote volcanic island of Cheju about fifty miles off the southwest tip of the Korean peninsula. With its mild climate and striking scenery, Cheju-do is today a popular vacation destination for Chinese and Korean tourists. Its rich volcanic soil produces a great variety of fruits and vegetables ranging from wheat and barley to bananas and pineapples.

Cheju islanders had a fierce sense of local identity, a devotion to local autonomy, and a history of rebellion. “It was one of the most isolated places in the country,” recalled Colonel Finley. “It was also an area with a special attitude of independence from the rest of the country.” The South Korean Labor Party was well established on Cheju in 1948, but the wave of demonstrations, protests, riots, and attacks on the police and civil government that began in April owed more to local causes than ideology.

Since 1947 the government in Seoul had been sending large numbers of young refugees to be resettled on Cheju. Many of these new arrivals were recruited into the Northwest Young Men’s Association, a fanatically anticommunist paramilitary youth organization with some of the characteristics of a criminal gang. When the American Military Government on Cheju was replaced by Korean administration during 1947, the governor was Pak Kyong-hun, an islander and a moderate leftist. He was replaced in April 1947 by Ryu Hai-jin, an outsider and a political hack with high-level connections in Seoul.7

Ryu brought in other mainlanders to fill key positions and incorporated the right-wing youth groups into a kind of auxiliary police. An investigation by a US Military Government team at the beginning of 1948 described Ryu’s administration as “a harsh dictatorship.”8 His police and paramilitary youth groups carried out arbitrary arrests and confiscations. They billeted themselves in private homes, usually looting them in the process. Ryu “mismanaged rice storage, rationing and grain collection” and wrecked the public health system. The “Provincial Hospital was filthy” and both doctors had resigned.

The report warned that while Ryu had driven leftist groups underground, their numbers were increasing.9 In fact, some American intelligence sources believed that at least 20 percent of Cheju-do’s adults were SKLP members, and that the party could count on the active support and sympathy of a great majority of the population. The party had an armed guerrilla wing of at least four hundred men headed by Kim Tal-sam, a former schoolteacher. Kim’s men were based in the caves of Mount Halla, an extinct volcano and the highest mountain in Korea.10

The Military Government team recommended that Ryu be replaced, but it was already too late. When two Cheju youths died under police torture, “the parents of one of the children, in bitter protest, insisted on burying their child’s body at the doorway of the police headquarters and nowhere else . . . in defiance of all Korean burial customs.”11 Shortly after, the Cheju Committee of the South Korean Labor Party announced that it “would meet oppression with resistance.”12

On April 3, 1948, leftist insurgents attacked police stations along the north coast and set ambushes for police vehicles as well as destroying bridges, telegraph lines, and telephone wires. More than half of the twenty-four police boxes were attacked. Relatives of members of the police and members of the right-wing paramilitary organizations also came under attack.13 In all, SKLP guerrillas probably killed close to a hundred police and paramilitary members along with some of their relatives, as well as innocent bystanders. SKLP casualties were probably less than thirty.

Expecting a strong reaction from the Seoul government, most of the armed guerrillas withdrew to their bases on Mount Halla, leaving civilian party members behind to agitate against the forthcoming UN-sponsored elections, spread propaganda, and carry out selected raids and assassinations. The guerrillas’ expectations proved correct. The military government quickly dispatched 1,700 additional police and a constabulary battalion to the island.14

The constabulary’s arrival proved a mixed blessing. Although they took on the guerrillas in sweeps and house-to-house searches, some of their troops’ loyalties proved to be elsewhere. At the end of April, a company of the constabulary Ninth Regiment joined a guerrilla attack on a station of their hated rivals, the National Police. Before they were encircled and forced to surrender by loyal troops, the mutineers had massacred a number of police and right-wing youth auxiliaries. From their mountain hideouts, the guerrillas carried out attacks “on town after town by night leaving behind devastation and old men, women and children brutally murdered.”15

Major General William F. Dean, who had become Hodge’s new deputy and military governor of Korea in October 1947, flew into Cheju two days after the mutiny. Dean directed that the Ninth Constabulary Regiment be reorganized and redesignated the Eleventh Regiment. Its personnel would be screened for loyalty and an additional reliable battalion brought in from the mainland. The Eleventh’s new commander would be Lieutenant Colonel Pak Chin-kyung, a Japanese Army veteran and graduate of Osaka University, well thought of by the Constabulary’s American advisors.

After negotiations with Kim Tal-sam and other SKLP leaders proved fruitless, Pak took the offensive against the rebels in the Halla mountain area while the National Police took over responsibility for the security—and intimidation—of the coastal villagers. American advisors accompanied Pak’s troops to provide tactical guidance but also to try to keep down the incidence of abuse and summary executions. Villages in the mountains often had their inhabitants forcibly relocated so they could not aid the guerrillas.

The US Sixth Infantry Division provided ammunition, communications, and transportation to the Korean government forces as well as supplying them with radio intercept intelligence. American light reconnaissance planes attempted to locate guerrilla positions in the mountains.16 This type of American involvement would continue throughout the fighting on Cheju and later provide the basis for claims that US troops were complicit in the many deaths inflicted on innocent civilians during the long Cheju rebellion.17 The government’s sweeps resulted in the deaths of four to six hundred guerrillas by mid-June 1948, when Colonel Pak was assassinated by three members of an SKLP cell in his headquarters.

Fighting died down on Cheju during the summer monsoon rains of 1948, as the Constabulary carried out still another purge of its ranks, and Kim Tal-sam attended a Korean Communist Party meeting in the North Korean border town of Haeju. According to one of Kim’s associates, his report on the Cheju-do rebellion was “received with thunderous applause.”18 He returned, ready to try again.

Guerrilla activity on Cheju began to pick up in September 1948 with new raids on police boxes and villages. As the security situation worsened, the government established a new Cheju Field Command to direct counter-guerrilla operations and ordered the Fourteenth Regiment on the mainland to send one of its battalions to Cheju. This was the same regiment that had made Lieutenant Finley “nervous” a few months before. Its SKLP cell was still intact, and its leaders made the decision to trigger its long-planned revolt immediately before they would lose the battalion earmarked for Yosu, which had most of the regiment’s crew-served weapons.19

On October 20, while the Fourteenth Regiment’s commanding officer was at the Yosu docks supervising the embarkation of his battalion bound for Cheju-do, the SKLP leaders shot their way into the regiment’s headquarters. This triggered an uprising that soon spread to the entire regiment as well as the city of Yosu, where the rebel soldiers were soon joined by students and members of Communist youth organizations. Once in control of Yosu, the rebels massacred five hundred people, including government officials, police, loyal soldiers, and any suspicious civilians who happened to cross their path.20

About one thousand rebel soldiers accompanied by some four hundred civilians seized a passenger train and rode it to Sunchon, a middle-sized city located at the base of the Chiri Mountains twelve miles north of Yosu. Gathering several hundred more followers as they moved from the railroad station toward the town, the rebels easily overcame the National Police Company and the single Constabulary company stationed there.

Many police escaped, but those who were captured or surrendered were lined up against the wall of the police compound and shot.21 The police commander was tied tightly in barbed wire and burned alive. The rebels allowed the Constabulary Company to withdraw, whereupon several of its soldiers joined the rebellion. The two American advisors in Sunchon were captured and marked for execution, but the sergeant assigned to kill them, an old friend from Constabulary days, managed to fake their deaths and also to divert the rebels from the town’s American missionary family.22

In Sunchon, the rebels, still in their US-issued uniforms, raised the North Korean flag and paraded through the streets, joined by some of the citizenry, singing “Ten Thousand Years to the Korean People’s Republic.” The city jail was opened and former leftist prisoners led the rebels through the streets pointing out the houses of officials, police, and those believed to be government sympathizers. In this way the rebels killed about six hundred people, mostly civilians.

Driving through the city three weeks later, Life correspondent Carl Mydans reported, “[B]odies lay just where they had been slain by the rebels, in heaps with hands tied behind their backs. In the police compound there were two heaps, 87 corpses, some of them civilians, some of them police. We found some near the river and some on the edge of paddy fields. Some were burned in charred masses on the streets. During the first terrible days of Suchow’s blood bath no relative dared claim a body for doing so would identify the living with the dead and thus bring quick retaliation. . . . Later, when it was safe, women streamed away . . . to poke among the heaps of bloated dead—a scene not easy to watch.”23

The Seoul government, which had long treated the Cheju-do upheavals with a certain complacency, was now thoroughly alarmed by the quick capture of two mainland towns by its own mutinous troops. Prime Minister Yi Pom Suk ordered his chief of staff, General Song Ho-sung, to organize a campaign to contain and then defeat the rebellion. Yi also called upon a group of the most capable American officers in the PMAG, including Hausman, to serve as “advisors” in the planned operations against the rebels.

Hausman, in turn, urged Rhee to appoint Lieutenant Colonel Kim Paik-il as overall commander of the troops assigned to recapture Yosu and Sunchon. Lieutenant Colonel Kim had impressed Hausman and other American officers with his leadership ability, professional knowledge, and military experience, all gained as a soldier in the Manchukuo Army fighting anti-Japanese guerrillas like Kim Il Sung.

Colonel Kim also appealed to Rhee because he was from North Korea and thus without connections to southern political cliques. Nevertheless, Rhee insisted that if things went wrong, Hausman would take direct command of the campaign. The possibility of having to take such action, with all its likely symbolic and political repercussions in Korea and Washington, probably frightened Hausman far more than any dangers of the campaign.

Hausman and Kim’s force included fifteen battalions from six different regiments, giving them almost a five-to-one superiority over the rebel soldiers. However, three of the government regiments were of doubtful reliability and not averse to occasionally directing their hostility toward the loyal units. “It was quite unsettling to be in the area of operations waiting for two regiments to close and then find out that both units had become engaged in a fire fight with each other,” recalled Hausman.24

The American advisors expected that the rebels, facing superior forces, would withdraw from Yosu and Sunchon and move to strongholds in the rugged Chiri Mountains. To prevent that, they planned to place a blocking force across the point where the narrow peninsula joining Yosu with Sunchon met the mainland. In Seoul, the American command was convinced that “the fledgling Korean government was tottering and that Yosu and Sunchon must be retaken immediately.”25 Between October 23 and 27, both cities were recaptured but the government forces lacked sufficient troops to establish an effective blocking position.

The recapture of Yosu was not without difficulty and eventually required the intervention of a unit of the Constabulary’s cavalry regiment. The cavalry’s ten half-tracks, armed with 50 caliber machine guns, blasted their way into the center of the city. That area was already in flames from government mortar fire.26 By the time Yosu was reconquered, recalled Hausman, “substantial numbers of guerrillas had already infiltrated into the rugged Chiri-san area. We had to deal with them up and through the early phase of the Korea War.”27

In both Sunchon and Yosu, government forces closely duplicated the behavior of the SKLP, taking their revenge on real and imagined collaborators with the rebels. Two Time correspondents “found what was left of the entire [civilian] population of Sunchon” on the grounds of the Agriculture and Forestry School. “Women with babies on their backs watched without expression as their husbands and sons were beaten with clubs, rifle butts and steel helmets.”28 Hausman reported the “police now in Sunchon are out for revenge and are executing prisoners and civilians gathered for questioning without benefit of trial. Several loyal citizens already killed and people beginning to think we are as bad as the enemy. Personnel must be sent and court set up to stop these atrocities.”29

On Cheju-do, counter-guerrilla operations continued into late 1949, with the rebels still able to administer sharp setbacks to government troops. Yet the guerrillas, pushed further and further back into the highlands of Mount Halla, were running short of ammunition. The government had relocated most of the highland village population so that the rebels were obliged to raid the coastal villages for food and new recruits. Their depredations often served to alienate the villagers involved.30 Kim Min Ju, a sixteen-year-old rebel, who was captured on Mount Halla late in the fighting, learned about this change in attitude firsthand as he was marched through a town with other prisoners. “People spat and threw stones at us,” he recalled fifty years later, “these were the same islanders who had previously encouraged us and given us rice.”31

When government forces captured most of the top leadership of the island SKLP in a raid on April 20, the end of the rebellion was clearly in sight. Ten days before, Rhee had flown to Cheju-do to personally view final operations and to “express his personal thanks to the local people for their firm loyal stand against subversive elements and his sympathy for their suffering.”32 Prior to Rhee’s visit, Kim Tal-sam had escaped from Cheju and made his way undetected 380 miles north to Pyongyang. By August he was back in South Korea, leading a unit of North Korean guerrillas in a raid on the east coast.

The final government operations on Cheju were among the most brutal of the lengthy island war. Anyone found in the interior could be considered a rebel. Entire villages were wiped out. Survivors frequently recalled instances of abuse or mass killings of civilians. Kim Yeng Hak remembered a midnight raid on his village by soldiers in December 1948. They rounded up about 150 young men, including his older brother, and took them away. They “picked about 20 pretty girls” and took them along as well. Over the next two weeks, “the girls were allegedly gang raped then killed along with the men. Kim’s family retrieved their son’s body . . . and arranged a posthumous marriage for him and one of the murdered girls. ‘Both families buried them together and read eulogies for their souls.’”33

Yang Bok-cheon told a South Korean Government Commission in 2011 how soldiers burned down her village, then shot everyone trying to escape. “A soldier pushed me down and pulled the trigger. The bullet went through my side and made a big hole—about the size of an adult’s fist—in my daughter’s thigh who was on my back. . . . Then, the soldier fired a gun at my son. I can still clearly remember them saying ‘the little bastard’s not yet dead.’”34

In all, at least 25,000 and possibly 30,000 people on Cheju-do were killed or wounded during 1948–1949 out of a total population of about 280,000. The Korean government’s “National Committee For the Investigation of the Truth of the 4.3 Jeju Events,” which began its work in 2000, was able to positively identify 15,000 victims who had lost their lives or disappeared. Twelve percent of the civilians killed were under ten years of age or over sixty. Twenty-one percent were women. Government troops, police, and auxiliaries were said to be responsible for over 80 percent of the civilian victims and Jeju guerrillas for the remainder.35 By the time the fighting ended, over half of the villages in the highlands had disappeared. About 20,000 houses had been destroyed, leaving 65,000 people homeless.

The grim events of the Cheju-Yosu rebellions were but a small-scale preview of the developments over the next four years. In Seoul, their immediate impact was to produce both shock at the extent of the threat to the new regime and gradually renewed confidence that Rhee’s government could survive. Rhee himself used the security crisis to eliminate or neutralize his political rivals, Communist and noncommunist alike. The National Security Act, passed by the National Assembly in November 1948, gave the government broad powers to arrest, detain, and in many cases try suspected subversives. By the end of 1949, the number of political prisoners in South Korea had more than tripled to 40,000.36

Despite the consolidation of his rule, the Communist challenges to Rhee’s regime remained formidable. SKLP guerrillas still held out in strong bases in the Chiri, Odae, and Taebaek Mountains, each range having peaks high enough to be snow-covered part of the year. In North Korea, Kim Il Sung had organized the Kangdong Institute as a political-military training center for SKLP and other leftist refugees from South Korea. Pak Hon-yong had enthusiastically assumed leadership of the Institute, and by 1948–1949 its graduates were infiltrating back into South Korea. Guerrillas in the Odae Mountains and the Taebaek range were close enough to North Korea to receive supplies and reinforcements easily. The Chiri Mountain partisans were far more isolated but still skillful and determined fighters.

American intelligence estimated that there were 5,000 to 6,000 armed guerrillas in South Korea in early 1949, with possibly 50,000 active civilian supporters and collaborators.37 Almost every province reported raids, ambushes, sabotage, and terrorist incidents. Two American diplomats who toured South Cholla Province, a hotbed of this type of activity, reported, “[T]he government has lost control outside of the cities and larger towns.” Police stations “were protected by huge stone walls of recent construction and by high mounds of sand bags. . . . Each police box resembles a medieval fort.”38

From early 1949 into the spring of 1950, while both the Soviets and the Americans withdrew their military units from Korea, the Republic of Korea Army (ROK), as the Constabulary had been renamed in December 1948, engaged in stubborn combat with the guerrillas, often in trackless forests and mountain ridges that towered over six thousand feet.

The ROK had improved somewhat since the initial campaigns on Cheju and at Yosu. Most SKLP individuals and cells had been eliminated. Competent officers, often those endorsed by the American advisor, had replaced some of the placeholders, grafters, and SKLP subversives of the previous years. Not a few officers had acquired extensive experience as members of the Japanese puppet “Manchukuo Army” fighting Chinese and Korean insurgents in Manchuria.39

Yet however effective or ineffective the ROK Army of 1949–1950, it was logistic and geographical considerations that finally doomed the guerrilla effort in South Korea. ROK forces were better-armed and generally had shorter and more secure lines of supply. Evacuation of casualties and procurement of replacements was also far easier for the government forces.

The guerrillas were often short of ammunition and dependent on problematic sources of supply from North Korea. Their food and other nonmilitary supplies had to be contributed by, or coerced from, local villagers. This could be managed in warmer months, but during winter months the rebels were obliged to hole up in prestocked winter hideouts no longer concealed by thick foliage. These hideouts could be cordoned off from nearby fields and villages, and starved out by the well-supplied and more mobile government troops. Villages were also forcibly relocated away from likely guerrilla bases, as had been done on Cheju.

Even with these advantages, it took five ROKA divisions until early June 1950 to definitively defeat the last of the serious guerrilla threats. By that time the locus of fighting had shifted to a series of direct North-South confrontations along the 38th parallel boundary. As on Cheju, the costs of the Guerrilla War of 1949–1950 were largely borne by civilians. About 90,000 people in the Chiri-san mountain area and 30,000 in Taebaek mountain fringes had been forcibly removed to camps, some in the dead of winter. Villagers were often drafted for unpaid work as porters and laborers.40

As the guerrilla threat in the southern provinces receded, the focus of the internal war in South Korea shifted to the border areas along the 38th parallel. Here, during late 1949 and early 1950, the South Korean Army and the Korean People’s Army directly confronted each other in a series of bloody raids and skirmishes that sometimes escalated into battles for strategic terrain involving entire regiments supported by artillery.41 Not a few of these incidents were initiated by the South Koreans. In Seoul, Rhee issued bellicose pronouncements about a “March North” to unify the country by force, while at the same time appealing to Washington for additional military aid because the South was in imminent danger.

In Pyongyang, Kim Il Sung probably lost little time quaking at the threats from his counterpart in Seoul, but like Rhee, he incessantly lobbied his sponsor and patron for more and better arms. Like Rhee, he proclaimed his duty to unite the wrongfully divided country. Unlike Rhee, he soon acquired the means to try to do so.

As early as 1947, North Korean leaders had begun lobbying Moscow for aid in reunifying their country. Stalin was less than enthusiastic. What he desired in Korea was a friendly, compliant government that would pose no threat to the Soviet Union and also supply it with minerals and other economic resources on favorable terms. The Red Army’s creation of the Democratic People’s Republic in the north appeared to satisfactorily meet these requirements. As for an invasion of South Korea, that would be fraught with difficulties as well as risking a confrontation with the Americans. A report by the Central Committee Politburo in September 1949 concluded that the North Korean Army was not up to the job, that the South Korean masses were not yet sufficiently mobilized and motivated to aid in the task of unification, and that an attack by the North would “give the Americans a pretext for all kinds of interference in Korean affairs.”42

At the beginning of 1950, however, Stalin’s attitude underwent a significant change. In mid-January, when Soviet ambassador Terenti Shtykov relayed one of Kim Il Sung’s frequent appeals to Stalin, “I cannot sleep at night thinking of the unification of the country,” he was invited to come to Moscow and talk about it.

The reasons for Stalin’s abrupt change of mind remain the subject of some speculation. One reason may have been an increased sense of military security stemming from the successful development of an atomic bomb by the Soviet Union and the victory of the Communists in the recently concluded Chinese Civil War. The latter development appeared to immeasurably strengthen the “progressive” forces in East Asia. Even the United States “cannot cope with China, a country with such large armed forces at the ready,” he told Czech president Klement Gottwald.43 There were also European developments of concern, particularly the steps being taken to establish the North Atlantic Treaty Organization. Above all, Stalin doubted that the United States, having failed to intervene to save Chiang’s China, was likely to step in on behalf of Rhee’s ramshackle regime in Korea. Soviet intelligence sources in the United States, presumably including British diplomat—and Soviet spy—Donald McLean, reported that “the mood was not to intervene.”44

Kim Il Sung came to Moscow at the head of a North Korean delegation in April 1950 and presented his case to Stalin personally. There was little danger of US intervention in the event of a North Korean offensive to liberate South Korea, Kim assured the Soviets. The offensive would be a lightning campaign that would overrun the South in a few days. That invasion would coincide with a mass uprising of some 200,000 party members, guerrillas, and sympathizers in South Korea.45 There would be no time for foreign intervention.

Both Kim and Stalin were aware of a recent speech by Secretary of State Dean Acheson at the National Press Club in January 1950. Acheson outlined the current American strategic concept for Asia, which was centered on the idea of an offshore defensive perimeter extending from the Aleutians to Japan, then south through the Ryukus and the Philippines.

That concept appeared to exclude both South Korea and Taiwan, an interpretation widely accepted by Truman’s critics for the next fifty years. In fact, Acheson was responding to demands from Chiang Kai-shek’s die-hard supporters in Congress that the United States provide military aid to the exiled Nationalist regime on Taiwan, a measure Acheson and Truman regarded as similar to “shoveling money down a rat hole.” In the case of Korea, however, Acheson’s purpose was actually to make the case for increased economic support for South Korea in the face of Republican Party opposition to that program.46

Whatever Acheson’s intentions, the speech had the unintended consequence of reinforcing Stalin’s belief that the United States was unlikely to take action to save South Korea. As historian Katherine Weathersby wrote after a review of Soviet records that became available following the end of the Cold War, “The documents . . . when combined with the record of Stalin’s actions in June 1950 suggest the conclusion that if the United States had made it clear that it would defend South Korea, Stalin would never have approved the North Korean attack.”47

By 1950, then, Stalin was ready to accept Kim’s arguments. The Soviets had already begun a program to develop the North Korean People’s Army into a modern combined arms force. That program was now expanded and accelerated. Unlike the Rhee regime, Kim had little reason to question the loyalty or motivation of the troops in the North Korean People’s Army. Most of the lower- and middle-level leaders were convinced Communists who had been trained and indoctrinated in party organization and ideology. Men who served under the Japanese were strictly excluded.48 By June of 1950, the North Korean Army had received almost 150 T-34 tanks from the Soviets, built to take on the formidable armored forces of the German Wehrmacht in the Second World War. With its high velocity 76.2 mm main gun, high speed, and sloped armor, the T-34 was widely considered one of the best tank designs of World War II.

Along with the T-34s came a slightly larger number of SU-76 self-propelled guns. The SU-76 was a tracked vehicle that could serve as either an assault gun or an artillery piece and was so mobile it could operate in a swamp, as it had done several times on the Eastern Front in World War II. The North Koreans also received about 150 combat aircraft, consisting of Yak-9 fighters and Il-10 light attack bombers. As a result of these Soviet enhancements, the North Korean Army far outgunned its South Korean opponents by early 1950.

Soon after his meeting with Stalin, Kim traveled to Beijing to discuss his plans with Mao Zedong. Stalin had made it clear that his approval was contingent on Mao’s concurrence. “If you get kicked in the teeth I shall not lift a finger. You have to ask Mao for all the help.”49

Mao and Kim had not met before, but North Korea had provided “fraternal support” to the Chinese Communists during the Civil War. This included large-scale supplies of food, coal, medicine, and clothing to the hard-pressed Communist forces in Manchuria during 1946 and 1947. In addition, thousands of North Korean “volunteers” had joined the Chinese Communist forces, where they had been integrated into the People’s Liberation Army. At the close of the Civil War, China had transferred most of these troops back to Korea, where they became the Fifth, Sixth, and Seventh Divisions of the Korean People’s Army. These divisions, with their battle-hardened veterans, comprised the most experienced units of the North Korean forces.50

In Beijing, Kim outlined his plan and repeated his assurances. The victory would require only a few weeks. The Americans would have no time to intervene. When Mao enquired whether the Koreans would require any military assistance from China, Kim replied that the Korean People’s Army, with its formidable guerrilla allies in the South, could handle the situation. Although Mao, who had just directed the titanic campaigns that won him control of China, may have found it annoying to be lectured by a former Soviet major who had never commanded anything more ambitious than a large-scale guerrilla raid, he raised no objections.51 He shared Kim’s belief that Korea could only be unified by force and, while he was less certain than Kim that the United States would stand aside, he was ready to risk it.52

Strangely enough, Stalin, Mao, and Kim appear to have spent almost as much time worrying about Japanese military intervention in Korea as about American. A 1948 article in Kulloja, the North Korean Workers Party journal, warned that former high-ranking officers of the Japanese Imperial Headquarters were now serving in the Japanese government and that Japanese regular army units, still intact, were stationed on farms in remote areas of the Japanese Islands.53

In Pyongyang, a Soviet Army Special Training Mission composed of experienced combat commanders and headed by Lieutenant General Vasilev, a veteran of Stalingrad and Kursk, was working with the Korean People’s Army staff to complete work on a military plan for the campaign in South Korea. The “Preemptive Strike Operational Plan,” drafted mainly by Soviet Army advisors, was ready by mid-May. The main attack elements, five divisions and most of the armored force, would punch their way through the South Korean frontier defenses and head for Seoul. Other South Korean units in northern South Korea would be encircled and destroyed. Following the capture of Seoul, all KPA divisions would unite for a drive through South Korea all the way to the southeastern port of Pusan. Kim Il Sung reportedly intended to celebrate August 15, Korea’s official Independence Day, in Pusan.54

At about 3:30 on the morning of Sunday, June 25, Captain Joseph Darrigo, advisor to a regiment of the ROK First Division deployed along the western end of the 38th parallel, was awakened by the sound of artillery fire. Hastily leaving the stone hut that served as his billet, he could see the flashes of cannon fire across the sky. A large body of infantry soon came into view firing their weapons.

Jumping into his jeep, Darrigo headed off toward the regimental headquarters in the old city of Kaesong about forty miles northeast of Seoul. He arrived in the center of the town just in time to see a fifteen-car train packed with North Korean infantry pulling into the railroad station. Once again under fire from North Korean soldiers, Captain Darrigo swerved his jeep and headed south at full speed to rouse the First Division Headquarters at Seoul.55

As he drove south through the rain and darkness, Darrigo reflected that what was obviously the beginning of a full-scale war had begun with a surprise attack early on a Sunday morning, “just like Pearl Harbor.” It was an appropriate analogy. The American inability to accurately forecast the North Korean invasion was a gigantic intelligence failure and was regarded as such both at the time and after.

There were significant differences, however, between the North Korean attack of June 25, 1950, and the Japanese attack of December 7, 1941. In the case of Pearl Harbor, the local commanders had been rather complacent about the danger of a Japanese attack, while Washington headquarters had become progressively more alarmed and had sent increasingly strident messages to the Pacific to be alert for imminent war. Thus, in the last months before the Pacific War it had been agencies furthest from the scene of likely hostilities that had been most sensitive to the threat.

In the case of Korea, however, neither the US Army, Navy, or Air Force intelligence staffs, nor the newly created civilian intelligence agencies like the Central Intelligence Agency and the Armed Forces Security Agency (later the NSA), had provided adequate warning of the invasion. It was the Americans and South Koreans closest to the scene that had the most accurate view of the danger. Darrigo himself had warned Seoul headquarters of ominous signs on the 38th parallel: the sudden cessation of border incidents, the abrupt evacuation of North Korean civilians from the border areas, and activity along the Kaesong-Pyongyang railway.

At the highest level, MacArthur’s Far East Command intelligence section was well informed of these and many other portentous developments through its network of hundreds of Korean analysts, spies, and defectors as well as other informants in the South Korean government and military. Far East Command also received intercepts and decrypted Soviet and Chinese messages from the US Army, Air Force, and Navy communications intelligence commands in the Pacific and ran its own similar operations.

Presiding over this intelligence empire was Major General Charles Willoughby, an officer who had been with MacArthur since the first days on Bataan during World War II and had functioned as his G-2 throughout the war. Erudite, a linguist, and a student of military history, Willoughby was also arrogant, obtuse, overbearing, distrustful of possible rivals, and jealous of his reputation. Staff officers often referred to him as “the Junker.” It was even reported that he sometimes wore a monocle.56

A superb organizer, Willoughby had created and directed the Allied Intelligence Bureau, which had supported MacArthur’s campaigns throughout the Pacific War. His intelligence collection activities were thorough and wide-ranging. His skill at assessment was another matter. On more than one occasion during the war, his appraisals had been strikingly wrong. “There have been two great intelligence officers in history,” MacArthur is supposed to have declared. “Mine is not one of them.” Still, MacArthur was willing to overlook any lapses in Willoughby’s judgment in favor of a quality he valued more highly in his subordinates: unconditional loyalty.

Whatever his shortcomings, Willoughby’s intelligence had been spot on about a North Korean invasion. His reports noted the major growth of the Korean People’s Army, the return of the Chinese Civil War veterans, the arrival of tanks and other heavy equipment from Russia, and the activities of the Soviet training mission. Why then did Willoughby not raise the alarm about this imminent danger, insist on being heard, and work to personally persuade others?

One reason was that he didn’t completely believe it himself. The South Koreans had cried wolf many times before. An arms buildup in the North did not necessarily mean a likely attack. There was no evidence that Stalin had ordered such an attack. (Of course he never did, he approved it.) In addition, Willoughby was simply not up to the task of making a forceful case to MacArthur that the sky was about to fall. As historian Allan Millett observes, “If Willoughby was a lion within MacArthur’s Staff, he was a pussycat with the Great One. MacArthur’s critics correctly charged that the general did not like bad news. In truth he did not like much news at all unless it came to him in written, highly condensed, form.”57 Consequently Willoughby’s evaluation of the Korean situation in March of 1950 was that “the most probable course of North Korean action this spring and summer is furtherance of action to try to overthrow the South Korean government by creation of chaotic conditions in the Republic of Korea through guerrilla and psychological warfare.”

If MacArthur’s headquarters was unwilling to raise the alarm over Korea, the other entities in the alphabet soup of intelligence agencies were even less so. Reports and warnings about Korea arrived in a Washington already preoccupied with real and imagined dangers elsewhere. Policy makers, analysts, and politicians wrestled with the question of how to respond to the recent Soviet acquisition of the atomic bomb, the creation of a military assistance program for the newly formed NATO alliance, the bitter debate over the “loss of China,” and the question of support for Chiang Kai-shek’s regime in exile on Taiwan.

With China “lost,” the immediate danger in Asia appeared to be Chinese Communist expansion into Southeast Asia, where the Philippine government was facing an insurgency by the Communist-led Huks, the French were battling the Viet Minh in Indochina, and the British were attempting to suppress a long-running uprising by the Communist-led Malayan National Liberation Army. The US Army assistant chief of staff for intelligence reported in the spring of 1950, “communist military measures in Korea will be held in abeyance pending the outcome of their other programs in other areas, particularly Southeast Asia.”58

Even had MacArthur and Willoughby raised a full-throated warning, it is doubtful they would have been believed. Alarms and predictions about an attack on South Korea dated back to at least October 1946, when General Hodge had reported that North Korea intended to attack South Korea. “By late 1949,” the official Army History observes, “talk of a North Korean invasion had become almost routine in intelligence circles.”59

However surprised and unprepared Washington may have been for the news of a North Korean invasion, the reaction was swift and without hesitation. The generation of American leaders in the White House, the State Department, and the Pentagon had mostly begun their careers in the 1930s and witnessed the rise of totalitarianism in Europe and Asia. They had recently experienced four years of dealing with what they viewed as Soviet threats, aggression, and obstructionism in places like Iran, Greece, Berlin, and Czechoslovakia.

As President Truman flew back to Washington from a weekend visit with his family in Independence, Missouri, he recalled, “In my generation this was not the first occasion when the strong had attacked the weak. I recalled some earlier instances: Manchuria, Ethiopia, Austria. Remembered how each time the democracies failed to act, it encouraged the aggressors to keep going ahead. . . . If this were allowed to go unchallenged, it would mean a third world war just as similar incidents had brought the second world war. It was also clear to me that the foundations and principles of the United Nations were at stake unless this unprovoked attack on Korea could be stopped.”60 Few doubted that this was the work of the Soviets, perhaps a test of American will, perhaps an attempt to achieve a quick conquest on the cheap.

On June 27, Truman met with leaders of Congress and released a public statement to the press: “The attack upon Korea makes it plain beyond all doubt that Communism has passed beyond use of subversion to conquer independent nations and will now use armed invasion and war,” the president declared. He referred to the United Nations and outlined the steps taken by the United States. In view of North Korea’s continued offensives he had “ordered United States air and sea forces to give the [South] Korean troops cover and support.” Truman said the Seventh Fleet would patrol the Formosa Strait to “prevent any attack on Taiwan,” and he called on Chiang’s government to cease hostile attacks against the Chinese mainland. Military aid to the French in Indochina and the Philippine government, battling the Huks, would be increased.61

Congressional and press opinion in the United States strongly endorsed the president’s actions. Editorials praised his resolution, and the hero of the European War General Dwight D. Eisenhower predicted, “[W]e’ll have a dozen Koreas soon if we don’t take a stand.” The House passed an extension of the draft law by a vote of 315 to 4; Republican Senator William Knowland, a vociferous Chiang supporter and normally an outspoken critic of the president’s Asia policies, now voiced his strong support.62

With Truman’s concurrence, Secretary Acheson had already requested an emergency meeting of the United Nations Security Council to consider the aggression against South Korea. The Council met and called upon both North and South Korea to cease hostilities and for North Korea to withdraw its forces from South Korea. When, as expected, that call was ignored, the Council then passed a second resolution orchestrated by the United States, calling upon member nations to provide military assistance to South Korea. The resolution passed by a vote of seven to one with two abstentions.

The Soviet Union, as a permanent member of the Security Council, could have vetoed such a resolution, but the Soviet delegate was boycotting the UN as a protest over the issue of the People’s Republic of China’s admission to the world body. The Soviet boycott provided Stalin with a convenient way of distancing himself from the Korean issue, but the strong vote in favor of military assistance also enabled the United States to elevate the task of saving the shaky, corrupt, and unpopular Rhee regime to the status of an international crusade against aggression. For US friends and allies, it could serve as a validation of the principle of collective security as well as a demonstration of American willingness to act on behalf of that principle.

It was soon clear that military assistance was exactly what South Korea would require, and on a scale few in Washington had anticipated. The president had already ordered air and naval support of South Korea on June 26, but that did little to alter the course of events.

In Seoul on June 26, Professor Chin-ho Yu watched “[n]ational army contingents moving out to the front line. Some had the flag tied on their shoulders, others had it tied around their heads and still others held it in their hands while all sang a military song. As each vehicle passed the people lining the streets shouted ‘Mansei!’ [Hurray!] and clapped their hands. While watching my eyes became moist and a comfortable feeling . . . came over me.”63

Professor Yu’s feelings of confidence proved short-lived. The ROK Army, outnumbered two to one and with some of its troops on weekend leave, could do little to check the invasion. The ROK Army quickly ran short of ammunition for their lightweight howitzers. In any case, the howitzer shells could not penetrate the frontal armor of a T-34 tank. Neither could the ROK’s antitank weapons, the 2.36 rocket launcher, and the 57 mm recoilless rifle.

Some ROK units panicked and fled, others simply disintegrated under the weight of the North Korean assault. A reporter for the Chicago Tribune witnessed “thousands of South Korea troops in retreat—some would call it a rout. Thousands of bewildered civilian refugees trudging in one direction, others going the opposite way. All burdened with pitifully small bundles. . . . The dead still along the road way and the wounded cry for aid and are ignored.”64

South Korean soldiers in retreat were soon scattered across the countryside. Some actually found themselves following in the rear of the advancing North Korean Army. One South Korean soldier blundered into a North Korea medical aid station. The soldier was from a family that had recently fled North Korea, and he retained his strong North Korean accent. Finding himself in the midst of a North Korean regiment, he boldly told an officer that he was suffering from a stomach ailment. The officer impatiently directed him to the aid tent, where he actually received medication and was ordered to rejoin his unit. Saluting smartly, he marched off and disappeared into the countryside, eventually making his way to Taejon.65

While many South Korean units folded, the best fought stubborn delaying actions, taking advantage of favorable terrain to try to ambush tanks or force them off the road. The only way a T-34 could actually be crippled or destroyed was to hope that one of the few 57 mm guns could get within a couple of dozen yards for a side or rear shot, or to attack the tank at even closer range using grenades, firebombs, and blocks of TNT. These “suicide antitank attacks” were sometimes successful but at high cost. Colonel Paik Sun-yup’s First Division suffered ninety casualties in attacking eleven tanks.66

The ROK Sixth Division put up the most successful defense around the mountain town of Chunchon. The Sixth Division had issued no passes to its soldiers, who were deployed in full strength in concrete pillboxes on a mountainside. The attacking North Korean Second Division had no tanks, and its assaults were broken up with heavy losses by South Korean artillery, which also destroyed half of the Second Division’s Soviet self-propelled guns. The North Koreans called for help, forcing the People’s Army to change the direction of its advance and send an additional division with tanks to dislodge the ROK Sixth Division. The Sixth finally withdrew because the rest of the South Korean front was collapsing around them.67

Once US aircraft entered the war, the North Korean Air Force was practically annihilated within a few days. However, the ability of American planes to influence ground operations was extremely limited. With no system of airborne or ground controllers and little ability to communicate with friendly units or even American advisors, attacking aircraft experienced great difficulty in locating and correctly identifying targets.

Friendly troops or civilians not infrequently found themselves the unintended targets of American airstrikes. Paik Sun-yup’s troops were among those mistakenly attacked by American aircraft. The indefatigable Paik declared that this was actually a most auspicious event; it demonstrated the Americans were in the war.68
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“A Six- to Eight-Week War”

General MacArthur flew into South Korea on June 30 accompanied by Willoughby and his other senior staff officers as well as the Far East Air Force commander, General George Stratemeyer, and Admiral C. Turner Joy, commander of Naval Forces Far East. MacArthur landed at Suwon, an old fortress city about twenty miles south of Seoul that had one of the few useable airstrips, There he conferred with a badly shaken President Rhee. Also present were John Muccio, the American ambassador, and various American and Korean officers.

MacArthur then embarked in a convoy of “three broken-down cars” for the Han River, where South Korean forces were setting up a desperate line of defense. How much MacArthur actually saw or understood of the situation remains unclear, but he later recorded, “the scene along the Han was enough to convince me that the defensive potential of South Korea had already been exhausted.”1 Returning to Tokyo, MacArthur requested and received authorization from Washington to commit American Army forces to Korea.

Had MacArthur commanded forces as experienced, well led, and formidably armed as those that had been at his disposal for even secondary operations during his advance through New Guinea and the Philippines in 1944 and 1945, the conflict in Korea would likely have taken a far different course. As it was, however, the four under-strength divisions that comprised the Eighth Army in Japan resembled their World War II counterparts in little more than name. The actual strength of ground troops in the Eighth Army in Japan was just under 50 percent of the normal number assigned to infantry divisions and about one-quarter of the number for support services.2

These troops were mainly young, inexperienced draftees and volunteers led by older majors and colonels, not a few of whom were waiting out their time to retirement. Few of the junior officers had any operational experience. “For my time in Korea all the officers were young and inexperienced,” recalled Louis Knight of the First Cavalry Division. “The ten months I was there I had seven platoon leaders, five were killed, the others wounded.”3

The Eighth Army’s weapons and equipment dated back to World War II and had been poorly maintained. In the Twenty-Fourth Division’s Thirty-Fourth Regiment, the operations officer estimated that “25 to 50 percent of the small arms were unserviceable.” There was an acute shortage of 81 mm and 4.2-inch mortars, and the mortar ammunition “was so old and corroded that eight of ten shells fired failed to explode.”4

As at the beginning of the Pacific War in December 1941, MacArthur in July 1950 again found himself with a difficult, almost impossible task. And as in that earlier war, his initial actions arguably made things even worse. Among his earliest decisions was to rush a token force of ill-armed, ill-prepared troops to confront the North Korean Army.

Shortly before midnight on June 30, 1950, Private First Class Robert Roy, M Co, 1/21st Infantry, Twenty-Fourth Division, was returning to his barracks at Camp Wood on the southernmost Japanese island of Kyushu with other members of his unit, all a bit unsteady after a night of celebrating pay day in a nearby town. “We’d just gotten into bed when one of our lieutenants came in and said, ‘Pack your gear. We’re headed for Korea.’”5 Roy’s company was part of an under-strength battalion with only two rifle companies, a headquarters company, and a heavy weapons platoon labeled “Task Force Smith” after its commander, Lieutenant Colonel Charles “Brad” Smith.

The four hundred men of Task Force Smith (a full-strength battalion had over nine hundred) were trucked to Itagaki airfield on Kyushu, where they stood in formation in the driving rain while Colonel Smith conferred with Major General William F. Dean, commander of the Twenty-Fourth Division. “When you get to Pusan,” Dean told Smith, “head for Taejon. We want to stop the North Koreans as far from Pusan as we can. Block the main road as far north as possible. Sorry I can’t give you more information that’s all I’ve got.”6

Inclement weather over both countries meant that some flights carrying Task Force Smith to Pusan had to turn back, and it was not until midafternoon that all elements of the task force were assembled there. The bad weather that limited flights into Korea had forced Smith to leave behind half of his 75 mm recoilless rifles and two of his 4.2-inch mortars.

Landing at Pusan, Smith’s men were loaded onto trucks that transported them through the town to the railroad station. Cheering Koreans lined the streets, which had been decorated with flags, banners, and posters. A Korean band played martial music as the troops loaded onto flatcars for the trip north to Taejon.

While MacArthur had been hurriedly assembling his forces for passage to Korea, the South Korean forces he had declared to be “exhausted” had held the south bank of the Han River for a full four days. They had also acquired a new top commander when General Chae Pyong-duk, whom many blamed for the Han Bridge disaster, was replaced as chief of staff by Brigadier General Chung Il-kwon. Chung was an experienced combat commander and graduate of the Japanese Military Academy. He had learned his trade fighting for the Japanese in World War II and for Chiang in the Chinese Civil War.

The North Koreans soon repaired the Han bridges and deployed for an assault across the river. The Fifth Air Force pilots, delighted to have a target they could actually identify, strafed and bombed the massed People’s Army forces, causing heavy casualties and destroying one of the bridges. The remaining bridge proved sufficient to allow some of the tanks to cross and push the South Koreans a full forty miles back to a new line of defense anchored on the town of Pyongtaek on the Seoul-Pusan highway.

The newly arrived Americans were also interested in Pyongtaek. North of that city the advancing North Koreans would be confined to a narrow corridor of flatland between the mountains to the east and Ansan Bay, an arm of the Yellow Sea, to the west. Once past Pyongtaek, the land opened out and the task of containing the advance became much more difficult.

General Dean, who had arrived in Korea on July 2 and been appointed by MacArthur as commander, US Army Forces in Korea, believed it vital to halt, or at least slow, the North Korean drive toward Pyongtaek. Task Force Smith was assigned to take position on the main road near the town of Osan about fifteen miles north of Pyongtaek. “We have a little action up here” an American general told Smith when his troops arrived at Taejon on the morning of July 2. “All we need is some men up there who won’t run when they see tanks. We’re going to move you up to support the ROKs and give them moral support.”7

Colonel Smith, an experienced infantryman, immediately requested permission to reconnoiter the area. He and his officers selected an excellent position for their confrontation with the North Koreans, a three-hundred-foot ridge line running at right angles to the narrow north-south road leading from Seoul to Pyongtaek. Smith’s position provided extensive visibility in all directions up to a distance of eight miles.

By the time the troops of Task Force Smith, now reinforced by a battery of six 105 mm howitzers under Lieutenant Colonel Miller O. Perry, pulled out of Pyontaek to move north to their battle positions near Osan, Smith’s men had decided they emphatically hated Korea. It was raining much of the time, “and the stench! The Koreans put human excrement in their rice paddies, and God did it smell. . . . And the flies! The flies would carry you away. . . . We were spitting them out of our mouths as we talked.”8

Around 3:00 a.m., the first elements of the task force arrived at Lieutenant Colonel Smith’s chosen position. The men began digging foxholes on the hill east of the highway. In the cold drizzling rain, they struggled to bring ammunition and supplies up the slippery, muddy hillsides.9 Colonel Perry set up his artillery battery about one thousand yards behind the infantry. Only one of his guns had high explosive antitank (HEAT) ammunition, and that was only a handful of shells.

From their muddy hilltop positions, Smith’s soldiers, many of them eighteen-year-olds and few with combat experience, awaited the North Koreans. Bob Roy was just opening a can of C-rations at around 7:00 a.m. From his 75 mm recoilless rifle position, he had a clear view three or four miles down the road, “and that’s when I saw the tanks. I just dropped the can. What the hell was this? Nobody told us about any tanks. . . . Everybody was shitting their pants.”10

Despite their surprise, Smith’s men reacted quickly and aggressively. Howitzer shells from Colonel Perry’s 105s soon bracketed the tanks, but though they scored a number of hits their shells failed to do more than dent the armor of the tanks, which remained in column. Their commander may have believed they had simply encountered another ineffective South Korean roadblock.

When the tanks had closed to seven hundred yards, Smith’s two 75 mm recoilless rifles opened up. “We fired as fast as we could. As soon as we got a round into the breech [of the 75 mm gun] we’d cover our ears and let it go, get another let it go. We had no armor piercing shells so we tried to stop them by hitting the tracks. We’d have been better off throwing Molotov cocktails at them. Some rounds were duds. Some were even smoke rounds. We could see them bounce right off the tanks.”11

Lieutenant Ollie Connors, armed with a 2.36 rocket launcher, worked his way to a ditch near the road and fired his weapon from a distance of only fifteen yards at twenty-two tanks as they passed on the narrow highway. His rounds did no apparent damage. As the lead tanks rounded a bend in the road, however, they were hit by HEAT rounds from the only howitzer armed with this type of ammunition. The two tanks veered off the road, one on fire, the other disabled.12 Unfortunately, the howitzer quickly expended its six rounds of HEAT shells, and a tank soon knocked out the gun, killing one of the crew.

Altogether, Task Force Smith destroyed or disabled four tanks. More than two dozen others continued past Smith’s position, barely pausing to fire their heavy guns at the Americans. The fire of their 85 mm tank shells nevertheless caused twenty American casualties. The tanks’ treads had also cut the telephone wires strung between the artillery and infantry positions. That left only a few wet and barely functional radios for communication between units.

About an hour after the tanks had passed, the rain increased, and Colonel Smith could see a column of trucks, perhaps six miles long, led by three tanks moving slowly south along the road. Behind the column came more infantry on foot. When the leading edge of the column closed to about a thousand yards, Colonel Smith “threw the book at them.” Mortar and machine gun fire ripped through the closely packed line of trucks, setting some of them ablaze and killing or scattering their riders.13 The North Korean column halted, and troops jumped from the long line of trucks. “They piled out of the trucks and came straight across the fields at us, while more of them started off to the right and left to try to get around our flanks,” recalled Bob Fitzgerald, a machine gunner with Task Force Smith. “I’m pouring rounds into them now and I could see some of them dropping in the fields. I could hear bullets zinging past my head . . . I could see mortar rounds coming in exploding on the hill in front and off to the side of me in among our positions.”14

Smith’s situation was quickly becoming more precarious. Most of his men were still holding, but they would soon be cut off by the hundreds of North Koreans advancing through the ridge line. Ammunition was running low and most of the crew-served weapons had been knocked out.

In midafternoon, as casualties mounted, Smith attempted a phased withdrawal of his troops company by company, with each company providing covering fire for the next. This leapfrog type of maneuver could work successfully with a well-trained, experienced unit. In the case of Task Force Smith, whose frazzled and exhausted troops had been under fire for hours and had suffered casualties from a far better-armed, more numerous enemy, an orderly phased withdrawal was simply beyond their capabilities. “As soon as we heard the withdrawal order we took off down the hill,” recalled Bob Roy. . . . “Nobody wanted to be the last one out of there. . . . one platoon never got the word to pull out. They were left there by themselves. Some of those guys eventually got out some didn’t.”15

Colonel Perry’s artillerymen were more fortunate. After disabling their guns, they moved back to their trucks and found them largely undamaged. Forming a small convoy, they managed to circle around the advancing North Koreans and headed south for Chonan, picking up withdrawing infantrymen along the way. Over the next few days, more survivors were able to rejoin the remnants of Task Force Smith, but over one-third of the original force, 153 officers and men, had been killed or captured.16

While Task Force Smith had been in action against the North Korean tank column, the Twenty-Fourth Division’s second regiment, the Thirty-Fourth Infantry, which had arrived by ship at Pusan, was taking up positions on a long defensive line extending from Asan Bay on the west to the town of Ansong more than ten miles to the east. Moving into their new positions, the men found the road “clogged with South Korean soldiers in what seemed like an endless procession southward. One South Korean soldier on horseback, his helmet camouflaged with bits of branches sticking up at absurd angles, came cantering toward us shouting, ‘Tanks! Tanks! Tanks! Go Back!’”17

The First Battalion of the Thirty-Fourth Infantry, positioned opposite a small river along the same roads that Task Force Smith had attempted to block, was the first to meet the advancing North Korean tanks. Like Task Force Smith, they quickly discovered that their weapons were ineffective against North Korean armor. “Hitting the T34 head-on merely produced a bounce-off,” recalled First Lieutenant Charles Payne, who had been part of a bazooka team in World War II. “We soon ran out of ammo and had one man killed.”18

Watching the developing battle from the A Company command post, Lieutenant Colonel Harold Ayers concluded that he was facing “the whole damn North Korean Army.”19 Earlier he had been advised by Brigadier General George Barth, the assistant division commander, to hold as long as possible but “not to end up like Brad Smith.”20 Convinced he was about to be outflanked and cut off, Ayers received the regimental commander’s permission to withdraw.

General Dean was infuriated at the news that the Thirty-Fourth Infantry had abandoned its positions and was now back near the city of Chonan over fifteen miles south of his defensive line. Arriving at the regimental headquarters, he relieved the regimental commander, Colonel Jay Loveless, and ordered the Third Battalion of the Thirty-Fourth to move north again and reestablish contact with the enemy. He replaced Loveless with Colonel Robert R. Martin, a proven combat leader.21

The experience of the Third Battalion was brief and inglorious. Some companies began withdrawing even before contacting the enemy. The regimental operations officer and two company commanders were ambushed and captured, and the rest of the battalion fell back to Chonan in disorder.

At Chonan, the Thirty-Fourth’s infantry awaited the North Korean onslaught. “South Korean civilians spent the day evacuating the town,” recalled Private First Class Robert Harper of Headquarters Company. “By evening the town was nearly empty of civilians. The sun went down. It was a long, long night; quiet, no firing. . . . As daylight broke we heard this, off to the left, loud clanking noise . . . the tanks were coming.”22

The Thirty-Fourth’s defense was little more effective than in their previous encounters with the North Koreans. Colonel Martin, the new commander, was killed while attacking a T-34, and the Thirty-Fourth abandoned Chonan in disorder, leaving behind most of their mortars and machine guns. In five days of fighting, one battalion lost 465 of its 640 men.23

An attempt to stop the North Korean advance at the Kum River was equally unsuccessful. One of the Thirty-Fourth Infantry’s companies abandoned its position and fled toward the rear opening, a gap through which the North Koreans swarmed to envelop the regiment’s entire line.24 A few of the other American units put up a more determined fight. In one instance, after North Korean attackers successfully crossed a segment of the river defended by the First Battalion, Nineteenth Infantry they were driven back to the other side by an ad hoc counterattack composed of headquarters clerks, cooks, and technicians supported by a tank and a halftrack.25

Despite such efforts, the North Koreans were not seriously hindered, and the last of their troops were across the Kum by July 16. “We couldn’t stop the North Koreans,” recalled Robert Alip, a machine gunner with the Second Battalion of the Nineteenth Infantry manning an antique 30 caliber Browning machine gun. “The tanks kept crossing the river shooting at the hill but not paying much attention to us. The North Korean infantry came after us with grenades and burp guns [submachine guns] of which they had plenty.”26 The Thirty-Fourth Infantry and the newly committed Nineteenth Infantry both suffered heavy losses; their two supporting artillery battalions lost almost all their guns.27

While the Twenty-Fourth Division had been fighting at Chonan, General Douglas MacArthur had been appointed commander in chief of United Nations forces in Korea. The secretary general along with some member nations, including Britain and France, had hinted at some type of multinational command. But the Americans were having none of it. American soldiers were already fighting in Korea, and US money would underwrite most of the expenses of the conflict. The participation of other right-thinking nations was welcome, indeed earnestly solicited, but the United States would run the show.

MacArthur appointed the commander of the Eighth Army, Lieutenant General Walton H. Walker, as commander of UN ground forces. A few days later, President Rhee accorded MacArthur operational control of the ROK Army, a responsibility MacArthur immediately passed on to Walker. A tough, pugnacious Texan, grandson of two Confederate officers, Walker had been one of General George S. Patton’s best corps commanders in World War II.

Walker arrived in Korea on July 13. The other major units of his Eighth Army—the Twenty-Fifth Division and the First Cavalry Division, now an infantry unit—were on their way from Japan and more reinforcements. The Second Infantry Division, a regimental combat team, and the First Provisional Marine Brigade had sailed from the United States.

Walker’s immediate aim in Korea was to continue a fighting withdrawal, delay as long as possible, and ultimately establish a defensive perimeter, anchored on the Naktong River, around the port of Pusan. From this position the Eighth Army would hold out until sufficient reinforcements arrived for a counterattack. To accomplish this, Walker required one final delay to allow time for the First Cavalry Division to unload and deploy.

At the city of Taejon, where roads and railways from the north converged, Dean’s battered Twenty-Fourth Infantry Division would have to hold for two days. Between July 19 and July 21, three regiments, the Nineteenth, Twenty-First, and Thirty-Fourth, each reduced to about battalion strength, attempted to defend a frontage of some ten miles with about two thousand effective combat troops. Their one advantage over their comrades who had faced the KPA in previous encounters was that they had finally received new 3.5-inch rocket launchers whose armor-piercing projectiles could cripple a T-34. They put them to good use in their desperate battle with two North Korean divisions.

General Dean personally directed the defense of Taejon. At one point he led an antitank team in destroying a North Korean tank. But Dean’s heroics, for which he was later awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor, could make no difference in the battle’s ultimate outcome.28 “We were outmanned, outgunned, outtanked and outflanked,” observed Sergeant First Class Daniel Cavanaugh of the Thirty-Fourth Infantry. “They had roadblocks set up on all the roads leading out of Taejon.”

When the order to withdraw finally came, Dean’s men had to circumvent North Korean ambushes and blocking positions. “Large sections of the city were burning as we moved through,” recalled the commander of the Thirty-Fourth’s medical company. “Wires were down and the streets covered by debris . . . but the convoy smashed through. . . . Once clear of Taejon the convoy began to receive automatic weapons fire from the hillside. It was a matter of running the gauntlet of fire for about three miles. That any vehicle came through seems unbelievable. The entire valley was under a pall of smoke. Gasoline blazed ammunition exploded and tracers laced the convoy.”29

By the time the scattered remnants of Dean’s three battalions disengaged on July 21, about 30 percent of their troops were killed, wounded, or missing.30 General Dean was captured and spent the remainder of the war in a POW camp. But the Twenty-Fourth Division had held Taejon for two days, and the capture of that city had been no cakewalk for the KPA. Faced with the more effective 3.5-inch rocket launchers, armor-piercing artillery shells, and air strikes, the North Koreans began to take serious losses, though their advance remained still unchecked.31

The bodies of the Twenty-Fourth Division’s missing soldiers were not the only corpses left behind at Taejon. During July 1950, South Korean civilian and military police rounded up hundreds of former Communists, likely Communists, and other civilians whose loyalties were suspect. During 1948 and 1949 most had been coerced into the National Guidance League, a state-sponsored organization supervised by the security services, whose purpose was to “reeducate” former Communists and other suspected subversives and keep them under surveillance.

With the outbreak of the war, most League members had been confined in Taejon Prison along with hundreds of ordinary prisoners. As North Korean forces approached, most of the high-ranking justice and prison officials fled the city, leaving a handful of lower-ranking prison administrators and fewer than twenty-two guards to control over a thousand prisoners. A local military police unit arrived with orders to execute any prisoners who had been involved in the Yosu or Che-ju uprisings or anyone indicted for spying. The prison commandant, however, declared that “there was no time to sort through all [prisoner] backgrounds.” Executing all prisoners was the only possible expedient.32

The prisoners were trucked out of the city to execution points where local villagers had been mobilized to dig trenches. Yi Chun-yong, a prison guard, witnessed the executions. “Ten prisoners at a time were carried to a trench and made to kneel. Police officers stepped up behind, pointed their rifles at the back of their heads and fired.”33

Similar mass executions of “Communist traitors” took place at other South Korean towns threatened by the advancing northern armies. Gene McClure, who served in the Second Battalion Twenty-Fifth Regimental Combat Team, watched as South Korean police singled out five men and three women from a column of fleeing refugees and then shot them with automatic carbines: “the bodies were covered with bullet wounds, perhaps 15–20 each on average the bodies were not moved but left where they lay. . . . Many such incidents could be told of the Korean War.”34 A South Korean official told Ambassador Muccio that the executions were “preventive political measures,” lest the subversives in the threatened towns defect to the Communists.

President Rhee and other members of his government were reported to be in a state of panic. Many may have remembered the torture and murders of National Police, government officials, and their families during the uprising of 1947–1949 at Yosu and other parts of South Korea. It was not until almost fifty years later that the extent of the South Korean government’s “preventive” murders became widely known.

While the Twenty-Fourth Division had been carrying on its battles with the North Koreans from Osan to Taejon in southwestern Korea, the South Koreans had confronted the second prong of the KPA invasion in the Taebaek Mountains to the east. Here the four best surviving South Korean divisions took on the invaders in the midst of the rugged ridge lines, narrow passes, and primitive roads of the Taebaeks. The South Koreans lacked the artillery, armored vehicles, and trucks of the American battalions, but they knew how to take full advantage of the terrain and were effectively supported by US Air Force fighter bombers.35

In the face of increasing losses and the unsettling intervention of US troops and aircraft, North Korea reorganized its military organization along lines suggested by Ambassador Shtykov and Chief Military Advisor Vasilev. The North Korean field army would be organized into two army groups comprising four to six divisions each.

The two new Army Group commanders would be Lieutenant General Kim Ung, then serving as vice chief of staff, who would command the right wing of the KPA advance past Taejon; and Deputy Minister for Artillery Lieutenant General Mu Chong, who would take over command of the increasingly hard-pressed divisions in the Taebaeks and on the east coast. Both generals were graduates of Chinese military schools (Mu Chong had attended the Whampoa Military Academy), and both were veterans of fighting against the Japanese in World War II and the Chinese Nationalists in the Civil War.36 Despite their continued successes, the North Korean commanders knew they were running out of time. They had to blast their way to Pusan before the UN forces could receive further reinforcements.

To replace the Twenty-Fourth Division as it fell back from Taejon, General Walker dispatched the First Cavalry Division directly from the Port of Pohang, where it had just landed, northeast to Yeongdong on the main roads to Pusan. Two regiments, the Fifth Cavalry and the Eighth Cavalry, reached the area by July 20 and established blocking positions on the main roads. Yet the two regiments, each with only two battalions, could not cover all the possible approaches. Colonel Richard Cohen, operations officer of the Second Battalion, Eighth Cavalry, recalled, “the 1st battalion was to block on the north road and the 2d battalion was to block on the west road. The gap between the blocking positions was approximately five miles. . . . The battalions could not provide mutual support. . . . General Gay, the Division Commanding General, objected to these positions but to no avail. He was ordered by Eighth Army to deploy the regiment as directed.”37

The results were predictable. The First Cavalry Division’s two regiments were easily outflanked and enveloped by the KPA Third Division. One battalion of the Eighth Cavalry was pinned in place by a frontal attack, while the KPA enveloped the other battalion and established a roadblock in its rear. The North Koreans also attempted to outflank the battalions to the northwest of Yeongdong, but supporting artillery and the heavy machine guns of an attached antiaircraft battery cost the KPA heavy losses, and their initial attacks were repelled. “We were able to hold for two days,” recalled Donald Summers, a squad leader with C Company of the Eighth Cavalry. “But the fact that we had been deployed with no contact with our second battalion on our left [allowed us] to be outflanked and forced to withdraw. This was my first battle. [I learned] moving people were harder to get in your sights than a ten inch bullseye. You had to fight the fear that made your leg shake or your teeth chatter.”38 By the night of July 25, the North Koreans were in Yeongdong and the First Cavalry units were falling back toward the town of Hwanggan.

While the First and Eighth Cavalry were falling back from Yeongdong, the Second Battalion of the Seventh Cavalry was moving up toward the area. The battali on had been in Korea only two days when word reached them of the North Korean breakthroughs at Yeongdong. That was enough for the inexperienced teenagers who composed most of the battalion’s soldiers. Many scattered in panic, and it took almost an entire day for their officers and NCOs to pull the unit together and regroup near a village called No Gun Ri. There, between July 26 and July 29 under a railroad bridge near the main north-south road, American soldiers killed over two hundred civilian villagers and other refugees including many women and children.

The nearly two million South Korean refugees fleeing their homes to escape the hazards and devastation of the fighting, the North Koreans, or both, were a constant presence on all the roads of South Korea. “You have to imagine the chaos,” recalled Ezal Ent, a young lieutenant in the Twenty-Seventh Infantry. “All the roads were jammed with civilian refugees. Sometimes it seemed like everybody in the country was trying to go south.”39

The KPA took full advantage of the situation, mingling with the refugees to infiltrate UN-held towns and positions or disguising their own troops as refugees. “When we first met some of these North Korean attacks, they were driving civilians, elderly people in front of them as shields,” recalled General Paul Freeman, a former regimental commander in Korea. “We had a very difficult time making our men fire into them. But if we didn’t fire into them we were dead. . . . This was a very hard thing to do.”40

It seemed to the Americans that even the most innocuous-appearing Koreans could prove a menace. “Time after time an American soldier would pass an innocent-looking bearded Korean farmer hoeing a rice paddy only to be confronted with the same figure throwing grenades at him in a dawn attack,” wrote Marguerite Higgins. “Bent old Korean men and women ‘refugees’” could prove to be carrying “mortar plates and guns from otherwise innocuous-seeming bundles” on their backs.41

The newly arrived cavalrymen had heard terrifying stories of these practices as well as tales of the fanaticism and ferocity of the North Koreans. Officers at higher headquarters were no less confused and frustrated by the refugee issue than the GIs in the field. Their ill-considered reactions reflected their own frustration, impatience, and outright panic. The commander of the First Cavalry Division, General Gay, had directed, “No refugees to cross the front line. Fire everyone trying to cross the lines. Use discretion in case of women and children.” Similarly, Eighth Army had issued orders that “no—repeat no—refugees will be permitted to cross battle lines at any time.”42

Whether anyone in the Seventh Cavalry was aware of these draconian orders is unclear. For whatever reason, on July 26 they opened fire on a large group of civilians who had taken shelter in two railroad tunnels. The civilians, many fleeing south, some forced out by American troops, had taken shelter in the tunnels after being subjected to an air attack. Chung Eun-yong, then a twenty-seven-year-old father of two children, recalled being strafed and bombed. “There was chaos, with body parts and rocks flying through the air.”43

Some time after the air strikes, the Seventh Cavalry soldiers opened fire with rifles and automatic weapons on the terrified refugees in the tunnels. Some of the villagers tried to dig into the sand and gravel floor of the tunnels. “Those still alive began to pile up the dead attempting to shield themselves from the bullets, but even this didn’t work. More piled up. . . . adults and young men ran for safety at midnight.” Those left behind were mainly the elderly, women, and children.44

Some Seventh Cavalry troopers would later claim that they were ordered to shoot, others claimed to have found the bodies of North Korean soldiers and weapons among the dead. A number believed they had received fire from the caves (although these were more likely ricochets).45

No Gun Ri was among the most appalling result of the widespread American fear that refugees were serving as shields for the North Korean soldiers, but likely not the only incident of its type. Gene McClure’s battalion of the Twenty-Fifth Regimental Combat Team was aware of the Eighth Army’s orders not to allow refugees to cross the battle lines. Holding a hill position, his company’s BAR (Browning Automatic Rifle) man and some others opened fire on a party of Koreans advancing up the hill. “The BAR man and a couple of others went down the hill to check out the scene and found that all were dead except an eight-year-old girl who was mortally wounded in the stomach. With her guts hanging out. . . . She spoke a few words then died. At that time the BAR man began to weep uncontrollably with grief.”46

The panic, confusion, and brutality of the GIs at No Gun Ri was probably the most egregious and tragic display of the near breakdown of many American units during the long retreat from Osan to the Naktong River, but it was scarcely the only one. For the American forces sent to Korea, the entire month of July had been a slow-moving military debacle.

The US Army, which had rolled back and defeated the mighty forces of Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan after they had conquered most of Asia and Europe, now appeared incapable of repelling an attack by the despised Koreans: “the Gooks,” who had always seemed to Americans even more hopeless and backward than the Chinese. “Missionaries who have lived long in Korea told this writer they felt the Koreans had an arrested mental development that came from centuries of close interbreeding,” a former American officer in the Military Government explained to readers of the Far Eastern Economic Review. “They are not good mechanics or artisans. . . . They wreck modern machinery when left to their own devices. They need constant strict supervision to keep up to a modern way of life.”47

It is doubtful if any of the confused, unhappy GIs who arrived in Korea during the summer of 1950 were readers of the Far Eastern Economic Review; their most common reading matter was the comic book. Yet they needed no articles to convince them that “gooks,” whether encountered in China, Japan, or the Philippines, were not in the same league with Americans. Like most Americans of the time, they saw the world as composed of various “advanced” and not so advanced races and peoples. Americans, white ones anyway, and some Europeans were the most advanced. “Orientals” were much further back in the procession. Perhaps they could begin to catch up by adopting American ideas and practices, but even then, hereditary factors might hold them back. Given these beliefs, the first encounters with the formidable North Koreans came as a profound shock.

By 1950 there were relatively few American soldiers still in service who had confronted the Japanese in the bloody struggles of the Pacific War. Most GIs knew only the polite, subservient Japanese houseboys, shopkeepers, and prostitutes they had met during the occupation. Indeed, even high-ranking officers fully expected that the North Koreans would likely be overawed and demoralized when they found they were facing American military forces.

“I am continually astonished when, with the benefit of hindsight, I recall the atmosphere of confidence,” wrote correspondent Marguerite Higgins. “The war was ten days and four retreats old. . . . In spite of what had happened the myth persisted that just a few more soldiers and a few more guns could turn the tide. . . . The newly appointed briefing officer estimated that it might be ten more days before we could mount a counter-offensive. I remember cabling my office, ‘Best headquarters estimate is a six-to-eight-week war.’ “48

Unfortunately it quickly became apparent that it was the Americans, not the Koreans, who were ill prepared to “keep up to modern life” as it was practiced on the shifting combat terrain and ruined landscapes of Korea. For one thing, the formidable US fleets and armies of 1945 no longer existed in June 1950. The wartime armed forces of 12 million men had been reduced to fewer than two million by 1948. Seven thousand World War II ships had been scrapped, and the number of sailors had shrunk from 3.4 million to fewer than 400,000. In 1947 the navy secretary had observed that “there are a very large number of ships in the active fleet which cannot go to sea because of lack of competent personnel.”49

The drastic and rapid demobilization of 1945–1946 had been accompanied by an equally drastic decline in military spending. Though President Truman is now widely regarded as an icon of progressive liberalism, his economic views were closer to those of a late twentieth-century Republican. He believed in balanced budgets, limited government spending, and low taxes. The gigantic national debt created by the necessities of World War II appalled him. Truman determinedly slashed peacetime military spending to less than $15 billion by 1949. In 1945 it had been almost 91 billion.50

A disproportionate share of the reduced budget went to the Air Force. Conflicts of the future, proclaimed politicians, journalists, and not a few military men, would be “air-atomic conflicts.” Influential columnist Stewart Alsop argued, “[W]e can’t touch Russia with a navy, we can’t hope to equal Russia in ground forces. . . . the only way we can really and immediately bring our superiority to bear is by air.” Secretary of Defense Louis Johnson canceled a projected navy super carrier and Navy Secretary Francis Mathews declared, “We’ll never have any more amphibious operations, that does away with the Marine Corps. And the Air Force can do anything that the Navy can do nowadays so that does away with the Navy.”51

The under-strength, poorly prepared American battalions that confronted the North Koreans in the summer of 1950, with their inadequate weapons and equipment, were a product of this period of drastic downsizing. “Our young soldiers,” wrote Marguerite Higgins, “had been plucked suddenly out of the soft occupation life of Japan and plunged into battle. Most had had only routine basic training and were far from combat ready. Only a small percentage had ever heard artillery fire before.”52

Given these circumstances, it is not surprising that in the long series of desperate holding actions and long costly retreats, many American GIs failed to live up to the heroic images popularized during World War II. The long series of losing encounters in which the GIs were usually outnumbered and outgunned “turned many of our young American soldiers into savagely bitter men,” wrote Higgins. “Are you correspondents telling the people at home the truth?” one young lieutenant demanded. “Are you telling them that out of one platoon of twenty men we have three left. Are you telling them that we have nothing to fight with?”53

Higgins’s fellow correspondent, Keyes Beech, a Marine veteran of World War II, concluded that the first Americans sent to Korea were “spiritually, mentally, morally and physically unprepared for war.”54 “I saw young men turn and bolt in battle,” wrote Higgins, “or throw down their arms, cursing their government for what they thought was embroilment in a hopeless cause. But I was also to see other young boys perform incredibly brave deeds to save a position, help a buddy.”55

Strong leadership might have helped to steady the inexperienced, frightened, and disillusioned troops flung into the desperate holding actions of July, but many of the senior officers sent from Japan proved inadequate. Many were too old or had never commanded troops in combat before. At the close of World War II, many experienced but young combat commanders were reduced in rank, recalled Colonel Mike Michaelis. “They gave command of the regiments to old fogeys who had never been in combat or if they had, not as troop leaders.”56

“I doubt if there was ever given a thought to the age or experience of the regimental commanders,” observed an officer of the First Cavalry Division. “The division and its regiments in Japan served as a place to give senior officers a going away present before they went home and retired.”57 Colonel Horton White, who commanded the Twenty-Fifth Division’s Twenty-Fourth Infantry Regiment, confided to one of his officers, “I’m too old for this.” One of White’s staff officers, remembered as “a big, fat, lazy bastard,” suffered a heart attack soon after arrival in Korea.58

With all its shortcomings, Walker’s army and the three remaining effective divisions of the ROK, supported by air attacks that continually grew in number and lethality, had managed to inflict serious losses on the North Korean invaders and fatally disrupt their timetable. Between July 14 and 28, the North Korean Army had suffered 50,000 casualties. There were fewer than forty operational tanks and self-propelled guns remaining. The tonnage of munitions, food, and gasoline reaching the frontline troops had been cut in half because trains and trucks could not move in daylight due to relentless UN air attacks. By the beginning of August, the KPA had lost half its original strength. Some of their replacements were as unprepared and inexperienced as their American counterparts. Three newly formed replacement divisions suffered from shortages of qualified officers.59

In the last days of July, the battered troops of the Eighth Army began to cross the Naktong River and take up positions within the so-called “Pusan Perimeter,” a rough rectangle formed around the southeastern port city of Pusan. The western side of the rectangle followed the Naktong River as it flowed south from Sangju some eighty miles to the Korea Strait. The northern boundary of the rectangle ran fifty miles eastward from Sangju to the Sea of Japan, while the southern boundary was anchored on the Korea Strait.

Corporal Harrison Lee, a Chinese American from Hawaii, remembered, “[W]e took advantage of the time to clean up and wash our clothes. Most of us had gone for three weeks without a change of clothing. . . . I was at a stream bank doing my laundry in my undershorts when a Haole guy from another company approached me with an armload of laundry, dumped it in front of me and said, ‘Boy-san, washee washee.’ . . . I looked up at him and shot back, ‘Wash the goddam things yourself!’60 You should have seen his face. . . . From that time on I realized I could be mistaken for a Korean, maybe a North Korean.”

From the mountains overlooking the Naktong, Kim Sa-ryang, a novelist and journalist with the KPA Sixth Division, excitedly reported, “I can see the ocean. I can see Koje Island. This is the South Sea!”61 Final victory appeared near. General Pang Ho-san, the division commander, addressed his troops: “Comrades, the liberation of Chinju and Masan means the final battle to cut off the windpipe of the enemy. Comrades, this glorious task has fallen to our division!”62

General Pang, a hardened veteran of the Manchurian wars, probably knew better. It was clear that his army faced its last desperate chance. The Americans and South Koreans controlled only a small sliver of the Korean Peninsula, but UN forces already outnumbered their attackers and were being reinforced. General Walker now enjoyed the classic military advantage of interior lines. He could quickly move forces from one threatened sector of his front to another. And close to Walker’s lines was the Port of Pusan, from which reinforcements, munitions, and supplies could reach the defenders by truck or rail in a few hours, whereas the KPA was at the end of an insecure supply line stretching back over two hundred miles.

During July, when the KPA was already drastically rationing food, Walker received over 300,000 tons of supplies and equipment at Pusan, including four battalions of M4 Sherman tanks capable of defeating a T-34. During the final two weeks of the month, 230 ships arrived at the port, and 214 were unloaded and departed.63

While the combatants prepared for a showdown at the Pusan Perimeter, the great majority of South Koreans were experiencing their second month of “liberation” under the leadership of the Communists. The lightning victories of the KPA had come as a shock to most people living below the 38th parallel. “I could not believe that the puppet [North Korean] army was adequate in strength and equipment to attack us,” recalled Professor Yu.64 Many others were indifferent. “From the point of a poor peasant, there was nothing wrong about communism,” observed Kim Chul-Whan, a tenant farmer. “Under the Japanese occupation poor people were so repressed that we worked six days a week for just a [handful] of rice. People who had experienced that unfairness welcomed the communist appeal.”65

“To tell the truth, the R.O.K. army was so powerless and the victory of the North Korean army was so overwhelming, that people were not disinclined to work diligently for the invaders,” recalled a physician at a Seoul hospital. “We could not help but feel bitterly about the Rhee government for abandoning its citizens without any notice.”66

The Communist underground in Seoul was well prepared for the arrival of the North Korean forces. Wan Jae Yoo, a grade school student, immediately noticed numbers of people suddenly wearing red armbands and calling each other dongmu [comrade]. He was astonished to discover that his handsome, popular first grade teacher was in fact among them. Wan Jae, the son of a bank CEO, “instinctively felt I needed to hide” the small South Korean flag he had been patriotically wearing.

Large banners and posters praising Kim Il Sung and Stalin now decorated most of the principal buildings. When he returned to school the following day, Wan Jae Yoo discovered the teachers “wearing red armbands as well and we were not studying but learning songs glorifying North Korea.”67

On June 28, residents of Seoul watched as the KPA Third Division and a battalion of the 105th Tank Brigade entered the city. “There were already people in the street and shouting ‘Mansei,’” recalled history Professor Kim Song-chil. “A DPRK flag hung from the school flagpole. . . . The soldiers were speaking in their hard Sobuk accent but to us they were compatriots who spoke the same language, had the same customs and had Korean blood in their veins . . . they seemed like long lost brothers who had finally come home from some faraway place.”68

The governing authority in Seoul was now the Seoul Provisional People’s Committee composed of both North Koreans and a few former leaders of the South Korean Workers Party. Communist periodicals such as Haebang Ilbo [Liberation Daily] and Choson Inminpo [Korean People’s News] replaced Seoul newspapers. An early issue of Haebang Ilbo carried a large photo of Pak Hon-yong, now back in South Korea, who appealed to all southern Koreans to rise up in “the just war of all the people to save the country.”69

Officials of the former Rhee government were ordered to turn themselves in to the People’s Committee, and members of all political parties were ordered to register. Seoul residents were warned to report “reactionary elements” in hiding and cautioned against spreading rumors. The hapless members of the ROK National Assembly who had been unable to escape to the south now found themselves obliged to publicly declare their unconditional support for national unification under the DPRK and denounce Syngman Rhee, southern traitors, and American invaders. Kim Kyu-sik, the widely respected nationalist leader and veteran of the 1919 uprising, who had courageously opposed the formation of separate governments in the North and South, was now obliged to make a propaganda broadcast denouncing the Rhee regime for “selling out Korea” and the United States for conducting an “arrogant military intervention” and bombing innocent people.70

“Land reform” on the North Korean model was quickly implemented in the countryside. All rented agricultural land was confiscated without payment and distributed free to tenant farmers, small farmers, and farm laborers. “People’s Committees” were formed in each village under the guidance of communist cadres to implement the program.

The People’s Committees functioned not only to carry out land reform but also to punish large—and often not so large—landowners. As in China, landlords and other wealthy people were publicly denounced, harassed, humiliated, and often tortured. All had their land confiscated. Those judged by the People’s Committee to be the worst oppressors were publicly executed. Many people used the People’s Committee Tribunals to settle old scores.71

Whatever their class or occupation, all South Koreans under Communist rule found themselves subject to a new lifestyle combining increased workloads, constant indoctrination, and surveillance. “We were forced to work on Sunday and two hours longer each day,” recalled a museum employee. “For one hour before the opening of the office, we had to read newspapers, for one hour at noon we had to learn songs and another hour after the office closed we were obliged to attend lectures. . . . We were frequently turned out for meetings. These meetings invariably passed resolutions offering our money and labor. They put us under surveillance continually.”72

Women, whether employed or not, were obliged to join the “Women’s Union” and perform “volunteer” work. “I think I was under constant supervision,” declared a hospital physician. “I dared not talk freely with other people. When we talked we were on guard against each other.”73

For most “liberated” South Koreans, the most acute concerns were not Communist surveillance and regimentation, but the simple struggle to find sufficient food and, for those in cities, to cope with the frequent UN bombings. “The bombings were scary,” recalled Wan Jae Yoo. “They broke windows and killed civilians. But in a way, I welcomed them because they were targeting the Communists.”74
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“There Will Be No More Retreating”

At Pusan, General Walker had issued an order of the day. “There will be no more retreating, straightening of lines or whatever you call it. There are no lines behind which we can retreat. There is not going to be a Dunkirk or Bataan. A retreat to Pusan would result in one of the greatest butcheries in history. We must fight to the end. We must fight as a team. If some of us die, we will die fighting together.”

Walker’s order, issued immediately after a visit by General MacArthur to Korea, was received with mixed feelings by the troops of the Eighth Army. “When the order came down from General Walker, ‘We will not retreat another foot, we will fight to the death,’ an old sergeant rolled his eyes and said, ‘Fight to the death? What does he think we’ve been doing!’”1 “There was some consternation about it,” recalled Willard Latham, a soldier in the Eighth Cavalry. “Was this really so important to the U.S.? Where was everybody else?”2

The first of Latham’s questions would be debated for years, but the second was soon answered. In the first three days of August, almost 30,000 new combat troops arrived at Pusan. They comprised the Second Infantry Division, the Fifth Regimental Combat Team from Hawaii, and the First Provisional Marine Brigade from the west coast. All three units had been hurriedly brought up to wartime strength with many new replacements of varying experience and training. Yet compared to the under-strength battalions hastily dispatched piecemeal from Japan a month before, they appeared to be a military juggernaut. The Second Infantry Division was one of only two US Army divisions that had been kept fully trained and equipped as part of the “strategic reserve.” The Fifth Regimental Combat team from Hawaii had many World War II veterans, including some from the famous Nisei units, the One Hundredth Battalion, and the 442nd Regimental Combat Team.

The First Marine Brigade was a product of Commandant General Clifton B. Cates’s opportunism. The Marine Corps had emerged badly scarred from the national security debates and austere defense budgets of the late 1940s. In 1950 its personnel strength was about 10 percent of what it had been in 1945. The army looked on it as an unneeded competitor, and the air force saw no reason for it to retain its own support aircraft. President Truman had a well-known dislike for the Marines. “They have a propaganda machine that is almost equal to Stalin’s,” he would write to one congressman.3

Two days after the war began, Cates proposed to the chief of naval operations, Admiral Forrest Sherman, that the Fleet Marine Force (FMF) be used in Korea. When Sherman asked FMF Pacific headquarters in Hawaii how soon a regiment could sail for combat employment in Korea, the irrepressible operations officer, Colonel Victor H. Krulak, promptly replied, “Five days, including a Marine aircraft group.” An astounded chief of staff saw Krulak’s message. “How do you know we can do that?” he asked. “I don’t,” Krulak replied, “but if we can’t we’re dead.”4 On July 2, the Joint Chiefs of Staff approved Cates’s proposal after General MacArthur had requested an entire Marine division.

Cates stripped equipment, officers, and personnel from Marine units all over the United States to form the First Marine Brigade. Its artillery battalion, First Battalion, Eleventh Marines, and its air group had also been hastily cobbled together. The core of the brigade, the Fifth Marines, was a well-led unit that had trained together for almost a year, but many of its personnel were new or had moved on to other assignments.

Altogether, about half of the brigade’s Marines had joined in the week before the unit’s embarkation from the West Coast. Many of its officers and NCOs were veterans, but not all had led Marines in combat. Nevertheless, all of the brigade’s Marines had undergone the same training, been taught the same methods and doctrine, and learned about the distinguished history of the Corps, real and mythological, from their drill instructors. Like the French Foreign Legionnaires, they understood that they were expected to emulate the great deeds of those who came before.5

Although the American and foreign press at Pusan gave ample coverage to the arrival of the Marines, one other vital unit received no attention. These were the handful of radio technicians, translators, and cryptanalysts of the Armed Forces Security Agency (AFSA), the combined army, navy, and air force organization devoted to intercepting, decrypting, translating, and analyzing enemy radio communications.

Like other components of the military, the intelligence agencies had been drastically depleted by Truman’s postwar budget cuts. What few resources remained had been devoted to eavesdropping on the Soviets and the Chinese.6 Nevertheless, the AFSA by late July had been able to assemble an effective scratch team of translators and cryptographers that had successfully analyzed the KPA’s communications network. Their efforts were greatly facilitated by the North Korean Army practice of transmitting many messages “in clear,” that is, without using codes or ciphers. By early August, General Walker’s small SIGNIT team was able to provide him with timely warning of enemy preparations and movements, which enabled him to deploy his defensive forces in a timely manner and with reasonable certainty that he was sending them to the right place.7

The newly arrived soldiers and Marines found Korea as strange, uncomfortable, and disorienting as the men of the Twenty-Fourth Division had a month earlier. They may well have also found it more frightening. Newcomers quickly heard grizzly stories about the North Korean way of war. Prisoners were routinely shot. Patients in hospitals and aid stations were shot. Occasionally, captives were tortured to death or burned alive. Whether these stories motivated GIs to fight harder or flee sooner remained an open question.8

Behind the dispatch of reinforcements, the United States had embarked upon a large-scale general mobilization. The authorized strength of the army was increased by 200,000, and the other services received comparable increases in strength. Ships were brought out of reserve, and the air force received ten more combat wings. On July 27, Congress approved an extension of all armed forces enlistments for one year. Draft calls were increased. Beginning in early August, over one hundred reserve and National Guard units, including four National Guard divisions, were mobilized. During the first two weeks of August, thousands of individual members of the army, air force, Marines, and navy reserve, including virtually all officers, were called up for active duty. By the end of summer in 1950, more than 200,000 surprised, bewildered, and resentful reservists and National Guardsmen found themselves back in uniform.

Two days after the Marine Brigade arrived in Korea, the battles for the Pusan Perimeter began. Over the next six weeks, Walker constantly shifted and juggled his forces as the North Koreans launched successive and sometimes simultaneous attacks all around the perimeter, most aimed at the key cities of P’ohang-dong and Taegu, whose capture would open the way to the final conquest of Pusan.

Strangely enough, the battle for Pusan actually began with an American offensive, the first of the war. General Walker was alarmed by the threat posed in the far southwestern sector of the perimeter by the Sixth KPA Division, deployed on the west side of the Naktong around the city of Chinju. He formed a powerful striking force called “Task Force Kean” under Major General William B. Kean to preempt the Sixth Division’s attack. The task force included most of the Twenty-Fifth Division, the Fifth Regimental Combat Team, and the Marine Brigade, in addition to two tank battalions and supporting artillery. The task force, numbering over 20,000, was to attack toward Chinju, on the far side of the Naktong, strike the Sixth KPA Division, and force the North Koreans, who were preparing for attacks on more critical sectors of the Pusan Perimeter, to divert their efforts toward helping the Sixth Division.

The offensive was to proceed along three routes that ran west through the mountainous terrain that led toward Chinju. The Thirty-Fifth Infantry would spearhead an attack along the main road to seize the Chinju Pass. South of them, the Fifth Regimental Combat Team would advance toward the important Mochun-ni road and rail juncture. The Fifth Marines would follow the Fifth RCT’s advance as far as the road juncture, then turn further south and attack along the coast road that paralleled the Gulf of Masan. The Twenty-Fifth Division’s Twenty-Fourth Regiment, stationed in the area of the Sobaek Mountains, a southwest spur of the Taebaeks—one of the highest mountain masses in Korea—was to guard the rear of the advance. The problem was that units of the North Korean Sixth Division had already occupied some of this key mountain terrain as they advanced east on their own offensive.

Task Force Kean could never manage to completely clear these rugged hill positions where jagged peaks sometimes rose to 4,700 feet. “Mt. Sobuk [the Sobaek mountains] scared me to death,” recalled Corporal Vincent G. Houton of the Fifth RCT.9

At first things went well. The Fifth RCT’s Second Battalion, Thirty-Fifth Infantry, following the northernmost route of advance, ran into a force of about five hundred North Koreans accompanied by self-propelled guns. In a five-hour firefight, the Second Battalion, aided by air strikes, drove the enemy from the high ground and continued its advance. By the end of the day the battalion had inflicted over three hundred casualties on the enemy, destroyed tanks and trucks, and even captured a command post complete with radios and documents.10

The Second Battalion’s advance was soon halted, however, because the other units of Task Force Kean had become engaged with North Korean troops in the mountainous areas around Sobuk-san. There the KPA employed their usual practices of infiltration, night attacks, and ambushes, although this time against better-armed troops with air support who were willing to fight it out. The result was a series of protracted, bloody hill fights fought in temperatures sometimes exceeding one hundred degrees. “A lot of guys went down with heat stroke,” recalled one Marine. “They gave us salt tablets but it seemed like the salt would come right out of you. It would crystallize on your forearms and face like a thick crust.”11 In one firefight, heat prostration cases among the Marines of First Battalion, Fifth Marines were six times the number of casualties inflicted by the enemy.12

By August 9, the Fifth Marines had been relieved by army troops and were able to begin their advance, looping south and west along a road paralleling a finger of Masan Bay toward Sacheon and Chinju. They were accompanied by F4U Corsair fighter bombers of the First Marine Air Wing flying from two small escort carriers off the coast near Pusan. The heat continued to cause problems, but the Marines advanced rapidly, prompting one enthusiastic correspondent to report that the Marines were in pursuit of an enemy that had been routed.13

On August 11, the Marines scored their greatest success . . . by accident. As the lead Marine battalion neared the town of Kosong, its supporting artillery opened fire on the area west of the town in preparation for an attack. The shells fell on the camouflaged positions of the KPA Eighty-Third Motorized Rifle Regiment, which had been lying in wait for the Americans. Thinking that their position had been discovered, the regiment, with its jeeps, trucks, and motorcycles, quickly withdrew down the road toward Chinju. A flight of four Corsairs, on reconnaissance for the Fifth Marines, spotted the long column of over two hundred vehicles on the open road.

The Corsairs roared down on the North Koreans in a low-level strafing attack along the entire length of the column. “The column telescoped to a grinding halt and vehicles took off in every direction. They crashed into each other, bounced into ditches and tried for cover on the hillsides while the troops scattered for concealment.” The Marine fighters then returned to rocket the stalled and wrecked vehicles. Another attack by a second flight of Corsairs and Air Force F-51s added to the destruction. When the Fifth Marines reached the scene a few hours later, they found the road littered with the wreckage of more than fifty destroyed jeeps and trucks, and over forty motorcycles.14 A few vehicles had been abandoned still intact, and some Marines took turns trying out the motorcycles and sidecars.15

The following day the Marines advanced to within three-and-one-half miles of the town of Sacheon, the last barrier before Chinju. At the village of Changchon, where the road passed between two hill masses, the North Koreans had laid a well-positioned ambush. The KPA’s plan was to allow an entire battalion of Marines to enter the narrow defile before springing the ambush.

On this occasion, however, the addition of new recruits to the KPA proved a fatal weakness. One or more nervous North Korean soldiers opened fire on a reconnaissance patrol from First Battalion, Fifth Marines, prematurely revealing the presence of North Korean troops on the high ground on both sides of the road. The Marines deployed to seize the hills, closely supported by Corsairs that delivered devastating strikes against North Korean positions. Nevertheless, it took two days of costly fighting to clear the hills, and in the course of the battle, Brigadier General Edward Craig, the brigade commander, received orders to send a battalion back to the mountains of the central route where the Fifth Regimental Combat team was in danger of being cut off.

When the Marines had begun their swing to the south, the Fifth RCT had launched its attack along the center route toward the Muchon-ni junction. On August 10, the Second Battalion of the Fifth RCT, accompanied by C Battery of the 555th Artillery, had pushed through a pass west of the village of Pongam to link up with the Thirty-Fifth Infantry moving down from the north for the final offensive against Sacheon.

Specialist 4 Gene E. McClure remembered the attack through the Pongam Pass. “A withering small arms fire from rifle and machine gun weapons swept the convoy from the hills and both sides of the road. This was one of the heaviest walls of small arms fire I was to pass through during the war. We would ride the vehicles a couple of hundred yards, stop, and pile out and into one of the roadside ditches. Then, when the vehicles started to move again, we would run and jump back onto them, go a little further then repeat the process, suffering casualties every yard of the way.

“We laid down in the beds of our vehicles and stacked anything we could get our hands on to protect us from the small arms fire. . . . I doubt if any vehicle could have went through that fire without being hit. . . . We returned fire into the hills on both sides of the road both when we were moving and when we dismounted but never stopped our forward movement for very long until we cleared the pass, which took an hour for my own truck and three hours for the whole battalion.”

Once clear of the pass, the Second Battalion soon encountered an enemy roadblock. “My battalion along with Battery C smashed our way through this roadblock thinking all the while that we were the vanguard of the entire regiment and that the rest of the 5th RCT was moving along behind. Later our battalion commander discovered that we had run the gauntlet by ourselves and were out there all alone, far in advance of the rest of the regiment.”16

While the Second Battalion was making its way through “Purple Heart Pass,” the main body of the Fifth RCT with the 555th Artillery was fighting off a massive attack on the night of August 10–11 by North Koreans who had occupied hill positions all around the village of Pongam-ni. The units of the Fifth RCT managed to hang on with the help of air strikes, but some units were driven from their position, and at many points the Fifth RCT was broken into isolated pockets hanging on to ridgeline positions. The regiment had no communications with the Second Battalion on the other side of the Pongam Pass.

With his command in this precarious position, the RCT commander, Colonel Godwin Ordway, received orders from General Kean to immediately continue the attack westward. The Twenty-Fourth Infantry, fighting in the hills east of the Fifth RCT, would attack west against the rear of KPA units confronting Ordway. Kean’s plan seemed sound on paper, but in the hilly terrain of the Subak San region an “attack” usually meant an uphill assault against well-concealed and strongly held North Korean positions. Often the “attacking” unit was ambushed or enveloped on its way to the objective or discovered enemy troops in its rear. Nevertheless Kean was under pressure from General Walker to show progress similar to that of the Marines on the coastal road.

Colonel Ordway was convinced that to attempt to execute the orders would be disastrous. He tried to reach General Kean’s headquarters, but communications were down.17 Believing he had no choice, Ordway decided to press on. While he pondered, the KPA attacked again just after midnight on August 12.

The KPA was steadily gaining control of the high ground. Ordway decided to move his supply train and artillery through the pass immediately. The long line of vehicles and artillery was assembled on the road by 4:00 a.m. and ordered to move out. The advance quickly developed into a giant traffic jam. “During the hour or more before daylight no vehicle in Ordway’s range of vision moved more than ten or twenty feet at a time.”18 An ambulance blundered into a ditch and blocked the road. The column ground to a halt.

Soon after daybreak KPA infantry from the hills closed in on the stranded artillery and trucks on the road. They were backed by half a dozen tanks and self-propelled guns firing from close range. The result was a disaster for the Americans. Three of the 555th’s howitzers managed to keep firing for several hours, but without infantry support the field artillery batteries were eventually overrun. Almost all the guns were lost, and about three hundred artillerymen from the two artillery batteries were killed, wounded, or missing in what the GIs would soon label “Bloody Gulch.”19

The debacle at Bloody Gulch had prompted General Kean’s urgent instructions to the Marines to break off their advance and send a battalion toward Pongam. The Twenty-Fourth Infantry was also ordered to move west through the hills to Pongam-ni. The Marines arrived and seized the high ground north of the road and three miles east of Pongam-ni. The following day they secured a hill overlooking the village, but at that point they were ordered to rejoin the rest of the brigade.

The Twenty-Fourth Infantry soon became bogged down in the jagged hills and ravines of the Sobaeks and never reached Pongam-ni. The Twenty-Fourth Infantry, an all-black unit in the still segregated US Army, had already acquired a reputation for incompetence, lack of motivation, and sometimes, downright cowardice. Panics, “bug-outs,” and failures to obey orders had been common among most units committed to the fighting in the first months of the Korean War. Yet while most observers attributed these to the inexperience, poor training, and confusion on the part of the GIs and a lack of effective leadership by their officers, the failings of the Twenty-Fourth Infantry were attributed to the natural ineffectiveness of African Americans as soldiers. They were criticized as timid, afraid of the dark, unwilling to dig foxholes, and lacking the intelligence to handle complicated equipment.

Soldiers and officers of the Eighth Army exchanged stories and complaints about the ineffectiveness and unreliability of the Twenty-Fourth, while little attention was paid to the quality of the regiment’s white officers. It was not until more than forty years later that a lengthy inquiry by the US Army Center of Military History concluded that “tactical incompetence and accumulating failures of leadership were at the root” of the regiment’s problems.20 By the conclusion of the operation, General Kean had lost confidence in the Twenty-Fourth Infantry and wanted it disbanded. Of course, soldiers of the Twenty-Fourth had long since lost confidence in General Kean.21

In any case, Walker and the Eighth Army faced more pressing challenges in mid-August 1950 than problems in one regiment. The Marines had been called back from Pongam and the coast road because new threats were developing all around the perimeter. On the afternoon of August 16, the Eighth Army dissolved Task Force Kean. It had failed to divert even a single North Korean squad from attacks on other parts of the perimeter, and casualties to the units in the task force had been significant, not to mention the loss of entire batteries of artillery at Bloody Gulch.

Nevertheless, the Americans had demonstrated that they could fight toe-to-toe against an elite KPA division and give as good as they got. Moreover, the enemy’s losses were often irretrievable. The 555th Field Artillery’s guns were replaced within five days, but there were no replacements for the Korean People’s Army’s lost guns, tanks, trucks, and motorcycles or for their experienced leaders.22 Being on the offensive, and seizing enemy-held positions and towns, also had a positive effect on American GIs who hitherto had only known delaying actions and withdrawals.23

While Task Force Kean had been fighting in the hills and ravines of the Sobaeks, the sorely tried Twenty-Fourth Division had been subject to massive attack by the elite KPA Fourth or “Seoul Division,” so called because it had been credited with the capture of the South Korean capital. The under-strength American division was responsible for a thirty-four-mile front in the area where the Naktong River turned slightly to the west before resuming its southern course. The KPA’s Fourth Division’s troops crossed the river in this “Naktong Bulge” in the early hours of August 6. A counterattack by the depleted battalions of the Nineteenth and Thirty-Fourth Infantries achieved little. During the following two days and nights, more North Korean troops crossed the Naktong.

The North Koreans pressed on, and by August 7 they had occupied two key hill positions: Obong-ni Ridge near the village of the same name, and a hill mass called the Cloverleaf because of its peculiar shape. Between these two hills ran the main American supply road stretching back five miles to the village of Yongsan and then beyond it to the town of Miryang.

The Second Infantry Division, which had just disembarked at Pusan on the morning of August 8, was ordered to send its Ninth Infantry Regiment to reinforce the hard-pressed Twenty-Fourth Division. Colonel John G. Hill, the Ninth Regiment’s commander, immediately left Pusan to confer with Major General John H. Church, the Twenty-Fourth Division commander. The North Koreans had “busted right through” the Twenty-Fourth Division, Church told Hill, directing him to “attack at once” and push the KPA troops back to the Naktong. Hill pointed out that his men had been in Korea less than two days and had marched all night from Pusan. They needed some time to prepare. Church gave him an extra hour.24

In the intense heat of late afternoon, two battalions of the Ninth Infantry attacked to retake the Cloverleaf and Obong-ni Ridges. They were able to capture portions of each ridge but were driven off during the night. When the battalions attempted to advance the following day, they ran straight into a KPA counterattack and suffered heavy casualties. An all-out attack by the Ninth Infantry battalions, reinforced by the surviving battalions of the Twenty-Fourth Division the following afternoon, soon petered out. Meanwhile the KPA’s Fourth Division’s strength on the east side of the Naktong continued to grow, facilitated by an underwater bridge.

Employed extensively by the Soviets in World War II, underwater bridges of timber, sandbags, and rocks were built about a foot below water but still high enough for heavy vehicles to pass over without damage other than mud and spray from the river. Even in daylight, they were difficult to spot from the air.25 By August 10, the KPA Fourth Division had almost its entire strength on the east side of the Nahktong, together with trucks, artillery, and mortars.

While General Church had been preoccupied with his fruitless counterattacks, North Korean troops had penetrated the southern end of the American line and swung north behind Church’s forces. By August 10, the KPA troops were closing in on the village of Yongsan, eight miles east of the Naktong River. They also established a roadblock south of the village to stop reinforcements from the south. Yongsan sat astride the road east to the city of Miryang, through which ran the main road and railway between Taegu and Pusan.

With Yongsan under artillery fire and subject to repeated assaults by the KPA, Miryang appeared in imminent danger. General Walker decided that he had to reinforce the Naktong Bulge sector even though other areas of the perimeter were also under heavy assault. He ordered two battalions of his best regiment, the Twenty-Seventh Infantry, “The Wolfhounds,” under the redoubtable Colonel John H. “Mike” Michaelis, to attack and clear the roadblock to the south of Yongsan. He also ordered another regiment from the newly arrived Second Division, the Twenty-Third Infantry, to help relieve Yongsan. After hard fighting, the two Wolfhound battalions broke the roadblock and entered Yongsan on August 13, followed by a battalion of the Twenty-Third Infantry.

Yongsan had been “saved” and the threat to the Eighth Army’s communications eliminated, but the Fourth KPA Division still held its positions on Obong-ni Ridge and Cloverleaf Hill. To deal with this threat, Walker committed the Marine Brigade, newly withdrawn from Operation Kean, to help retake the high ground. The brigade arrived at its bivouac area near Miryang on August 15. There the Marines were able to bathe in a nearby stream and received their first hot meal. Their respite was brief. The following morning the Marines boarded trucks headed for the Obong-ni ridgeline.

“Air Strikes and artillery had pounded those ridges until they were bare of vegetation but the North Koreans were still there when we jumped off,” recalled Private First Class Arnold Winter. “It was straight uphill. No cover. The volume of fire was terrific. They were pouring everything they had into us. Guys were cursing and yelling and dropping all around me . . . but we kept going and pushed right up to the top. . . . It wasn’t necessary to dig in. The foxholes were already there. We’d move in and spend the night among hundreds of corpses. Some would be ours but most would be theirs.”26

The North Koreans fought as stubbornly and skillfully as ever. Yet now they faced an equally determined, and more formidably armed, opponent. At one point in the battle, when the First Battalion, Fifth Marines and the Ninth Infantry were attacking the Cloverleaf, four North Korean tanks intervened. They were met by three American Pershings, two 3.5-inch rocket launcher teams, and two 75 mm recoilless rifles firing armor-piercing shells, and strafed by three air force fighters. All four tanks were destroyed before they reached their objective.27

The KPA’s supply problems had also become insurmountable. The Fourth Division had managed to cross the Naktong, but food, ammunition, and medicine could not so easily follow in the face of UN air attacks. The North Koreans defending Obong-ni had already been cut off from their ammunition supply for three days before the American assaults even began. Medical supplies were few and the wounded were dying in large numbers.28

After three days of hard fighting, the Marines and units of the Twenty-Fourth Division recaptured Obong-ni and pushed the KPA Fourth Division back across the Naktong.

Casualties among the Marines and Twenty-Fourth Division had been heavy. Two companies of the Fifth Marines, totaling 240 men, had lost 142 killed or wounded on the first day of fighting for the ridgeline.29 But the KPA Fourth Division had been decimated: half of its personnel had been killed or captured, and the survivors were fleeing west across the Naktong. Almost all of its tanks and big guns as well as thousands of rifles and automatic weapons had been lost in the battle or abandoned. The vaunted “Seoul Division” was effectively out of the war.30

The battles in the Naktong Bulge had ended in a clear American victory, but no one was celebrating. Elsewhere around the perimeter, the North Koreans had launched two simultaneous offensives against other points along the Pusan Perimeter. While the Twenty-Fourth Infantry Division and the Marine Brigade had been pushing back the KPA Fourth Division, an even more dangerous situation had developed in the rugged hills that formed the northeastern corner of the perimeter near the large city of Taegu, the temporary South Korean capital.

In this mountainous area bordering the Sea of Japan, the KPA Twelfth Division worked its way through the rugged terrain and cut off the defending ROK Third Division. The Far East Air Force abruptly evacuated its two fighter squadrons from nearby Yonil Airbase, much to the fury of Walker and MacArthur. The airfield had not come under fire and was defended by American infantry and tanks.31

The ROK Third Division fought its way to the port town of P’ohang-dong, where KMAG (Korea Military Advisory Group) Advisors were able to organize an evacuation by LSTs covered by other US Navy warships and aircraft. P’ohang-dong fell to the North Koreans, but their troops, who had been obliged to leave their artillery in the mountains and were short of food, found themselves steadily pushed into the hills by the reformed Twelfth ROK Division with American air and naval support. P’ohang-dong changed hands again, and the North Koreans gradually withdrew back into the mountains.

In the northwest corner of the perimeter, the KPA Thirteenth Division and other units had crossed the Naktong and were pushing south along the road to Taegu. This road ran for some distance in almost a straight line through a narrow valley bordered by high mountains, an area the Americans would later call “the bowling alley.”

On the road and on the high hills above, Brigadier General Paik Sun-yup’s First ROK Division confronted the North Koreans. By now, the First Division was a seasoned force. A number of experienced soldiers scattered by the initial North Korean offensive in June had since rejoined the unit. Its troops no longer battled T-34 tanks with grenades and improvised bombs but with 3.5-inch rocket launcher teams. Paik’s ability to speak some English and his exploits on the battlefield had already won him respect among the Americans, and he had an able advisory team that included a future air force general as air liaison officer and a completely bilingual US Army officer as interpreter.32

General Paik set up his defensive positions on the high ground overlooking the road near the village of Tabu-dong and called for reinforcements. General Walker responded by dispatching the Twenty-Seventh Infantry with attached artillery and tanks on August 18 to stop the North Korean advance, which was now only thirteen miles from Taegu.

The 700,000 residents of Taegu could hear the sound of frequent artillery fire. Ambassador Muccio suggested to Rhee that he move his government to Jeju-do, out of reach of North Korean land forces. Rhee produced his pistol. “I am going to use this gun to shoot my wife when the enemy appears,” he told the startled ambassador. “Then I’ll use the last bullet on myself. We have no intention of moving our government out of the land.” A few days later, after formally celebrating Korean “Liberation Day” on August 15 together with his cabinet, members of the Assembly and the diplomatic corps, Rhee reluctantly agreed to fly out to Pusan.33

During the ensuing week, from August 18 to 26, the Twenty-Seventh Infantry and the ROK First Division destroyed the attacking North Koreans. The battle was characterized by a successive series of North Korean night attacks by the KPA units on the South Koreans holding the hills, and the American defense of the road. The results were a stark contrast to the forlorn American defensive battles of the previous month. North Korean artillery and mortars would fire a heavy preparation for attack. Then the infantry would advance, supported by a handful of T-34s and self-propelled guns. They would be met by American tanks, artillery fire, and 3.5-inch rocket launcher teams.

American aircraft roamed the skies in daylight hours, directed at enemy targets by a much improved army–air force air controller system. The Americans also sowed the narrow valley road with mines, forcing the tanks to halt while infantry searched for the mines. American artillery and mortars, presighted on the approach, would illuminate the enemy with flares and blast away at the immobilized attackers.34

While the Twenty-Seventh Infantry fought to hold the valley road, the ROK First Division met the North Korean attacks in the high hills on either side. When the Americans occasionally complained that the ROK troops had not made a strong enough effort, General Paik acidly replied that he would be happy to defend the valley with all the American tank and artillery support, and have the Twenty-Seventh Infantry fight in the hills with only infantry weapons, as did the ROK.35

The greatest North Korean effort began just before midnight on February 21. Nineteen tanks and self-propelled guns supported an attack by the entire Thirteenth KPA division against the Twenty-Seventh Infantry’s positions in the valley. “The enemy T-34 tanks fired armor-piercing shells straight up the road toward the American positions, hoping to knock out the American tanks.” To the men of one company of the Twenty-Seventh Infantry, “The balls of fire hurtling through the night and the reverberations of the gun reports appeared to the men witnessing and listening to the wild scene like bowling balls streaking down an alley.”

Despite their awesome display, the five-hour “Battle of the Bowling Alley” proved fatal to the KPA Thirteenth Division. The American tanks and antitank guns held their fire until enemy armored vehicles had closed to only a few hundred yards, and then opened a devastating fire that quickly knocked out almost a dozen tanks. The Twenty-Seventh’s supporting 105 mm howitzers and heavy mortars fired almost three thousand rounds into the advancing North Korean infantry. Prisoners captured the following day estimated that only one-quarter of the men in their units still remained to fight. A final desperate attack by two companies of KPA troops with a handful of tanks was easily broken up.36

A lull settled over the peninsula battlefields after August 21 while the North Koreans attempted to resupply, reinforce, and reorganize their forces for a final effort. Intercepted messages revealed orders for massive amounts of ammunition as well as river-crossing equipment and detailed maps of the Taegu area.37

Reinforcements brought the NKPA’s total strength to almost 100,000, though many of the infantry replacements were poorly trained or untrained new recruits, many of whom had been conscripted in South Korea and hurriedly sent south to fill out the KPA divisions. Some even lacked rifles. More than eighty new T-34 tanks from the Soviet Union had arrived in Pyongyang in the last week of August and were sent south by trains that moved only at night. By the end of August, the North Korean forces were ready for their final throw of the dice: a coordinated simultaneous offensive all around the Pusan Peninsula.38

The final North Korean offensive against the perimeter surpassed even the previous battles for desperate, sustained, and bloody fighting. At first the North Koreans appeared about to finally achieve the successes that had eluded them in previous efforts. During the initial days of the offensive, the KPA made penetrations all around the perimeter. On September 1, two KPA divisions crossed the Naktong; they captured the critical high ground of the much fought-over Cloverleaf Hill and Obong-ni Ridge and once again threatened Yongsan and the main rail and road routes to Pusan. The Second Division was split in two. In the Northeast, the NKPA captured P’ohang-dong, and the First Cavalry Division was pushed back almost to Taegu.

Throughout the battle, General Walker was constantly on the move around the Pusan Perimeter, checking positions and conferring with his commanders. He traveled by light, single engine liaison plane or in an armored jeep. The jeep was equipped with a special iron bar that served as a handhold for the general, enabling him to stand and observe even while the jeep was bouncing over the primitive roads and trails of the perimeter. In this position he could be easily seen by his troops—as well as by North Korean snipers. He carried a repeating shotgun, because as he told a fellow general, “[T]hese Bastards are not going to ambush me.”39

“When we’d fly the front every morning to look at the enemy and our own troop deployments, we’d fly very, very low, sometimes only fifty feet up,” recalled the pilot of his light plane. “He had no fear whatsoever of ground fire. It meant nothing to him. . . . When he saw troops bugging out, he’d get me to chop the throttle. We’d glide down over them and he’d yell out the door: ‘Stop where you are! You’re not under attack. You’ve got a good defensive position. Hold it!’”40

By September 5 the situation appeared so dire that General Walker briefly considered pulling all Eighth Army forces back behind a previously planned but only partially prepared position called the Davidson Line. His operations officer, Colonel John Dabney, reluctantly advised against it, pointing out that previous big penetrations by the KPA had eventually run out of steam. After several hours’ consideration, the general made his decision: Eighth Army would not withdraw and neither would Walker, who remained with his staff at Taegu although most of Eighth Army Headquarters and ROK Army Headquarters moved to Pusan.41

Over the next ten days, Eighth Army soldiers and Marines, joined on September 4 by the British Twenty-Seventh Brigade from Hong Kong, fought the North Koreans to mutual exhaustion in a series of brutal battles that resulted in heavy losses to the UN forces and catastrophic losses to the KPA. American casualties totaled about 4,600 killed and almost 13,000 wounded. The South Korean Army and paramilitary forces lost about 40,000. North Korean casualties were unknown, but the army’s official history estimates that the attacking forces lost at least one-third of their strength in the final offensives. Of the 97,000 North Korean soldiers who had massed for the September attacks against Pusan, only an estimated 25,000–30,000 ever returned alive to North Korea.42

Surveying the wreckage and the grim toll of the September perimeter battles, few if any of the dazed and exhausted American and South Korean combatants would have recognized that they and General Walker had accomplished one of the great feats of arms in American military history. Walker was an uncharacteristic military hero. “He was not an impressive individual,” recalled his personal pilot. “His chest had slipped, he was pudgy. He didn’t talk much. No chitchat. But he was a great man. A fighter. A fundamental fighter.”43 The press gave Walker few kudos; he was taciturn and irascible, the very opposite in personal appearance, style, and demeanor of MacArthur or of his old boss General Patton.

Yet whatever Walker’s shortcomings in charisma and interpersonal relations, it is doubtful that the American project in Korea could have succeeded without him. The internationally respected British military historian, Sir Max Hastings, never one to lavish excess praise on American generals, wrote of Walker: “[He] would be remembered for bringing to the battle for the Pusan Perimeter the qualities that made its survival possible: ruthless dynamism, speed of response, dogged determination. He was leading one of the least professional, least motivated armies America had ever put in the field. Even many of its higher commanders seemed afflicted by bugout fever, a chronic yearning to escape from Korea and leave the thankless peninsula to its inhabitants. Walker kept his men at their business by sheer relentless hounding, goading, driving, with the support of a handful of exceptional officers and units whose competence decided the day.”44
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“I Shall Crush Them”

During the final days of the battle for the Pusan Perimeter, General Walker spent almost as much time worrying that General MacArthur might withdraw the Marine Brigade as he did about meeting North Korean attacks and probes. Since the arrival of the first US combat troops in Korea at the beginning of July, MacArthur had been planning a surprise amphibious assault at the port of Inchon, on the east coast of Korea only about twenty miles from Seoul. Such an attack would hit the rear of the North Korean forces in the South and sever their supply lines. For this operation, initially labeled “Blue Hearts,” MacArthur would require an entire Marine division plus at least one army division.

MacArthur notified the Joint Chiefs of Staff of his plans for an amphibious assault on July 23, even before he had received the chief’s reluctant approval for two more Marine regiments to join his command. Together with the Marines already fighting at Pusan, the added two would comprise a full division, the First Marine Division, under Major General Oliver P. Smith. The other assault division, the Seventh Infantry under Major General David Barr, was already part of MacArthur’s occupation force in Japan, but it had lost many of its troops as replacements for the forces already in Korea. By the time of the Inchon operation, nine thousand of the division’s soldiers were actually Korean youth sent to Japan to be trained and integrated into the unit. This practice, called “Korean Augmentation to the U.S. Army” (KATUSA), would later be adopted by other American divisions as well.1

The KATUSA program had begun in August 1950 as an emergency measure to quickly increase the troop strength of the American divisions fighting at Pusan.2 The Korean soldiers in the program were legally a part of the Republic of Korea armed forces, but they received US rations and equipment. South Korean police, using press-gang methods, had conscripted a good number of the Seventh Infantry Division’s KATUSA recruits directly from the streets of Taegu and Pusan.

“In the contingents shipped to Japan schoolboys still had their school books, one recruit who had left home to obtain medicine for his wife still had the medicine with him. . . . Their clothing ranged from business suits to shirts and shorts or shorts only. The majority wore sandals or cloth shoes. They were civilians—stunned, confused and exhausted. Only a few could speak English.”3

The one piece of good luck experienced by the initial KATUSA drafts sent to Japan was that experienced training sergeants who had also just arrived in Japan from the Infantry School at Fort Benning and the Artillery School at Fort Sill administered their training program. Consequently, while the Seventh Division’s KATUSAs entered the military in a condition of trepidation and bewilderment, they entered combat with at least a modicum of understanding and competence.

Later contingents of Koreans conscripted into the KATUSA program were less fortunate. “They simply had not had time to become soldiers,” recalled Captain Robert K. Sawyer, a former platoon leader in the Twenty-Fifth Division. “I used them for little more than carrying ammunition and rations. On the occasions I had to use them for fighting I spread my GIs around and prayed that nothing of consequence would happen.”4

As the war continued, American evaluations of the KATUSAs became more favorable. A soldier with the Seventh Cavalry considered them “very effective as they knew the land and the people. We considered them the same as us. They were treated like our own troops.”5 Staff Sergeant Alfred Austin recalled, “They were good as interpreters. I had them in my squad. They performed pretty well and we got along well.”6 The 555th Artillery established its own informal language school for its KATUSAs. They were very effective soldiers, recalled Sergeant John J. Balek. “How you treated them was how they treated you.”7

MacArthur was supremely confident in his Inchon plan. During World War II, he had made an amphibious leap of over four hundred miles to land at Hollandia in eastern New Guinea, bypassing thousands of Japanese troops and speeding up the pace of the entire campaign in the Southwest Pacific. Other generals, such as Army Chief of Staff J. Lawton Collins and JCS Chairman Omar Bradley, who had fought in the European Theater, had different memories about other amphibious leaps, like the disastrous British-Canadian raid on the French port of Dieppe in 1942 and the costly and disappointing Allied landing at Anzio in Italy in 1944. Bradley had told a congressional committee in 1949 that there would likely never be another large-scale amphibious landing.

The navy and Marines shrugged off such sweeping prophesies. They knew they could do the job; but they were also intimately familiar with all of the complexities and hazards of assault landings. Rear Admiral James Doyle, who would command the amphibious task force, and General Smith had more than a few misgivings about Inchon. “We drew up a list of every natural and geographic handicap and Inchon had all of them,” recalled one of Admiral Doyle’s planning officers.8 Inchon was a major port city with no proper beaches; any landing force would have to breach its seawall. Its harbor was guarded by the small island of Wolmi-do, which would have to be captured first. The approaches to the harbor were narrow and treacherous, with fast and varying currents, and these approaches might be mined.

Inchon’s tides were a nightmare, varying by as much as thirty-two feet. There was only one day in September and one in October when the tide would be high enough to float the amphibious craft that would carry the assault troops to the city’s seawalls and piers. MacArthur chose the earlier date, September 15. On this date the tide tables determined that once Wolmi-do had been secured in the morning, the main attack on Inchon would have to take place only two hours before sunset.

While they wrestled with these difficulties, Doyle and Smith were surprised to learn that MacArthur had designated his chief of staff, Major General Edward N. Almond, as commander of Tenth Corps and thus overall commander for the Inchon operation, now called “Chromite.” While in command of Tenth Corps, Almond would retain his position as MacArthur’s chief of staff, an almost unheard of arrangement in the US armed forces.

Almond had been a lackluster division commander in the Italian theater, and was slated for a backwater job at war’s end when he managed to wangle the post of assistant chief of staff for personnel at MacArthur’s Headquarters. There, among the mediocrities and placeholders of the Tokyo staff, Almond’s dim bulb shone brightly. He had, a fellow officer recalled, “an instinctive knack of ingratiation.”9 Like Willoughby, he was slavishly loyal and obedient to MacArthur, hard driving, arrogant, and contemptuous toward everyone else.

Almond and his staff knew nothing about amphibious operations, but he felt no inhibitions about trying to hustle Doyle and Smith into unquestioningly following the demands of “the Great One.” When Admiral Doyle prepared a brief for General MacArthur on the many technical problems of the landing, Almond dismissed him with the observation that “the general is not interested in details.” “He must be made aware of the details,” Doyle snapped.10

Other navy and Marine Corps experts questioned the choice of Inchon. General Lemuel E. Shepherd, Fleet Marine Force Pacific commander, and his operations officer, Colonel Victor H. Krulak, favored a landing at a coastal strip on Asan Bay called Poseung-Myun. The site was less than thirty miles from Seoul, and had a real beach and less severe tidal problems than Inchon. Major roads linked it to the capital. Most important, Poseung-Myun was completely undefended.11

Many other senior officers, including General Walker and Chief of Naval Operations Admiral Forrest Sherman, favored a landing at Kunsan, much closer to Pusan. Army Chief of Staff General J. Lawton Collins, who had commanded the Seventh Corps at Utah Beach in the Normandy landings, was also unimpressed with the idea of Almond as MacArthur’s lion of amphibious warfare.

The controversy came to a head on August 23 in a meeting at MacArthur’s Tokyo headquarters. General Collins, chief of naval operations, Admiral Forrest Sherman, and Air Force Deputy Chief of Staff for Operations General Idwal Edwards, representing the Joint Chiefs, had flown out from Washington “to find out what exactly the plans were,” as General Collins put it.12

The high-ranking guests, along with Admiral Doyle and senior members of MacArthur’s staff, met in the paneled conference room on the sixth floor of MacArthur’s headquarters in the Dai Ichi Building. Both General Smith and General Shepherd had been carefully excluded from the meeting by Almond.

In the opening portion of the meeting, Admiral Doyle’s staff provided a detailed briefing, running almost an hour and a half, concerning the requirements and hazards of the proposed landing. At the conclusion of the briefing, Admiral Doyle rose and addressed MacArthur, “General, I have not been asked, nor have I volunteered my opinion about this landing. If I were asked however the best I can say is that Inchon is not impossible.”13 General Collins then suggested a reconsideration of Kunsan or Poseung-Myun.

Finally MacArthur rose to speak. He spoke without notes for forty-five minutes. Although there was some disagreement among his auditors about what was said, there was unanimous agreement that it was a dramatic, spellbinding performance. “If MacArthur had gone on stage,” declared Admiral Doyle, “you never would have heard of John Barrymore.”

MacArthur acknowledged the grave risks and difficulties of the operation but emphasized that it was the only way to fully employ the power of an amphibious attack to win a decisive victory. “The Navy,” he declared, staring directly at Admiral Sherman, “has never let me down in the past and it will not let me down this time.”

Alluding to British general James Wolfe’s successful surprise assault on the heights of Quebec in the French and Indian War, he observed that, like the French in the eighteenth century, the North Koreans would never expect an attack at Inchon because they believed it to be impossible. It was a 5,000 to 1 gamble, the general observed, “but I am used to taking such odds. We shall land at Inchon and I shall crush them.”

“I wish,” Admiral Sherman observed the following day, “I had that man’s confidence.” Returning to Washington, Collins and Sherman briefed the other chiefs on MacArthur’s Inchon plan. On July 28, with doubts still unresolved, they tepidly radioed MacArthur of their approval of “making preparations” for a landing at Inchon or “at a favorable beach south of Inchon” or at Kunsan. They also directed MacArthur to provide them with “timely information as to your intentions and plans for offensive operations.”14

One week later, having heard nothing further from Tokyo, they reminded MacArthur of their desire to know about his plans for the amphibious operation. The general replied that he would send an officer courier to Washington with a detailed briefing. D-Day at Inchon was set for September 15.

On September 7, the Chiefs nervously pointed out to MacArthur that there were almost no remaining active army forces left in the United States. The newly mobilized National Guard Divisions would require at least four months to be ready for combat in Korea. Should Inchon fail, there would be no more reinforcements to be sent. A disaster at Inchon would imperil the entire UN military effort in Korea.15 In reply, MacArthur impatiently reiterated his arguments for Inchon as the only course of action that could lead to victory and assured them, “I, and all of my commanders and staff officers without exception are enthusiastic and confident of the success of the enveloping operation.”16

Those feelings of confidence and enthusiasm may have been somewhat fainter aboard the ships of Admiral Doyle’s Task Force 90 making its way toward Inchon through forty-foot waves and ninety-miles-per-hour winds. With his thirty-five years of experience at sea, Doyle was confident he could skirt the worst of the two typhoons in the area, but Marines of the First Marine Regiment, crammed into bunks stacked four high and well below the waterline, did not enjoy the ride. MacArthur, accompanying the invasion fleet aboard Admiral Doyle’s flagship, Mount McKinley, was also seasick. “We were rolling handsomely,” recalled Doyle. “After thirty minutes the order came from General MacArthur to the effect, couldn’t course be changed to eliminate the rolling?” The captain changed course slightly, “[B]ut knowing he had an appointment at Inchon, soon changed back to the uncomfortable course.”17 MacArthur disappeared into his cabin and was not seen until the next morning.

If the First Marines were feeling a bit queasy after the storm, that did not apply to their commanding officer, Colonel Lewis B. “Chesty” Puller. The recipient of four Navy Crosses, and already a legend in the Corps, Puller had commanded the First Marines before, in the hellish fighting on Pelelieu in 1944 that resulted in over 1,700 casualties among the regiment’s 3,300 men.18 General Smith had also been at Pelelieu, which likely explained his jaundiced view of those in Tokyo who talked of quick and easy victories.

Like Smith, Puller expected heavy fighting, but he was not a worrier. “We’ll find out what’s on the beach when we get there,” he told his Marines. “There’s too much damn pessimism in this regiment. Most times, professional soldiers have to wait twenty-five years or more for a war but here we are with only five years wait for this one. We’re going to work at our trade for a little while. . . . Good luck. I’ll see you ashore.”19 Despite his pugnacious reputation, Puller was extremely popular with enlisted Marines, and his tough rhetoric actually seemed to increase confidence. “He gave us pride in some way I can’t describe,” recalled a junior officer.20

The other major component of the landing force, the Fifth Marines, had been in continuous combat in the Pusan Perimeter until eight days before their embarkation at Masan to join the invasion force. General Walker had been appalled at losing one of his most effective units to the Inchon operation while the issue of the Pusan battles appeared still in doubt. In answer to his frantic protests, MacArthur’s headquarters promised that as a replacement for the Marines, a regiment of the Seventh Infantry Division would remain aboard transports at sea off Pusan as a floating reserve until it was time for them to move to Inchon as part of the second wave.

Still battling the NKPA’s final attacks on the perimeter, the Marines had been relieved by army troops at midnight on September 5. Then they marched four miles through mud and pouring rain to trucks in the rear that transported them to the port. “We heard a lot of scuttlebutt about where we were going,” recalled Private First Class Doug Koch. “Lots and lots of names. The North Koreans had to know we were going somewhere.”21

While the Fifth Marines were departing Masan, British and American cruisers and destroyers had been bombarding Wolmi-Do and Inchon, which had already been bombed by AD-4 Sky Raider attack planes from the carrier Valley Forge. The destroyers closed to within 1,300 yards of Wolmi-do and opened fire with their five-inch guns. In the island battles of World War II, the Japanese had learned not to reveal their gun positions to the attacking Americans by opening fire before landing operations actually began.

The North Koreans were both less experienced and less canny than the Japanese. After a few minutes, the red and gold flashes of coast defense guns illuminated the green landscape of Wolmi-do. After an hour of trading fire with the island guns, the destroyers withdrew. Next, heavy cruisers Rochester and Toledo, together with the British light cruisers HMS Jamaica and HMS Kenya, moved in and fired repeated salvos of six- and eight-inch shells at the North Korean batteries whose crews had helpfully exposed their positions during their duel with the destroyers. The bombardment group and aircraft returned the following day, and the next. By late afternoon on September 14, Wolmi-do had become “a pile of steaming rubble and glowing wood fragments and the Inchon port area lay under a pall of smoke and dust.”22

MacArthur’s prediction had proven correct: Operation Chromite found the North Koreans completely unprepared for the massive seaborne assault, but not, as the general believed, because they thought it impossible. The Chinese had been following military developments in Korea carefully and paying close attention to MacArthur’s style of warfare, as illustrated by his campaigns during World War II, particularly his long experience in, and frequent use of, amphibious warfare. By mid-August Zhou Enlai’s special assistant for military affairs, Lei Yingfu, had advised Zhou and Mao that the Americans were preparing for an amphibious landing and that Inchon was by far the most likely site.

Mao agreed and warned Kim Il Sung’s personal representative in Beijing that “the United States is a real tiger capable of eating human flesh. . . .” Kim Il Sung should “begin preparations for possible U.S. amphibious attacks immediately.”23 Japanese Communist spies in Japan also confirmed that Inchon was the target for a future American attack.24 Kim remained unmoved by these warnings. A week before the American attack began, he told the Chinese ambassador in Pyongyang, “we estimate that presently a U.S. counterattack is not possible; they do not possess sufficient troop support and therefore a landing at one of our ports would be difficult.”25

Thanks to Kim’s complacency, Inchon was defended only by about 2,500 men on the morning of September 15 when Lieutenant Colonel Robert Taplet’s Third Battalion, Fifth Marines landed on Wolmi-do supported by naval bombardment, rocket fire from converted landing craft, and air support so close that empty machine gun shells from the attacking Corsairs sometimes fell on the Marines.26

Colonel Taplet’s men, many of them veterans of the Pusan battles, encountered only scattered resistance. Bulldozers from a tank platoon that had come ashore with the first two companies headed for the remaining enemy cave emplacements. Covered by the tank and rifle fire, they moved from cave to cave, burying any defenders who refused to surrender. At 8:00 a.m., less than two hours after the first landing craft had touched down, Taplet reported, “Wolmi-do secured.”

Aboard Mount McKinley, MacArthur, recovered from his seasickness, was now “seated in the Admiral’s chair with his old Bataan Cap with its tarnished gold braid and a leather jacket on.” As reports of success at Wolmi-do were received, MacArthur turned to Doyle, “Say to the Fleet, ‘The Navy and Marines have never shone more brightly than this morning.’”27

The evening attack on Inchon itself by the remaining two battalions of the Fifth Marines under Lieutenant Colonel Raymond L. Murray, who had fought with distinction at Pusan, began at 5:30. Inchon’s peculiar tides would be at the right depth for only four hours. Successive assault waves of landing craft, six abreast, departing at two-minute intervals, carried the Marines to their objective, Red Beach, the industrial area protected by a seawall just north of the causeway joining Inchon to Wolmi-do. That first phase of the landing had to be completed within one hour. After that, LSTs, large amphibious ships capable of carrying tanks, trucks, artillery, and masses of supplies right to the edge of land, would move in at the height of the tide. They would unload and remain beached until the next high tide arrived the following day.

Heading in toward the shore, Marguerite Higgins, who accompanied the First Battalion, Fifth Marines, saw “a rocket hit a round oil tower and big, ugly smoke rings billowed up. The dockside buildings were brilliant with flames, through the haze it looked as if the whole city was burning.”28

While the first landing craft maneuvered into place against the seawall, Marines hoisted scaling ladders with metal hooks into position. As Marguerite Higgins’s boat thudded against the seawall, “brightly colored tracer bullets cut across our bow and the open top of our boat. . . . ‘Come on you big brave Marines,’ yelled Lieutenant [R. J.] Shenton, ‘let’s get the hell out of here.’”29

Aboard all the landing craft, platoon and squad leaders “sprang up the bobbing ladders, over the top like a trench assault on the Somme and the riflemen followed them into the smoke.”30 As it happened, the Marines of 1/5 suffered almost as many casualties because of friendly fire from the succeeding wave of LSTs as they did from enemy fire, but by midnight the Fifth Marines had occupied all of the high ground on the northern edge of the city.

Puller’s First Marines landed simultaneously at Blue Beach, an area to the south of Inchon, which could provide access directly to Seoul. To reach their objective, the First Marines would have to cross two-and-a-half miles of mud flats in slow-moving LVTs, armored landing craft equipped with tractor-like treads. There were 172 of these “Amtraks” organized in twenty-five-boat waves. The low-lying craft churning through the water at less than seven miles an hour had at best very limited visibility and were dependent on navy guide boats, small craft equipped with radios and navigation devices, to direct them to the proper landing point. That was particularly true of Blue Beach, which was obscured by rainsqualls and the smoke of the many burning buildings in the area.

In fact, there were only four guide boats available for twenty-five waves of Amtraks. Major Edwin Simmons, who commanded the First Marines’ weapons company, vividly described the results. “We loaded into our Amtraks, and when we pulled away from the LST the first thing I looked for was a guide boat. . . . When I found one I went up onto the bridge and asked for directions to Blue Beach 2. A semi-hysterical ensign pointed to where the smoke was thickest and said, ‘that way I think.’ . . . I had a map and finally I decided I’d have to figure things out for myself. But I didn’t have a compass. So I asked the Amtrak driver if there was one in the Amtrak. He looked at his instrument panel and shrugged. ‘Search me,’ he said. ‘Six weeks ago I was driving a truck in San Francisco.’ That’s generally the way things went. It was total chaos. Various waves of the invasion force were wandering around in confusion trying to find their way to the beaches through this immense pall of smoke. . . . If those beaches had been defended by Germans or Japanese of World War Two caliber, we would not have gotten ashore at Inchon. But they were defended by second-rate troops. And not very many of them.”31

Despite the confusion and foul weather, the two assault battalions managed to establish themselves ashore against only light opposition. At 1:00 a.m., Puller radioed General Smith that the regiment had secured its objectives. Reaching into his pack, he handed his runner a neatly folded American flag. “Here, you keep this, we’re going to fly it over Seoul.”32

Speaking to a reporter the following day, Puller observed, “Compared to the Japanese these Reds have been ineffective. When I came over the seawall I saw only one dead Communist. If the Japs had been on that side of the wall, there would have been Japs piled up on one side and Marines piled up on the other. These fellows don’t amount to much.”33

The First Marine Division’s drive on Seoul that began the next day soon demonstrated that the inexperienced conscripts who had defended Inchon were no guide to the strength and determination of the NKPA who, with stubborn desperation, contested the UN forces’ advance on the South Korean capital. Almond, who wholeheartedly shared MacArthur’s view of warfare as performance art, was determined to regain Seoul by September 25. That date would mark exactly three months since the beginning of the North Korean invasion. General Smith drily pointed out that the enemy would also have a vote on that.

During the next three days, the two Marine regiments, amply supported by M26 “Pershing” heavy tanks, artillery, and air support, smashed their way through the hastily improvised North Korean defenses on the route to Seoul. By September 19, the Americans controlled Kimpo Airport and the Fifth Marines had reached the south bank of the Han River. The First Marines had reached the suburb of Yongdongpo just across the Han from the capital.

From that point on, North Korean resistance stiffened as Pyongyang desperately supplied reinforcements to shore up the defense of Seoul. Between September 17 and 20, three North Korean infantry regiments and an infantry brigade, totaling in all about 11,000 troops, along with an artillery regiment and a tank regiment, arrived to bolster the Eighteenth KPA Division charged with the defense of the capital.34 The battle for Seoul soon developed into a series of bloody engagements along the northern and western approaches to the city, particularly in the northwest hills and ridges where, in the fight between the Fifth Marines and the KPA Twenty-Fifth Brigade, “shell expenditures and close air support sorties reached World War II levels.”35

Behind the Marines, the Thirty-Second Infantry regiment of the Seventh Division had come ashore at Inchon along with a Korean Marine regiment and the ROK Seventeenth Regiment. The Seventh Marines had also begun arriving from Japan. As each of these units reached Seoul, they were fed into the battle for the city that continued against stubborn resistance well past MacArthur’s announcement that “Seoul the capital of the Republic of Korea is again in friendly hands.”

At the time MacArthur was broadcasting the good news, Marines were fighting their way through the center of Seoul in the so-called “Battle of the Barricades.” On Ma Po Boulevard, which ran the length of the city toward the embassies and government buildings, the North Koreans had established roadblocks at two- to three-hundred-yard intervals and at major intersections. The roadblocks were constructed of burlap bags filled with sand or rice piled eight feet high and defended by an antitank gun and one or more machine guns. Along the broad thoroughfare, “enemy snipers fired from blown out windows. Other NKPA troops lobbed Molotov cocktails from the rooftops onto the Marine tanks in the street below. And throughout all this mayhem fled thousands and thousands of terrified Korean refugees. Mines accounted for appalling casualties among them.”36

On September 27, G Company, Fifth Marines fought their way onto the grounds of the capitol building where two large red flags were still waving from each side of the capitol dome. A Marine “shinnied up the flagpole, tore down a beautiful silk and nylon North Korean flag and replaced it with the stars and stripes.”37 A UN flag was raised on the second flagpole, and Lieutenant Colonel Taplet retained the two North Korean flags. One he presented to General Smith, and one he retained for the battalion.38 By the evening of September 27, two days following MacArthur’s victory announcement, the UN forces were finally in firm control of the South Korean capital although scattered fighting continued for two more days against isolated enemy units in the city and the surrounding hills.39 North Korean troops had begun to surrender in significant numbers, and over the next three days the First Marine Division took more than one thousand POWs.

After flying into Kimpo Airport on September 29, MacArthur presided over a solemn ceremony in the vaulted National Assembly Chamber of the capitol. The UN commander formally returned possession of the seat of government to Rhee. “If the Inchon landing had been as carefully planned as that ceremony, it would have been marvelous,” observed Major Simmons.40

Almond’s performance as corps commander during the battle for Seoul earned him the lasting distrust and contempt of many Marines who believed that he was ready to sacrifice their lives to keep to MacArthur’s schedule. At one point Almond, convinced that aerial reconnaissance had detected the KPA fleeing the city, ordered a night attack into the heart of Seoul by all three First Marine Division regiments. This reckless five-mile foray into a blackened city by three units not in direct contact with each other may well have ended in disaster. Luckily for the Americans, the attack was preempted by the North Koreans who, far from fleeing, launched a counterattack that same night. “I’m afraid we will have to delay ‘pursuit of the fleeing enemy’ until we see if [we] can beat off his counter attack,” Lieutenant Colonel Murray reported.41

One day after the Inchon landings, General Walker had launched his offensive to break out of the Pusan Perimeter. Bad weather and limited air support delayed Walker’s progress for the first few days. On the fourth day, as the weather cleared, soldiers of the Fifth Regimental Combat team drove the North Koreans from Hill 268, a key terrain feature that controlled the roads running to the northeast.

Within a short time, units of the Seventh and Eighth cavalry encircled and cut off most of the troops of three KPA divisions. As North Korean resistance began to crumble, General Walker was able to duplicate some of the fast-moving sweeps and deep penetrations that he had employed as one of General Patton’s favorite commanders in Europe in 1944. “We had the enemy in a squeeze and intended to smash the hell out of him,” recalled a soldier with the Twenty-First Infantry. “All of a sudden we were winning the damned war.”42 By September 29, forward elements of the Seventh Cavalry swept past the remnants of three KPA divisions to link up with General Arnold’s Seventh Infantry Division near Osan.

Stalin had been immediately alarmed by the Inchon invasion (unlike the top Soviet advisors to the KPA, Lieutenant General N. A. Vasilev and Ambassador Terenti Shtykov, who initially discounted the danger).43 As the UN troops began the battle for Seoul, Stalin dispatched Deputy Defense Minister General M. A. Zakharov, one of the ablest Soviet generals of World War II, to Korea to report on the situation.

Zakharov found the KPA’s troops to be in desperate straits. He was particularly impressed by the impact of UN air power, “which has dominated the air space without hindrance and has caused ‘aircraft fright’ among the ranks within the People’s Army and in rear areas.” He warned that the KPA’s First Army was in danger of encirclement. The North Koreans had lost “almost all their tanks and much artillery.” Command and control were “poor” and communications almost nonexistent. KPA “units lack ammunition and fuel deliveries have virtually halted.”44

General Zakharov’s pessimistic assessment proved devastatingly accurate. The North Korean Army that had blasted its way almost unimpeded to Pusan in less than six weeks, that had bloodily and stubbornly defended Seoul and resisted Walker’s breakout, had finally come apart. Walker’s advancing columns found North Korean Army ammunition and supplies as well as disabled trucks, tanks, and jeeps strewn along the roads. By the end of September, the UN forces had captured about 11,000 KPA prisoners. Many KPA divisions had a strength of less than 2,000 men.45

Kim Il Sung and Pak Hon-yong, who had never gone near the battlefield, now issued a new set of orders, modeled on Stalin’s notorious orders to the Red Army in 1941 and 1942 calling for summary execution of any soldier, officer, or political commissar who left his post or displayed cowardice. Pyongyang’s instructions, probably drafted by Kim’s Soviet advisors, demanded “no retreat,” and immediate execution for officers or soldiers who deserted their position, abandoned their weapons, or quit fighting. “Defeatists” and “anyone who causes confusion” were to suffer a similar fate.46 Nevertheless, the KPA’s disintegration continued.

As the KPA retreated it left behind a trail of slaughter. In most towns the withdrawing North Koreans had carried out mass executions of civilian political prisoners as well as US and South Korean POWs. The US Army’s official history reported the discovery of “mass burial trenches containing the bodies of hundreds of victims including some women and children” near the cities of Anui, Mokpo, Kongju, Hamhung, and Chonju.47

The North Koreans had used municipal prisons throughout South Korea to house former political leaders and officials of the South Korean government, as well as police officers, university professors, “reactionary” journalists, writers, teachers, former members of the judiciary, and others considered hostile or suspicious by the occupation authorities. The “West Gate Prison” in the Seoul area housed over eight thousand such prisoners.48

When the KPA abandoned the cities and towns, some prisoners were forcibly taken with them to North Korea; others were often murdered. At the city of Sacheon in southeastern Korea, the North Koreans set fire to the jail, killing all 280 prisoners inside.49 A political prisoner in West Gate Prison infirmary recalled, “[A]s the North Korean Soldiers retreated they took the prisoners with them.” Those in the infirmary were left behind. “A North Korean officer came and told them that they would be moved to a better place and treated properly.” He assembled them in a field outside, where they were promptly shot by KPA soldiers. One wounded prisoner survived by hiding in the hospital cellar.50

The worst atrocities occurred in and near Taejon. The US Army history estimates that between five thousand and seven thousand people were the victims of mass murders by the North Koreans. “We arrived at Taejon which had been nearly flattened by the war,” recalled Private First Class Herman Nelson, an artilleryman with the Twenty-Fourth Division. “In an old civilian jail in the heart of the city we found thirty-two GIs buried under the floor. Two of the GIs were still alive but nearly insane from the experiences they had endured. . . . Later we went to an old prison camp and found two older women clawing the ground and crying, probably on behalf of their sons and relatives inside the camp.”

Nelson discovered that as the North Koreans had withdrawn from Taejon “they went by the prison camp and forced the South Korean men to dig two trenches about two hundred feet long. After the North Koreans had made the South Koreans line up in front of the trenches they gunned them down with Russian burp guns and just left them where they fell. This is where we found the two women kneeling and crying.” Nelson and his companions later found a church basement full of bodies of women slaughtered by the North Koreans.51

Accounts of atrocities such as those at Taejon in US newspapers and magazines confirmed for many Americans that in Korea they were facing an army of ruthless barbarians as merciless as the Japanese. Writing in the New York Times, military correspondent Hanson W. Baldwin compared the North Koreans to Genghis Khan’s Mongol hordes. The enemy in Korea, he wrote, “fights with a combination of oriental fatalism and Communist fanaticism.”52

While there was much handwringing over the barbarism of the North Koreans, few Americans were aware that it was only part of the high price that South Korean civilians had had to pay for their liberation. Some had lost their lives to summary executions at the hands of South Korean army and security forces during the frantic retreats of the previous summer. Other civilians had been victims of US air attacks on North Korean–held cities or of the heavy use of firepower by the UN forces and to a diminishing extent by the North Koreans during the battles that culminated in the recapture of Seoul following the Inchon landings.

Success in South Korea raised a new set of issues for the United States: How should the war be ended? South Korea had been “restored,” but to simply halt at the 38th parallel and not complete the destruction of the North Korean Army appeared absurd. It seemed to most that the “peace and security” called for in the UN mandate was unlikely to last very long if Kim Il Sung was permitted to withdraw his remaining forces north of the line, lick his wounds, and prepare for new mischief.

MacArthur had a simple solution: to unify Korea once and for all, probably under the Rhee regime. The original UN mandate had said nothing about reunification, and there were many in Washington who wondered about Rhee’s qualifications to lead a reunified democratic Korea. His track record thus far had given little reason for confidence. In addition, there was the weightier question of how the Soviets and Chinese might react to thousands of American forces approaching their frontiers as they moved through North Korea.

Despite those uncertainties, there were few in Washington, regardless of political party, foreign policy preferences, or position in government, who did not share the belief that the 38th parallel had to be crossed and the war pursued to some sort of successful conclusion.53 This view was also widely shared among the public at large. The euphoria of victory and MacArthur’s repeated assurances that, after Inchon, had the aura of infallibility, easily carried the day.

On September 27, the Joint Chiefs of Staff instructed MacArthur, “Your military objective is the destruction of the North Korean Armed Forces.” In attaining this objective he was authorized to conduct operations north of the 38th parallel so long as Chinese or Soviet forces had not entered Korea and there had been no announcement or threat that they intended to do so. “Under no circumstances will your forces cross the Manchurian or USSR border.” The directive also included a caution. “As a matter of policy no non-Korean ground forces will be used in the northeast provinces bordering the Soviet Union or along the Manchurian border.”54 MacArthur subsequently ignored those limitations.

On October 7, the UN General Assembly passed a resolution, calling for “the establishment of a unified, independent, and democratic Korea under UN auspices. The ROK First Corps had already crossed the 38th parallel almost a week before. Two days after the resolution, the First Cavalry Division crossed into North Korea.

MacArthur intended to “end the war by Christmas.” He planned a rapid advance into North Korea by Walker’s Eighth Army and Almond’s Tenth Corps. Contrary to military logic, the two commands were still completely divided, and both answered directly to MacArthur. Yet after his recent triumphs, no one was inclined to seriously challenge MacArthur’s decisions.

Similarly, no one in Washington questioned MacArthur’s operational plan, which was to send Walker’s forces north up the western half of Korea while ROK forces advanced up the east coast. Tenth Corps would be withdrawn through Inchon to undertake another amphibious landing at the port of Wonsan far up the west coast of North Korea.

Why MacArthur chose this convoluted plan, which actually detached Tenth Corps from its pursuit of the badly damaged Korean forces, tied up both Pusan and Inchon with shipping, and greatly complicated MacArthur’s logistical problems, remains unclear. Certainly General Walker, the Far East naval commanders, and even some members of MacArthur’s own staff opposed the plan.55 MacArthur’s biographer D. Clayton James believes that MacArthur wished to retain an independent command role for Almond.

“I think the truth of the matter is that MacArthur’s vanity got in the way of good sense,” wrote General Omar Bradley many years later. “A sudden bold and decisive strike in the enemy’s rear made big headlines and generated editorials about ‘military genius’ at work. . . . In the first act MacArthur had overcome stiff objections and pulled it off at Inchon. . . . A second act would generate even more headlines, editorials and applause. . . .” Bradley admitted that the other members of the JCS “shared my reservations; nevertheless we did not raise any formal objections.”56

As it turned out, the South Korean Third Division captured Wonsan on October 11, only two days after Tenth Corps’ Marines had sailed from Inchon. The ROK Capital Division captured the ports of Hamhung and Hanghung less than a week later. The landing at Wonsan was delayed for more than two weeks by the necessity to clear mines from Wonsan Harbor. When comedian Bob Hope arrived at Wonsan ahead of the landing with a USO troupe, the veteran showman, who had often entertained GIs during World War II, observed that this was the only time he had ever beaten the Marines ashore.57

In the midst of directing his complex advance into North Korea, MacArthur received a sudden summons from Washington to meet with President Truman at Wake Island. The general was infuriated by what he saw as an unnecessary distraction from a campaign he was confident would be his final step toward complete victory. He also suspected, correctly, that the meeting was a political move by Truman to share in the aura of victory just before the fall congressional elections. Truman’s other concern was to seek reassurance from MacArthur that the course they were now pursuing in Korea was not as militarily perilous as it appeared to some.

While MacArthur was on his way to Wake, UN forces were closing in on Pyongyang. The North Korean capital was captured on October 19. Prior to their departure, the North Koreans had duplicated their murderous behavior during their retreat from Seoul. The first UN units to enter the city found hundreds of corpses in open fields, basements, and shallow graves. Among them was the body of Sister Agneta Chang, sister of John Chang, South Korean ambassador to the United States.58

South Korean police and right-wing South Korean youth groups reprised the North Korean killings with summary beatings and executions of suspected Communist sympathizers and spies. James Hausman, who had arrived with the ROK First Division, noticed that some residents, even Christians, were in fear that any close association with the UN forces might bring reprisals, given the very real possibility that the KPA would return. He also heard reports from relatives and friends of his Korean troops that men in Chinese uniforms were being sighted in the mountains north of Pyongyang.59

Although Truman’s journey to Wake Island was almost three times as long as MacArthur’s, the general nevertheless viewed the meeting as an affront. Ambassador Muccio observed that on the flight to Wake, MacArthur “appeared irked, disgusted and, at the same time somewhat uneasy. . . . He used such terms as ‘summoned for political reasons’ and ‘not aware that I am still fighting a war.’”60

Whatever MacArthur’s feeling, the brief meeting was outwardly cordial. It was also hurried and superficial. In the main meeting, MacArthur was asked and answered about thirty questions in ninety minutes. Neither the president nor MacArthur wished to prolong the proceedings. “At no time” notes MacArthur’s biographer, “did the conferees probe in depth any issue raised; instead they skipped hastily and often disconnectedly from one topic to another.”61

The Far East commander predicted, “formal resistance will end throughout North and South Korea by Thanksgiving.” He hoped to have most of the Eighth Army back in Japan by Christmas. He also dismissed concern that the Chinese or Soviets might intervene in the war. The Chinese “have no Air Force. Now that we have bases for our Air Force in Korea, if the Chinese try to get down to Pyongyang there would be the greatest slaughter.”62

Despite the lack of substance, Truman was well pleased with the meeting. “I have seldom seen him in better spirits,” General Bradley wrote. “It was a great relief to all of us that the Korean War would soon be over.”63 Three days after Truman’s arrival back in Washington on October 16, Chinese troops began crossing the Yalu.

Besides MacArthur’s bombast, there were solid reasons for American leaders to believe that China would not directly intervene in Korea. After all, if that had been China’s intention, the optimum time to do so would have been during late July 1950 when UN and South Korean forces were on the ropes and being pushed steadily back to Pusan. There was also the fact that, though China had significantly reinforced its troop strength along its Korean border, no intervention had occurred. It therefore seemed logical to conclude that the Chinese would not intervene. That was also the CIA’s assessment.64

Mao Zedong would probably have agreed with the CIA assessment that, from a military standpoint, the best time for China to have intervened in Korea had been before the KPA defeat. At a Politburo meeting in early August, Mao warned, “If American imperialists win the war they will become conceited and pose a threat to us. There is no alternative but to assist [North] Korea.”65 Almost from the first he had seen the US intervention in Korea as a serious threat to China and indeed to the stability and survival of the newly established Chinese Communist People’s Republic.66

To the CCP leadership and to many ordinary Chinese, US intervention in Korea and the movement of the Seventh Fleet to the Taiwan Straits were closely connected. “Many Chinese people viewed these two events as omens indicating a Third World War between the United States and China. . . . There was a dramatic increase in withdrawals from banks. . . . Simultaneously there were panicked rushes to buy daily necessities such as rice, clothing and penicillin.” Rumors circulated that Chiang Kai-shek would soon attempt to return, and that the secret Japanese army that both Stalin and Mao believed the Americans had rearmed and trained was preparing to attack Manchuria.67

Given the CCP’s view of the high stakes in Korea, Beijing hoped for a speedy North Korean victory on the peninsula before the weight of the US and UN forces could be brought to bear on the fighting. To help things along, China rapidly concentrated over 260,00 troops in a new “Northeast Border Defense Army” along the Korean border. In mid-July Chinese leaders informed Pyongyang that their troops were available to enter Korea and help the KPA win the war. Gao Gang, the top CCP leader in Manchuria, planned to have units of the Northeast Border Army enter Korea wearing KPA uniforms and using Korean unit designations.68 Despite all these plans and preparations, China never entered the war during the summer of 1950, not even after Mao’s military advisors had correctly assessed that an amphibious landing by MacArthur was likely and could spell disaster for the KPA.

The reason was that Kim Il Sung never requested Chinese aid. That was because, before Inchon, Stalin was unwilling to approve such a course of action. The Soviet dictator was in no hurry to wrap up the conflict. He was pleased to see so many American troops deployed to Korea, severely weakening the number of US forces that could be sent to Europe in support of the newly formed North Atlantic Treaty Organization. “The American government continues to be tied down in the Far East,” Stalin noted in a letter to Czech president Klement Gottwald. “This can provide us the time for strengthening socialism in Europe.”69

The Inchon landing, anticipated by Mao but not by Stalin or the Russian military advisors in North Korea, dramatically changed Soviet attitudes. In response to desperate pleas for help from Kim Il Sung and Pak Hon-yong, Stalin wrote to Mao on October 1, “The situation of our Korean friends is getting desperate.” If the Chinese were able to send troops to help the North Koreans “then you should move five to six divisions toward the 38th parallel at once so as to give our Korean comrades an opportunity to organize a combat reserve north of the 38th parallel under cover of your troops.”70

There followed an elaborate dance of messages between Mao and Stalin extending over the next two weeks. Mao’s conviction that China had to intervene and win “a glorious victory” never wavered, but he knew it would be necessary to persuade the more cautious and skeptical members of the PRC to accept his view. At the same time, Stalin would have to be persuaded to provide the Chinese military with effective air support so that the PRC’s forces would not face the total control of the air by MacArthur’s forces that had devastated the Korean People’s Army.

When the Politburo met on October 2 to discuss the situation in Korea, Mao had already drafted a telegram to Stalin declaring China’s readiness to “eliminate the invaders from the United States and other countries and drive them out of Korea,” but underlining the need for Soviet military support, especially air support.71 That telegram was never sent. Instead Mao told the Soviet ambassador following the meeting that sending Chinese forces to Korea “may entail extremely serious consequences,” and that the CCP leadership was yet to reach a decision on whether to enter the war.72

Members of the Chinese leadership did indeed see “extremely serious consequences” arising from intervention in Korea. Gao Gang called attention to the impact of a new war on the economy of the one-year-old Chinese People’s Republic. Reconstruction efforts would cease, and the people would have to endure more wartime austerity after four years of civil war and eight years of war with the Japanese. Even in peacetime, China’s economy could never compete with an American industrial juggernaut that produced almost 150 times more iron and steel than China. General Lin Biao pointed out that Korea was a narrow peninsula with an ideal geography for the Americans to bring in their air and naval power. When Mao offered him command of the Korea forces he immediately declined, pleading ill health.73 Under these circumstances, Mao decided to pull back from his full-throated declaration to Stalin that China would promptly intervene.

The Soviet dictator was unwilling to accept Mao’s change of mind. He expressed doubt that the United States was yet ready for a big war. If China, “with the USSR standing behind it,” were to intervene now, the United States would be forced to agree to a peace agreement favorable to North Korea, give up hope of “transforming Korea to a springboard,” and be obliged to abandon Taiwan.

Stalin did concede that the United States might still opt for a general war. “Should we fear this?” he asked. “In my opinion we should not, because together we will be stronger than the U.S. and England.” In any case, “If war is inevitable, then let it be waged now, and not in a few years when Japanese militarism will be restored as an ally of the U.S. and when the U.S. and Japan will have a ready-made bridgehead on the continent in the form of the entire Korea run by Syngman Rhee.”74

Stalin might have saved his rhetoric. Mao had no intention of leaving Korea to its fate. At subsequent meetings of the Politburo, Mao acknowledged the difficulties pointed out by those who had reservations about intervention, but he insisted that “when a neighboring country is in danger . . . I would feel very sad if we were to stand on the side without doing anything.” The relationship between Korea and China, he declared, was like one between “lips and teeth.”75

Mao had summoned Peng Dehuai to come by air from his post in Xian to attend the meeting. Peng was among the most famous generals of the Civil War, the man who had held off superior Nationalist forces when Mao and the Politburo had been forced to flee Yenan. Peng arrived in time to hear Mao’s arguments about the necessity to intervene in Korea. According to his memoirs, Peng lay awake all night going over Mao’s arguments in his head. By morning he was convinced that the chairman was correct. Invited to meet in Mao’s office, he readily agreed to assume command of Chinese forces in Korea.76

At the Politburo meeting on October 5, General Peng expressed his strong support for intervention in Korea. “The atmosphere in the meeting room changed completely. Finally CCP leaders made the decision for China to enter the Korean War.”77

At the insistence of Zhou Enlai and the Foreign Office, a warning of sorts was issued to the United States and its allies through K. M. Pannikar, the Indian ambassador to China. Summoned to Zhou’s residence in the middle of the night, Pannikar was informed that “The American forces are endeavoring to cross the 38th parallel and aim at expanding the conflict. If they really want to do so, we will not sit still and do nothing. We surely will intervene. Please inform your prime minister of this position of our government.”78

The Indian government promptly passed Zhou’s message to London and Washington. Neither Truman and his advisors nor MacArthur took Zhou’s message literally. It was most likely a bluff or an attempt to intimidate the UN on the eve of passing the new Korea resolution. Washington and Tokyo intelligence agencies were far more concerned with the possibility of Chinese intervention but remained uncertain whether and when it would occur.79

It is possible that Zhou’s warning was genuinely intended to avoid a U.S.-China war, but it seems more likely, as historian Chen Jian has suggested, that it was intended to provide an argument to the Chinese public and foreign opinion “that China’s war in Korea was a just one necessitated by a severe threat to China’s own physical safety.”80 Five days after Zhou’s meeting with Pannikar, Mao notified Kim Il Sung that China would send “volunteers” to aid North Korea. On that same day, October 8, the Chinese People’s Volunteers (CPV) were formally established under the command of General Peng Dehuai, and Zhou flew to the Soviet Union to discuss cooperation and coordination in supporting China’s operations in Korea.

In planning for combat in Korea, the Chinese leadership had always assumed that the PRC would receive substantial military and financial support from the Soviet Union. Above all, the Chinese military was counting on Soviet air support to help them counter the formidable UN air units in Korea. When Zhou arrived at Stalin’s vacation villa on the Black Sea, however, he received a shock. Stalin agreed to supply artillery, tanks, airplanes, and other military equipment to China, but “it would take at least two or two and a half months for the Soviet air force to be ready” to support the Chinese forces in Korea.81

Zhou’s report on his mission stunned the Chinese leadership. Military preparations by the Chinese People’s Volunteers (CPV) were abruptly halted and Peng and Gao were summoned to an emergency meeting of the Politburo to discuss the new situation. General Peng had been expecting, and had led his commanders to expect, a sort of Soviet air umbrella with Russian fighters and bombers actively supporting the Chinese forces on the ground. One senior officer in the CPV recalled, “Whenever soldiers enquired about air cover officers always responded that thanks to the brotherly Soviet Union they would receive as many cannons and planes as they wanted.”82 Now an infuriated Peng threatened to resign.

Other Chinese leaders were also frustrated and angry. Yet in the end, Mao carried the day. He argued that though the Soviet Union might delay its air support, it would still provide ample military equipment and supplies. Regardless of how China might have to fight the war, the basic geopolitical and ideological reasons for intervention remained unchanged. On October 13, the Politburo reconfirmed the decision for war. Chinese troops began crossing the Yalu on October 19.
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“Our Mission Is an Arduous but Glorious One”

On October 14, 1950, Peng Dehuai called the senior commanders of the new Chinese People’s Volunteers together for a meeting at Shenyang (Mukden), the former capital of Japanese Manchuria. Almost exactly two years before, the city had been the scene of the final Chinese Communist victory in Manchuria. Almost all of the senior officers present had fought in those Civil War battles. Now Peng had come to tell them they were going to war again.

By this point the senior commanders knew that they would face the UN forces with no air support, and no artillery heavier than the 75 mm howitzers and 120-meter mortars attached to their infantry divisions. Even though a Chinese division could operate on only one-sixth the tonnage of supplies required by an American unit of the same size, the CPV’s logistics system was barely adequate. The limited number of trucks could not operate during daylight because of the danger of air attack. At night, operating without headlights, they were liable to crashes on the narrow North Korean roads, and a single damaged truck could cause a serious roadblock.

Instead of rice, which required lengthy cooking over fires that could be seen for miles, the CPV soldiers carried a ration composed of a mix of wheat, sorghum, and soybeans. That concoction could be quickly stir-fried. It was filling, but so deficient in vitamins and nutrients that Chinese soldiers tired easily and suffered from vitamin deficiency–related disorders. Tents or shelters of any kind were scarce, and many troops bivouacked out of doors. As early as October, many of them were sleeping in the snow. As winter set in, their uniforms, particularly their footwear and gloves, would prove dangerously inadequate.1

To compensate for his disadvantages in firepower, Peng planned to employ many of the tactics and practices the People’s Liberation Army had used against the better-armed Japanese and the Kuomintang: concentrated attacks against isolated or weakly defended positions, rapid movement, night attacks, excellent concealment techniques, and the type of penetration and encirclement used by the North Koreans. Nevertheless, all Chinese commanders knew that the price would be high. “Our mission is an arduous but glorious one,” Peng declared.2

Beginning October 19, four Chinese armies totaling about 120,000 men crossed the Yalu. They moved only at night, largely unobserved by UN reconnaissance. In these night marches a Chinese unit could cover up to eighteen miles a day. During daylight hours, Peng’s soldiers went to elaborate lengths to hide themselves. “Sometimes whole platoons were packed into a single North Korean hut where they remained until daylight. If shelter was not available the soldiers lay huddled and motionless in ditches, gullies and draws covering themselves with straw, mud or other materials.”3

Peng’s initial plan was to establish a defensive position in northeast North Korea. Then he would attack the three South Korean divisions moving north and push them back so as to be able to establish a foothold in the mountains north of a line from Wonsan to Pyongyang. Mao approved Peng’s basic concept but wanted to move more aggressively. He believed that it was possible to “take advantage of the enemy’s complete unawareness [of our entry] so as to wipe out three or four puppet [South Korean] divisions in a surprise attack.”4

While Peng’s troops were still positioning themselves for attack, a reconnaissance unit from one of the divisions of the CPV’s Fortieth Army encountered South Korean soldiers near the village of Onjong. On the following morning, October 25, part of the 118th Division of the Fortieth Army sprang an ambush on elements of the ROK First Division on the highway near Onjong about ten miles north of the North Korean town of Unsan. The first battle of China’s war in Korea had begun.

Over the next four days the ROK Second Corps, which had been advancing toward the Yalu on the right flank of General Walker’s First Corps, had three of its divisions severely battered by the Chinese armies. The CPV fighters dominated the hill positions, repeatedly hit the South Koreans with surprise attacks, and outflanked them. One South Korean regiment lost over 2,600 of its 3,500 men, including all its American KMAG advisors.5

When the ROK First Division came under attack by three CPV divisions near Unsan, the US First Corps commander, Major General Frank Milburn, sent the First Cavalry Division’s Eighth Cavalry Regiment to support the South Koreans. One day after it had taken up positions in the hills north and west of Unsan, the Eighth Cavalry was attacked by the CPV 116th Division, which had taken advantage of the gaps between the regiment’s battalions to encircle it on three sides.

The ferocity and scale of the Chinese attacks stunned the Americans. “It was getting dark and suddenly the sky began to light up from flares” recalled Donald Summers, a squad leader with C Company. “Whistles and bugles began to sound and all hell broke loose. The Chinese appeared about 30 to 50 feet from us . . . as if they had come out of the ground. . . . By midnight we had been pushed back down the ridge line. I knew by the yelling and the direction of fire that they had broken through our perimeter.”6

In two days of fighting, the Eighth Cavalry lost all but two hundred of its one thousand men killed, captured, or missing as well as twelve tanks, twelve howitzers, two dozen trucks, and almost a hundred jeeps. Most of the vehicles had been abandoned by their occupants and were later destroyed by air force attacks.7 Two days after the battle, a spokesman for the First Cavalry Division told reporters, “it was a massacre Indian style like the one that hit Custer at the Little Big Horn.”8

Shortly after the engagement at Unsan, the Seventh Marines, moving up the mountainous eastern side of the peninsula north of Hamhung, were attacked by the CPV 124th Division near the small village of Sudong. As at Unsan, the Marine battalions were enveloped by fast-moving Chinese night attacks that poured through gaps in the Marine positions, isolating the two leading battalions. Stanley Modrak, a radio operator with Second Battalion, Seventh Marines, remembered “the Red Chinese breaking past, veering around strongpoints, relentless bands of quilt-garbed Orientals cascaded into, through and around the hill positions, swarming the valley below in a classic double envelopment.”9

The Marines held their positions, however, and the following morning regained lost ground, aided by heavy artillery support and air strikes. Fighting continued for the next four days until the Chinese withdrew after delivering a final counterattack. The Seventh Marines continued their advance but the cost had been high: forty-nine dead and three times as many wounded.

Interrogation of prisoners captured by the Marines and examination of some of the seven hundred bodies left on the battlefield revealed that the enemy combatants at Sudong had been soldiers of regular divisions of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army. Prisoners captured in earlier engagements between the CPV and South Korean units confirmed this conclusion.

The discovery that thousands of Chinese soldiers fighting in large units had entered the war, not to mention the devastation they had visited upon the UN forces that encountered them, might have been expected to send shock waves through the highest echelons in Eighth Army, MacArthur’s Headquarters, the Pentagon, and the White House. It did not. When the Joint Chiefs asked for MacArthur’s opinion of the significance of the appearance of thousands of Chinese forces in Korea, the Far East commander replied that, while full-scale military intervention by China was “a distinct possibility,” it was more likely that the Chinese were merely conducting a limited operation against the South Korean forces, attempting to “salvage something from the wreckage.”10 General Willougby estimated that there were only about 16,500 Chinese in Korea. Over the next three weeks, Willoughby’s G-2 would continue to produce analyses that minimized the Chinese threat. “MacArthur did not want the Chinese to enter the war,” one of his staff officers recalled. “Anything MacArthur wanted, Willoughby produced intelligence for.”11

Only one day after dispatching his reassuring message to Washington, MacArthur ordered his air commander, General George E. Stratemeyer, to launch a two-week air offensive utilizing his B-29 heavy bombers to destroy “every means of communication and every installation, factory, city and village” still in enemy hands in Korea, and to knock out the bridges spanning the Yalu River between Manchuria and Korea, particularly those connecting Sinuju in Korea with Antung in Manchuria.12

Stratemeyer was a great admirer of MacArthur, but even to him these orders seemed unusual and politically dangerous. Although the attacks on the bridges were to be confined to the Korean side of the Yalu, heavy bombers were not known for pinpoint accuracy. A stray bomb could easily hit Antung on the Chinese side of the river.

Stratemeyer decided to telephone the air force chief of staff, General Hoyt Vandenburgh, in Washington. Vandenburgh was “thunderstruck at the news” and immediately notified the secretary of the air force. Within the next few hours, half a dozen cabinet secretaries and undersecretaries had been alerted. All were appalled. Secretary of State Acheson telephoned the president in Missouri. Less than ninety minutes before H Hour, as the B-29s were completing their safety checks and warming up their engines on airfields in Japan, Truman halted the operation. He also directed MacArthur to explain to the JCS why he had taken this drastic step.13

MacArthur’s motive for ordering the air strikes most likely reflected his exaggerated faith in the ability of airpower to neutralize the Chinese threat. The purpose of the bombing was probably to block any Chinese attempt to send troops or supplies to Korea once he launched his planned final offensive, scheduled for mid-November. Whatever his reasoning, MacArthur was shocked and offended by the Joint Chiefs’ action and considered resigning. Instead, he resorted to the use of the kind of dramatic hyperbole and overblown rhetoric that had served him well in the past.

In his reply to the Chiefs, MacArthur warned, “Men and material are pouring across all bridges over the Yalu from Manchuria. This movement not only jeopardizes but threatens the ultimate destruction of the forces under my command. . . . The only way to stop this reinforcement of the enemy is the destruction of these bridges and the subjection of all installations in the north areas supporting the enemy advance to the maximum of our air destruction. . . .”14

Confronted with MacArthur’s dire pronouncements, Truman allowed the scheduled air attacks to go ahead. The Joint Chiefs and others in Washington were shocked and worried by the striking difference of tone and substance between the two messages from Tokyo. Bradley believed, “The language of his protestations, the complete about face on the estimate of Chinese forces, indicated instability. . . . Right then, right there, the JCS should have taken firmest control of the Korean War and dealt with MacArthur accordingly.”15 Instead the Chiefs contented themselves with pointing out the diplomatic delicacy of the Yalu situation and reminding MacArthur that “[i]t is essential that we be kept informed of important changes in the situation as they occur.” They directed MacArthur to submit a prompt report on the current state of affairs.16

Bradley explained the Joint Chiefs’ tepid response to MacArthur’s histrionics and blatant insubordination with reference to the generally sound military maxim that higher headquarters far away did not second-guess decisions of commanders on the spot. In addition, the Chiefs were themselves unsure of the actual situation in Korea.17

There was probably a third, unstated, reason: MacArthur’s towering prestige. Great numbers of Americans accepted the general’s own image of himself as the nation’s unique and infallible military genius. While the average citizen would have been hard-pressed to recognize the likeness of any member of the Joint Chiefs, MacArthur’s photograph decorated the windows and walls of thousands of small stores and barbershops throughout America. “Ever stop to think,” reflected an officer in the Pentagon, “what it would have been like to tell Douglas MacArthur that his strategic ideas are screwy after Inchon? It wasn’t going to happen.”18

MacArthur’s air campaign went ahead as planned. Waves of B-29s, supplemented by Navy F9F fighter bombers, attacked Sinuiju and ten other cities as well as the Yalu bridges. The damage to the cities was considerable, but the damage to the bridges was far less significant. Attacking aircraft had to contend with increasingly bad weather and high wind conditions as well as heavy antiaircraft fire from the Manchurian side of the Yalu. In addition, Stalin had reluctantly fulfilled part of his promise to Mao by sending Soviet MiG-15 jet fighters along with their pilots to Manchuria. The MiGs, which bore Chinese markings, were superior to most fighters in the US Air Force and Navy and at least a match for the Air Force’s latest F-86 jet fighters. B-29s were particularly vulnerable to the fast, heavily armed Soviet fighters, and five of the bombers were lost during the campaign.19

Only about half the Yalu bridges had been seriously damaged by late November, when the freezing of the Yalu rendered the bombing superfluous. Once frozen solid, the entire river would provide a vast ice bridge between Manchuria and North Korea. The Chinese, supposedly pouring across the bridges, had suddenly disappeared one day before the bombing began, not only from the Yalu, but from all of North Korea, after they had broken contact with UN forces.

The disappearance of the Chinese was due primarily to Peng Dehuai’s realization that, whatever the tactical successes achieved, his army had, for the time being, reached the limit of its ability to operate in Korea. “Our troops are very exhausted,” he told Mao. It had been difficult to transport food and munitions. Captain Wang Xuedong, a company commander in the Fifty-Eighth Division, remembered that “when our regiment ran out of food we had to trade our blankets, towels and even medicines with local Koreans for their rice, corn and vegetables,”20 and with the onset of winter, “army units that have long bivouacked in the open air have found it difficult to retain their fighting strength.” The troops would require time to rest and recuperate.21

The sudden disengagement of the Chinese puzzled intelligence analysts and suggested to some in Washington and the UN that perhaps Beijing was sending a sort of political signal. To MacArthur, however, it simply confirmed his belief that China would not be a major problem. He continued with his preparations for a renewed offensive by the Eighth Army and Tenth Corps that would end the war.

The JCS made one more half-hearted attempt to urge some caution. On November 9 they suggested to MacArthur that, in view of the entry of Chinese forces into the war, the goal of complete destruction of the North Korean forces might have to be reexamined. Perhaps a wiser course might be to consolidate the UN position across the narrow neck of the Korean peninsula, roughly between Pyongyang and Wonsan. This was a course of action much favored by the British and French as well as some other UN members.22

MacArthur was not about to change his plans or consider a course of action that failed to make Korea “into a united and free nation.” Anything short of that, he proclaimed, “would completely destroy the morale of my forces and its psychological consequences would be inestimable.” It would “arouse such resentment among the South Koreans that their forces would collapse. . . . To give up any portion of North Korea to the aggression of the Chinese Communists would be the greatest defeat of the free world in recent times.”23 He set the date for the resumption of the offensive for November 24. The Chinese were waiting.

While MacArthur had been carrying on his rhetorical jousting with Washington, and Willougby’s intelligence reports had continued to minimize the Chinese threat, Peng’s army in Korea had been reinforced by twelve more divisions, bringing it to a strength of over 380,000 troops.24 Peng’s plan was to lure MacArthur’s forces northward and then spring the trap on the widely dispersed units of the Eighth Army and Tenth Corps that were also separated from each other by the rugged Taebaek Mountains in the center of the peninsula.

On November 25, just after enjoying a lavish Thanksgiving Dinner complete with thousands of fresh cooked turkeys, cranberry sauce, ice cream, and pumpkin pie, the Eighth Army and Tenth Corps resumed their offensive into northernmost Korea. An icy wind whipped through the narrow valley roads between the high craggy mountains that lined their route of advance. It was a preview of the winter to come, the coldest Korean winter in decades. “I had taken a bath in the river. It was that warm. And two nights later it went down to 16 below zero, with the wind blowing,” recalled General Raymond G. Davis, then a lieutenant colonel, commanding the Second Battalion, Seventh Marines. “We got up in the morning, none of the vehicles would start. Troopers had their noses turn white.”25

On November 25, units of Eighth Army found themselves suddenly under attack by Peng’s Thirteenth Army Group, eighteen divisions totaling almost 200,000 men. As in October, the ROK Second Corps was the first target. Two entire CPV armies fell upon the South Koreans in mass frontal attacks and wide envelopments. In a day and a half of fighting, all three of the Second Corps divisions were destroyed. Only one regiment survived to fall back on the US Second Division on its left flank.26

By this point, General Walker had ordered a general withdrawal. The last major unit to withdraw was the Second Infantry Division stationed near the town of Kunu-ri just south of the Chongchon River. As it moved through a narrow mountain pass on the road from Kunu-ri to the town of Sunchon, the Second Division’s long line of trucks, tanks, and other vehicles became an easy target for the mortars and machine guns of the 113th CPV division on the hills lining the six-mile pass.

“The Chinese hit us from both sides,” recalled Private First Class Kenneth Moss, a mortar man with the Ninth Infantry Regiment. “The road was clogged with every imaginable type of vehicle—They’d let the tanks go by and then close in behind them. They’d knock out the lead vehicle then beat hell out of us when we tried to push the thing off the road.”27 In its passage through “the gauntlet,” the Second Division suffered about five thousand casualties, and lost hundreds of vehicles and sixty-four guns.

The only part of the Second Division to escape intact was the Twenty-Third Regimental Combat Team under Colonel Paul Freeman, which had been holding Kunu-ri as rear guard. As the Chinese closed in on the town, Freeman decided to withdraw, using the longer road to the southwest through the towns of Sinanju and Sukchonin in order to reach Sunchon while evading the bulk of the Chinese forces. Freeman believed that the 105 mm artillery pieces of his attached battalion could not handle the hairpin turns of the roads along the chosen route. Instead they would fire a final massive barrage at the advancing Chinese troops to cover the withdrawal.

That evening Freeman’s guns welcomed the CPV to Kunu-ri with 3,200 rounds of shells fired in less than twenty minutes. The rate of fire was so rapid that paint peeled off the overheated gun barrels. The gunners then destroyed their guns and used their trucks to evacuate both themselves and the infantrymen along the southwest escape route.28

As UN forces fell back from the Chongchon River, MacArthur called Walker and Almond to Tokyo for an urgent meeting. Also attending were General Stratemeyer, Admiral C. Turner Joy, and members of MacArthur’s staff. MacArthur instructed Walker to try to hold a line north of Pyongyang extending east to Wonsan. He could even abandon Pyongyang if necessary. Almond’s Tenth Corps was to fall back to Wonsan for evacuation.29

MacArthur had already notified the Joint Chiefs of Staff that “[w]e face an entirely new war.” His forces were “not sufficient to meet this undeclared war by the Chinese.” The new situation now involved “world-embracing considerations beyond the sphere of decision by the Theater Commander.”30 Having insisted on calling the shots about all aspects of the Korean War, MacArthur had abruptly decided that it was now up to Washington to deal with the “world-embracing considerations” of his monumental blunder.

As Truman and his advisors digested the implications of MacArthur’s jaw-dropping report, Walker reached the decision to abandon all of North Korea. A quick aerial reconnaissance of Pyongyang convinced him that its port of Chinnampo was indefensible. Walker did not want the Eighth Army cut off and surrounded in Pyongyang.31 By November 29, the Eighth Army’s support troops began the transfer south by road and rail of the vast ocean of ammunition, fuel, and supplies positioned in and around Pyongyang. What could not be moved was destroyed.

Eighth Army’s two corps and attached units began their withdrawal from the North Korean capital on December 1. “The retreat shattered the morale of Eighth Army,” Captain Norman Allen, a company commander in the Fifth Cavalry, remembered. “Men took out their frustration with fights. Those were dark and dismal days and very difficult to cope with.”32 “After we broke contact and moved south. . . . I was ashamed of my Army,” declared an officer in the Second Division. “Not of the men in my unit or the men in my division, not after the hell they’d been in, but of the men who were in charge of us.”33

By December 3, the Eighth Army had covered 2,120 miles. The Chinese troops might excel at forced marches, but they could not catch a truck. Walker’s new command post was up and running in Seoul by December 4. Chinese and Eighth Army troops did not seriously reengage until the beginning of 1951.

For Almond’s Tenth Corps, facing the Chinese onslaught in far northeastern Korea, no such rapid disengagement was possible. By November 25, the lead units of Tenth Corps, the Fifth and Seventh Marines, along with two infantry battalions and an artillery battalion of the Seventh Infantry Division, had reached the ten-mile-long Changjin Reservoir, which the Americans called the “Chosin Reservoir,” in northeastern Korea near the Yalu River. The entire route from the coast to the reservoir was dominated by towering peaks crossed by two high passes at Funchilin and Toktong. The single road often ran between solid rock walls on one side and precipitous drops on the other.

General O. P. Smith’s low opinion of Almond as a corps commander had only been reinforced by the latter’s performance over the previous weeks. “I have little confidence in the tactical judgment of X Corps or in the realism of their planning,” he wrote to the commandant of the Marine Corps.34 Smith believed the “Home by Christmas” thrust toward the Yalu was ill-advised and dangerous.

Consequently, the First Marine Division’s advance to the Chosin Reservoir was deliberately gradual, far too gradual for Arnold. Yet General Smith knew exactly what he was about. “What I was trying to do was to slow down the advance and stall until I could pull up the 1st Marines behind us, and get our outfit together,” he later told a Marine Corps historian.35

By the time Smith’s most advanced units, the Fifth and Seventh Marines, reached the village of Yudam-ni on the western shore of the reservoir, Smith had established a series of fortified supply points centered on villages all along the Marines’ main supply route stretching from Yudami-ni southeast through Hagaru-ri, Koto-ri, and Chinhung-ni to the port of Hungnam.

Smith’s remaining battalion, Puller’s First Marines, had the mission of holding these bases and keeping the route from the reservoir opened. At Hagaru-ri, Smith had insisted on constructing an airstrip that could accommodate C-47 transport planes. Hagaru-ri, with its supplies, hospital, and airstrip would become the keystone of the remarkable campaign that followed.

MacArthur’s “wholly new war’’ reached the shores of Chosin Reservoir on the freezing cold night of November 27, with temperatures dropping close to 30 degrees below zero. Army and Marine units on opposite banks of the reservoir were attacked by General Song Shilun’s Ninth Army Group totaling about 150,000 men.

The army units on the eastern side, all from the Seventh Division, were designated Task Force MacLean after its commander Lieutenant Colonel Allan MacLean. They included two infantry battalions, Third Battalion, Thirty-First Infantry and First Battalion, Thirty-Second Infantry, and two batteries of 105s with a battalion of eight self-propelled antiaircraft guns. Attached to the task force was a Marine Corps tactical air control team under Captain Edward Stamford. Altogether, Task Force MacLean had a strength of about 3,200 men, of whom about 700 were KATUSAs.

A tank battalion and an additional infantry battalion assigned to Task Force MacLean were still miles in the rear on the night of the 27th when the 3/31st and 1/32nd were attacked and encircled by an entire Chinese division. Both American battalions were able to hold their positions but suffered heavy casualties and lost a number of their key officers. The elements of the task force were strung out in seven different positions along the road to the reservoir, with no radio communications between the various units. MacLean could communicate directly only with the First Marine Division Headquarters or the Seventh Division Headquarters, both far in the rear.

The Marines on the western side of the reservoir around Yudam-ni were attacked by two CPV divisions. “That night the Chinese really hit us,” recalled Fred Lawson, a Marine with Third Battalion, Seventh Marines. “The gooks would come in waves, one after another, each wave maybe six or seven hundred yards apart. . . . After a couple of hours they’d stop attacking and you could get more ammo up, get the wounded taken care of, maybe get a little rest. Then you’d hear the whistles and bugles . . . and they’d come at you again.”36 The two Marine regiments suffered significant losses, but the Marines were better positioned for defense and supported by two battalions of artillery. Marine positions were frequently overrun, but there were no mass withdrawals.

Navy and Marine aircraft strikes on both sides of the reservoir inflicted heavy losses on the Chinese and caused them to break off their attacks at daylight. By that point, however, the CPV had managed to cut the main route between the American forces near the reservoir and their base at Hagaru-ri.37 “I felt that first night that we had had the course,” recalled Lieutenant Colonel Murray, the Fifth Marines commander. “Once I learned that we were being hit from all sides in considerable strength and knowing we were out there all by ourselves, I figured we were finished.” That morning Murray composed a short message to his four battalions: “From C.O. 5th Marines: Make every shot count.”38

The next day, General Almond flew, in one of the newly introduced helicopters, to First Marine Division headquarters to confer with General Smith. His exhortations to continue the offensive made little impression on Smith, who knew from the reports of his regimental commanders at the reservoir that the situation was grave. A few hours after Almond’s departure, Smith ordered Lieutenant Colonel Homer Litzenberg’s Seventh Marines to open the road from Yudam-ni to Hagaru-ri, sent additional ammunition and supplies to Hagaru-ri, and ordered Puller’s First Marines to open the road from Koto-ri to Hagaru.

After leaving Smith, Almond continued on to Colonel MacLean’s command post east of the reservoir. MacLean was visiting one of his hard-pressed units, but Colonel Don Carlos Faith, who commanded the 1/32nd, was present to receive him. Almond unfolded a map on the hood of a nearby jeep and began to discuss the next phase of his planned offensive. When Faith attempted to brief him on the previous night’s attack by two Chinese divisions, Almond cut him off. “That’s impossible,” he snapped. “There aren’t two Chinese divisions in all of North Korea. . . . We’re still attacking and going all the way to the Yalu. Don’t let a bunch of goddam Chinese laundrymen stop you!”39

The night following Almond’s visit, the two battalions of Task Force MacLean sustained another series of savage attacks by the Eightieth CPV Division. The 1/32nd and 3/31st managed to fight off the attacks and consolidate their positions, but the cost was high. The 3/31st alone suffered three hundred casualties, and one of its companies was almost completely annihilated. Colonel MacLean was killed, and Colonel Faith assumed command of the task force, which was redesignated Task Force Faith.

If the soldiers of Task Force Faith were shocked, surprised, and confused by their collision with the CPV, so were their Chinese opponents. General Zhan Danan, commander of the Eightieth CPV Division, was almost as ill-informed about the actual battlefield situation as General Almond. He believed there were only one thousand rather than over three thousand American troops on the east side of the reservoir. As a further result of poor intelligence, two of his regiments deployed to the wrong locations for their initial attacks on the night of November 27–28. The attack had to be postponed until 3:00 a.m. while the lost units found their correct staging areas. In the meantime an entire company, hiding in position in the snow, froze to death. One battalion commander kept pressing General Zhan for an immediate attack. His men had not eaten for two days and were counting on capturing food from the Americans.40

The first round of Chinese attacks had caught the UN troops unprepared and inflicted heavy losses. To the surprise of the Chinese, Faith’s troops quickly began to put up a much more determined resistance, holding many of their positions and retaking others. “We were told that the enemy force was a paper tiger,” Captain Song Xiesheng told historian Xiaobing Li many years later. “Therefore we organized massive attacks. Hundreds and hundreds of soldiers charged the enemy without artillery coverage and firepower protection. Then we found out the enemy was not a paper tiger but a real tiger.”41

By this point, the record freezing temperatures of the 1950 winter had firmly set in. “The cold was our enemy as much as the Chinese,” recalled a company commander. “We suffered constantly from the cold. Painfully. It dulled our senses. It made us think slow. Wounded men who might otherwise have survived died because they couldn’t be kept warm. Our vehicles wouldn’t start. Batteries gave out. The grease on our rifles turned to glue and they wouldn’t fire. Our rations would freeze solid. Men would carry cans of food inside their clothes under their armpits to try to thaw them a little so they could be eaten.”42

General David Barr, the Seventh Division commander, arrived by helicopter at Colonel Faith’s CP on November 30. His message was a dramatic contrast to Almond’s confident pep talk of two days before. All of Tenth Corps was now withdrawing, and Faith’s task force had been placed under the command of First Marine Division. The Marines could provide air support but no reinforcements. Task Force Faith would have to fight its way out to Hagaru-ri on its own.43

After weathering a fourth night of Chinese attacks and incurring an additional hundred casualties, Colonel Faith started his task force toward Hagaru-ri around noon on December 1, covered by Marine air patrols of four to six planes. The task force’s howitzers and heavy mortars had to be left behind, and the mobile antiaircraft guns, mounting quadruple 50 caliber heavy machine guns or 20 mm cannon, which had broken up numerous Chinese attacks, were running short of ammunition. The hundreds of wounded were loaded into thirty trucks while the more lightly wounded walked.

At the time of their departure the men of the task force had been almost continuously under fire for some eighty hours in subzero temperatures. Frostbite was common. No one had washed or shaved. The only hot food had been occasional cups of coffee that the improvised messes had been able to brew, or soup.44

Not long after departure, the lead elements of the task force found themselves under fire from the Chinese. Captain Stamford called in an air strike, but one of the planes’ napalm canisters fell short, landing near the head of the American column. “A wall of flames about twenty feet high shot down the column, burning men and destroying vehicles and equipment,” recalled Staff Sergeant Chester Bair.45 In the wake of the terrifying incident, men bolted in all directions. Units began to fall apart. “Intermingling in panic they disintegrated into leaderless groups of men.”46 Not everyone. Colonel Faith, a former World War II paratrooper and one of the best battalion commanders in Korea, soon restored a degree of order.

Lieutenant James Mortrude’s company had suffered casualties from the air attack. Unfazed, Mortrude (who had received the Distinguished Service Cross at Inchon) gathered ten uninjured men and attacked the Chinese. “Firing as they advanced they dispersed twenty or more enemy soldiers who fled. As they ran down the road screaming obscenities at the enemy, Mortrude and his men encountered several small Chinese groups who they killed or dispersed.” Mortrude’s ten-man army continued their advance for about two miles until they came to a blown bridge across a stream at the north base of a rise called Hill 1221.47

When the rest of the task force reached the stream, only the tracked AA gun vehicle could cross on its own. All of the thirty trucks had to be towed through and over the streambed by the AA vehicles, a task that consumed precious time. Once past the streambed, the task force encountered a roadblock.

Throughout the convoy’s painfully slow progress, the Chinese continued to pour in a heavy fire, aiming especially at the trucks carrying the wounded. “We were under fire all the way,” recalled Edward Reeves. “We’d go two or three hundred yards or so and they’d kill the driver. One of the walking wounded would volunteer for what was almost always sure death. They would take the body out. A walking wounded would get in. If the truck had run in a ditch the walking wounded would push it back on the road. Get the truck up and running. . . . With our new driver we’d fight our way down the road.”48

The situation might have been completely hopeless but for the air support provided by General Smith, who allocated twenty planes to support the task force. During daylight hours there were always flights of four to six aircraft, mostly Corsair fighter bombers, over the convoy. Directed by Captain Stamford, they swept over the convoy route at low altitudes, strafing, bombing, and rocketing the Chinese positions on the hillsides.

Colonel Faith realized that the Chinese fire from Hill 1221 that commanded a key hairpin turn in the road would have to be silenced. Despite the task force’s precarious situation and widespread casualties, he managed to organize an assault on the hill. The D Company commander, Captain Erwin Bigger, already wounded in the leg, blinded in one eye by shrapnel, and supporting himself on a mortar-aiming stake, yelled at his men, “If you are going to die, do it while in the attack! Let’s get moving!”

As darkness was falling, a few hundred men, many of them wounded, charged up the hill in the face of heavy Chinese fire and killed or drove off many of its defenders. American losses were heavy and included a large proportion of the remaining officers and NCOs. A number of the soldiers who made the assault and survived continued their headlong rush over the hill and down the far side to the reservoir, where they struck out across the ice for Hagaru-ri.49

Having temporarily neutralized the hill position, Faith and Major Robert Jones, the battalion S-1, rounded up all the men on the hill they had been able to halt from going over the far side and organized them for an assault on a roadblock further down the road. Jones, with about two hundred men, took the righthand side of the road. Faith, with about half as many men, took the left. In complete darkness they charged down the road firing and tossing grenades, and overran the roadblock.50

While the roadblock was being cleared, a lone Chinese soldier tossed a grenade, fatally wounding Colonel Faith. This was a devastating blow to the fortunes of the task force, 90 percent of whose officers and NCOs had already been killed or wounded. “After Colonel Faith was killed it was every man for himself,” recalled Staff Sergeant Bair. The chain of command disappeared. Some men sat down on the road and refused to move.”51 “If I had decided to shoot anyone to get their attention it wouldn’t have worked,” concluded Major Jones. “Those people were too far along with injuries, freezing cold, shock, fear and confusion to care.”52

Major Jones and Captain Stamford assumed leadership of the remnants of the convoy. Stamford, scouting ahead, discovered that the Chinese had destroyed the highway bridge and erected still another roadblock near the village of Twiggae. The railroad line, however, was unguarded, and Stamford was able to lead the trucks along the rail line and across a railway trestle bypassing the roadblock.

The convoy was still moving but was increasingly vulnerable to the Chinese, who now approached the trucks at close range, raking them with gunfire and lobbing grenades into their interior. The end came at still another roadblock just north of the town of Hudong. As the Chinese closed in on the remaining line of trucks, those who could abandoned the trucks and attempted to escape to the Marine base at Hagaru-ri about two miles away. Many took the route across the frozen reservoir to the Marine lines. The Chinese looted the trucks, killing many of the wounded and taking the more able-bodied with them as prisoners.53

During the late afternoon of December 1, small groups of survivors from Task Force Faith reached the Marines’ perimeter at Hagaru-ri. Over the next three days, Lieutenant Colonel Olin Beal, commander, First Transport Battalion, with a small party of “Ice Marines” sometimes working under enemy fire, brought in over three hundred men from the frozen reservoir. Of the rescued, all were wounded, about half with serious wounds. “There were many brave men,” Beal reported. “Men shot through the body helping a buddy, men with hands frozen helping a buddy with a broken leg, men with both legs broken dragging themselves along with their hands and elbows.”54 In all, about a thousand of the original 3,200 Korean and American soldiers of Task Force Faith managed to reach Hagaru-ri. Of those, fewer than four hundred were still fit for duty.

As the harried survivors of Task Force Faith were straggling into Hagaru-ri, Marines on the opposite side of the reservoir were beginning their withdrawal from Yudam-ni. The Marines brought out all their weapons and equipment, including eight tractor-towed 155 mm guns and all their wounded. By now the Chosin area had become the realm of deep snow and permanent freezing cold. “You didn’t dare let yourself go to sleep in an exposed position,” recalled General Davis. “You’d never wake up. . . . Water was also a problem, even though the ground was covered with snow. We’d go along constantly eating snow trying to get our thirst under control. The canteens were totally frozen. . . . The only thing you could eat at times like that would be crackers. I’ve lived off crackers and canned fruit for two or three days on the trail. A frozen can of fruit could be put inside your clothes to thaw out enough so you could eat it. Everything else was frozen.”55

The withdrawal involved repeated attacks by the Marine battalions to clear the high ground along the route south to Hagaru-ri. To cope with the superior numbers of Chinese troops contesting their advance, the Marines’ own artillery was supplemented by massive air support—280 air force, Marine, and navy planes on the first day and never fewer than 240 on subsequent days.56 “At dawn I had a chance to admire the magnificent Corsairs again,” recalled Lieutenant Henry Litvin, the 2/5 battalion surgeon. “They were like dark guardian angels. God bless those valiant young pilots who shepherded us to Hagaru.”57

The Marine attacks on the Chinese hill positions were difficult and costly, often involving fighting off Chinese counterattacks and retaking lost positions, but they kept the mass of the Chinese away from the road, and their hill fights were supported by devastating air attacks and artillery bombardments.

The CPV skillfully employed their usual tactics of stealth, surprise, and concentration at key points, but they found themselves far overmatched in firepower and facing a new type of enemy. “I never saw anything like the marines’ combat moves before,” observed Captain Wang Xuedong. “When our defense stopped their charge they just dug in instead of retreating back to their original positions. They stayed wherever they were stopped, waited for reinforcements and then charged again. With each charge they came closer to our position. . . . After nearly four hours of heavy fighting the Third Company lost its position its captain and most of its soldiers.”58

A key to the Marine breakout was control of the Toktong Pass, whose surrounding peaks dominated the fourteen-mile route from Yudam-ni to Hagaru-ri. During the Marine advance to Yudam-ni a few days before, F (“Fox”) Company of Second Battalion, Seventh Marines under Captain William E. Barber had been left behind to secure the route through the pass.59 From its hill position midway through the pass, Barber’s company, reinforced by a weapons company equipped with 81 mm mortars and heavy machine guns, had held off the repeated attacks by elements of an entire Chinese division over a period of five days and nights.

On the second day, Barber, completely cut off from Hagaru and Yudam-ni, had received orders to fight his way out. With over fifty wounded, and completely surrounded by the enemy, Barber never executed those orders. Instead, Fox Company held on to its positions, aided by air strikes and by a battery of 105 howitzers at the far edge of Hagaru-ri that was able to reach all of the Chinese positions on the nearby high ground. Fire from that battery proved so deadly accurate that, during one action, an initial salvo of four shells fired from six miles away was sufficient to obliterate a nest of four Chinese machine guns. Air drops of supplies from Hagaru sometimes fell too far out, but enough landed on target to provide the company adequate food, ammunition, and medical supplies.60

On the night of December 1, while the main Marine breakout force continued to push its way along the Yudam-Hagaru-ri Road, Lieutenant Colonel Davis’s First Battalion, Seventh Marines began an overland night march to relieve F Company at Toktong Pass. In knee-deep snow with temperatures at 16 degrees below zero, Davis’s men pushed their way across the rugged line of hills. In some places the Marines “had to climb up on our hands and knees holding on to roots and twigs to keep from sliding back down the icy trails.”61

About twelve hours after beginning their overland march, two of Davis’s companies, aided by an air strike and mortar fire from Fox Company, seized the last hill blocking their route to Fox Company’s position, and by noon on December 2 the two forces had completed their linkup. Davis had achieved complete surprise and suffered only twenty-two men wounded before reaching the Fox perimeter.62

The following day Davis’s battalion and the men in Fox Company still able to fight attacked the Chinese units blocking the pass from the rear. The surprised Chinese fled—directly into the path of the main body of Marines coming from Yudam-ni. The CPV lost an entire battalion, and the road to Hagaru-ri was now open.

At about 7:00 p.m. on December 3, the lead elements of the Seventh Marines reached Hagaru-ri. “Several hundred yards from the entrance a halt was called while the men closed up into a compact column. Then they came in marching, their shoulders thrown back and their shoepacks beating a firm tread on the frozen ground.”63

During December 3–6, C-47s landing at Hagaru’s airstrip flew out almost 1,600 casualties, while the Marines and army forces there prepared for the crucial step in the First Marine Division’s withdrawal plan, the movement to Koto-ri and then to Hungnam. At 4:30 a.m. on December 6, the Seventh Marines, reinforced by an army battalion that included some of the veterans of Task Force Faith, started the movement toward Koto-ri. The Fifth Marines and a Royal Marine Commando Battalion remained to defend Hagaru-ri, and the First Marines defended Koto-ri and Chinhung-ni.

In contrast to Task Force Faith or the two Marine regiments that had withdrawn from Yudam-ni, the combined forces moving from Hagaru-ri to Hungnam were a veritable juggernaut. Artillery covered the entire eleven-mile route to Koto-ri. A platoon of tanks led the movement, and other tanks were distributed throughout the column that included about 14,000 troops and 1,200 vehicles. Air Force, Marine, and Australian planes from Yonpo airfield and other bases were joined by planes from five aircraft carriers—more than had fought at the battles of Midway and Guadalcanal—to provide air cover for the breakout.64

The Chinese forces blocking the Tenth Corps withdrawal, though still dangerous, had grown correspondingly weaker. In the Ninth Army Group, the Eightieth and Eighty-First Divisions, which had fought the Thirty-First Regimental Combat Team east of Chosin and the Seventy-Ninth and Fifty-Ninth Divisions, which had fought the Marines in their withdrawal from Yudam-ni, had all suffered such heavy losses as to render them ineffective.

These Chinese losses were not all due to combat. An equal or greater number had been victims of the ferocious winter. Most units of the Ninth Army Group had been stationed in southern China, where winter temperatures seldom dropped below 55 degrees Fahrenheit. Lin Biao’s veterans of the Manchurian campaign were unhappily familiar with much colder weather, but for the newcomers of the Ninth Army Group, the cold of North Korea came as a shock. This was compounded by their lack of proper equipment. Gloves, caps, and overshoes were rare. “Many soldiers caught colds and could not keep up with their regiments,” observed Captain Wang. “Our division lost seven hundred men during the first week due to severe frostbite.”65

General Davis recalled finding a Chinese soldier frozen in his foxhole. “I don’t know how he kept from freezing to death, because he was just stiff but he could wiggle his eyes a little bit. We went around and found a half a dozen more. It must have been some kind of little outpost, but everyone of them had frozen in their holes. . . . we found them all over the place, just absolutely frozen. They had padded clothing on them but then they’d have tennis shoes on with no socks.”66

The CPV Twenty-Seventh Army reported that its Fifty-Ninth Division had lost about two-thirds of its battalion commanders and company grade officers to frostbite. The Seventy-Ninth Division had lost almost as many men to frostbite as it had in combat. “Thousands of rifles were reported to have broken like frozen ice sticks during battle.”67

The weakened remnants of the Ninth Army Group harassed but could not seriously interfere with Tenth Corps’ movement south toward the coast. The last serious obstacle was a wrecked bridge over a chasm at the foot of the high Funchilin Pass. To surmount that challenge, air force pilots and army and Marine engineers collaborated on a solution that might have delighted any special effects director in a Hollywood action movie. Far East Air Force transport planes dropped eight huge prefabricated steel “Treadway” bridge sections, each weighing more than one ton, into Koto-ri by parachute. Six sections survived the drop. Giant trucks maneuvered the sections into position, and the Tenth Corps advance to Hungnam continued.

The First Marines joined the withdrawal at Koto-ri, and units of the Third Infantry Divisions covered the last miles of the withdrawal. Despite the hasty dispatch of reinforcements, not a few of whom froze to death or were crippled by severe frostbite on the march, the CPV could do little to halt the movement from Koto-ri to Hungnam. In the engagements between Hagaru-ri and Hungnam, the Chinese suffered an additional 40,000 casualties.68 By December 11, all Tenth Corps units were behind the perimeter protecting Hamhung and its adjoining port of Hungnam.

Like General Smith, Admiral Doyle had never shared MacArthur and Almond’s conviction that the war in Korea was all but won. Other members of the navy high command had some of his misgivings. As disquieting news began to reach Tokyo from the battlefield at the end of November, Admiral C. Turner Joy, commander Naval Forces, Far East, recorded in his journal: “Am holding 40 cargo ships in ballast as they become available. Used 25 for 2 divisions, so 40 should do the trick.”69

Naval leaders were determined that the evacuation from Hungnam would bear no resemblance to another Dunkirk. Should the Chinese Army attempt to intervene at Hungnam, they would face not only the devastating air strikes which carrier-borne aircraft had inflicted on their troops during the battles of the Chosin Campaign, but the firepower of a battleship, two cruisers, and eight destroyers. As it turned out, the CPV made only minor probing attacks against the Tenth Corps perimeter, while the First Marine Division, the Seventh Infantry Division, and other US Army and South Korean soldiers were loaded aboard almost eighty amphibious craft, transports, and cargo ships.

General Almond and his staff boarded the flagship while some parts of the Third Infantry Division were still acting as rear guard ashore. “You understand, General,” Admiral Doyle told Almond as he greeted him, “that those troops are now under my command.” As the admiral later recalled, “When I told Almond that, you had to hold him down!”70

Along with the troops came 17,500 vehicles and 350,000 tons of cargo. One hundred thousand North Korean civilians were also evacuated, although many others had to be left behind. On Christmas Eve, as the last ships cleared Hungnam harbor, navy demolition teams went ashore and destroyed the last remaining installations and munitions in a final fiery cataclysm.71

To an American public shocked and confused by the bad news from Korea, the fighting withdrawal of the Marines from the Chosin area was seized upon as a moral victory and a demonstration of superior American hardiness and character. “These thousands of Leathernecks did it on guts,” proclaimed the Washington Post. “They turned their encirclement into one of the fightingest retreats in military history.” The New York Times assured readers that the Marines had “returned full of fight after their nightmare of death.”72

The Chosin Campaign did indeed provide a dramatic example of courage, determination, and fighting skill. Yet as Winston Churchill observed after “the miracle” of Dunkirk, “wars are not won by evacuations.” However great an operational victory the Chosin battles may have represented for the UN forces, they were a strategic victory for the Chinese, who in less than nine days had driven MacArthur’s forces almost completely out of North Korea.
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“He Was Coming Down to Clean Up the Mess”

While Truman and his advisors warily followed the situation in Korea, General de Lattre de Tassigny arrived in Saigon on December 19, 1950. That date was exactly four years after the initial clash in Hanoi that had marked the start of the Indochina War. In an era of theatrical commanders like de Gaulle, MacArthur, Mountbatten, and Patton, de Lattre probably possessed the finest sense of drama. “De Lattre had tremendous personal magnetism,” recalled an American correspondent. “Not a handsome man but a man of extreme dignity and command, with a military pompousness. Impeccably dressed, beribboned with every medal given by the French military in the last fifty years; beautifully tailored shirts, and shined shoes. He was a towering figure.”1

The new commander in chief arrived to take charge of a civilian and military establishment badly shaken and demoralized. “In Hanoi there is a certain psychosis, not a great atmosphere,” wrote the general’s son Bernard. “It feels like disorganized chaos without anything being done to set things right; lack of leadership, hesitations. The civilians are leaving. . . . Not one official paper with information; nothing but rumors that keep multiplying. . . . It is odd how the French do not want to be honest with themselves; it only leads to panic because no one knows what to expect; I refer here to civilians. Those in the military who do know are not more confident actually. I think we’re off to a bad start.”2

Supplementing Viet Minh propaganda proclaiming that they would capture Hanoi before the end of December were reports that a giant turtle, five feet long, had been seen in the city’s Hoan Kiem Lake.3 All Vietnamese knew the story of how the great fifteenth-century general, Le Loi, had received a magic sword from the back of a giant turtle in that same lake. The magic sword had helped him to defeat the invading Ming Chinese forces. In Hanoi, French civilians were in a state of near panic. The French government-general had issued an evacuation order for women and children. Local newspapers were filled with “For Sale” notices.4

As his plane rolled to a halt at Saigon’s airport, de Lattre appeared on the top of the stairs. “He seemed seven feet tall, stiff and straight,” recalled Edmund Gullion, the American Legation’s counselor of legation. “And he took white gloves and pulled them carefully on his hands. . . . the symbolism of pulling on the gloves was lost on no one. . . . He was coming down to clean up the mess.”5

After brief meetings in Saigon, de Lattre left for the north. Debarking from his plane, he announced, “I am proud to again find myself at the head of a French army in battle.”6 He promptly canceled the planned evacuation of civilians from Tonkin, installed his wife in the governor-general’s palace, and left on a whirlwind tour of French posts in the north. Everywhere he visited, the new commander impressed and inspired the tired and dispirited French forces with his confidence, energy, and determination, ruthlessly weeding out incompetents and mercilessly dressing down any soldier who appeared slovenly or ill-disciplined. “His military tactics of blunt and occasionally brutal criticism of subordinates’ actions,” reported US Minister to the Associated States Edward Heath, “frequently resulted not in resentment but in the admiration of the latter, who appreciated [his] courage, unremitting energy, ability and honesty.”7

Coinciding with de Lattre’s arrival came reinforcements from France, including an armored regiment, a parachute battalion, two artillery regiments, and five battalions of colonial infantry comprising North African troops and the Tirailleurs Senegalese from French West Africa. Yet the most important augmentation to the strength of the Expeditionary Corps came from the United States. On June 30, 1950, the day that US combat troops were committed to combat in Korea, eight C-47 transports had arrived in Vietnam carrying the first shipments of military supplies for the French. Truman had already approved an increase in aid to the French and a speedup in the delivery timetable following the North Korean attack.8

The trickle of American military aid soon became a flood. By the end of July, military equipment sufficient to equip twelve infantry battalions was en route by sea to Vietnam. In January 1951, twenty light tanks, forty 105 mm howitzers, and large quantities of bombs, artillery shells, automatic weapons, and small arms arrived during a single week.9 By late 1951, the French air force in Indochina, which had previously been flying 1940s-era Spitfire fighters and 1930s-era JU-52 Junkers transports as improvised bombers, was equipped with American F8F Bearcat fighters, the most advanced piston-driven fighters in the world. The lumbering JU-52s had been replaced by the B-26, one of the fastest bombers of World War II, armed with twelve machine guns and designed to carry four thousand pounds of bombs.10 US 105 mm howitzers had significantly augmented the mixed bag of guns in the French artillery.

De Lattre reorganized about half of the Expeditionary Corps’ combat units into “mobile groups” somewhat similar to the Regimental Combat teams of the US Army. Each mobile group had its own headquarters and was composed of three or four infantry battalions, normally one battalion of Legionnaires, one of North Africans, and one of Tirailleurs Senegalese.11 They also included a motorized artillery battalion with three four-gun batteries. About one-third of the infantry battalions were also motorized.12

While the term “Mobile Group” implied rapid movement, the new organization, while an improvement on the previous arrangement of scattering companies and battalions among numerous forts and strongpoints, was little more “mobile” than the columns that had been annihilated on Route 4 the previous fall. As an official French military study concluded, “[T]he mobile group could only exploit its full potential in areas with an adequate road network. . . . Unfortunately in the Indochinese theater of operations communications axes were of limited capacity. . . . In many stretches [of road] they included many well known death traps.”13

One mobile group commander observed that a battalion could go no more than ten kilometers away from the road without moving out of range of their supporting artillery. “On the Viet Minh side, all he had to do was to keep beyond ten kilometers to be invulnerable, unless our infantry chose to engage him without support.”14 In addition, one of the mobile group’s three infantry battalions had to be kept in place to protect the artillery, leaving only two battalions for maneuver.

De Lattre’s shake-ups and reorganization, and the new American equipment, barely came in time. General Giap was preparing an ambitious offensive against the important rice-producing areas of the Red River Delta. Giap hoped to strike a decisive blow against the French before the strength of the Expeditionary Corps could be bolstered by the arrival of large-scale American military aid. The People’s Army divisions had been fully fleshed out with additional weapons and equipment from China, and by January 10 Giap had concentrated two divisions, the 308th and the 312th, in the Tam Do hills northwest of Hanoi.

Three days later, the two divisions launched an attack aimed at the town of Vinh Yen thirty miles northwest of Hanoi. If Vinh Yen fell, the road to Hanoi would be opened. To draw out the two mobile groups defending Vinh Yen, units of the 308th Division assaulted the small outlying French post near the town of Bao Chuc two miles from Vinh Yen. Bao Chuc’s fifty-man French garrison was virtually wiped out, and one of the French Mobile Groups from Vinh Yen moving north to aid the defenders of Bao Chuc fell into a well-planned ambush. The mobile group had to fight its way back to Vinh Yen with heavy losses. While those actions were occurring, the 312th Division crossed the Red River and took up positions to the southwest of Vinh Yen. By the morning of September 14, the two Viet Minh divisions had occupied the hills near Vinh Yen.15

General de Lattre reacted quickly. He ordered a thousand-mile airlift of troops from southern Vietnam to the battle area and instructed a third mobile group, No. 1, to take a key terrain feature, Hill 157, on the road to Vinh Yen and reinforce the town’s defenders. The following day, de Lattre flew into Vinh Yen in a light observation plane to assume personal command of the battle. General Charles Lecocq, one of de Lattre’s First French Army veterans newly summoned to Indochina, was following in a second plane. “Very soon I noticed the dirty horizon filled with explosions, smoke and dust. ‘The General won’t be throwing himself in there,’ I thought to myself! Well, it is exactly ‘in there,’ on a neighboring trail, but still only about 200 to 300 meters from the post, that the planes landed in the midst of mortar blasts before they even had time to fly off again.”

Lecocq attempted to persuade the commander in chief to be cautious. “Leave me alone,” de Lattre snapped. “I didn’t bring you here to bother me.” “This battle is mine,” he continued. “We must surpass these people and remove the halo they won in October. We must reverse the morale of the civilians. They think Ho Chi Minh is invincible. They must trust France once again and they must believe in me. . . . This battle is mine and I will win it.”16

As reinforcements from the south arrived, they were hastily organized into a new Mobile Group and sent into combat as French and Viet Minh troops clashed in the hills near Vinh Yen. January 16 proved the decisive day. During the afternoon, General Giap launched the full 308th and 312th Divisions in wave after wave of assaults on the French strongpoints. De Lattre summoned all of his available airpower in Indochina to halt the Viet Minh attacks.

For the first time, French planes utilized large quantities of American-made napalm bombs against the Viet Minh attackers. Napalm was a type of flammable gas with a gelling agent, which, upon detonation, would become a sea of fire, flowing toward anyone within range and stick to the skin of its victims. Ngo Van Chieu, now a company commander, described a napalm attack. “All of a sudden hell opens in front of my eyes. . . . Immense sheets of flames, extending over hundreds of meters. . . . This is napalm, the fire that falls from the skies. . . . There is no way of holding out under this torrent of fire which flows in all directions and burns everything in its path.”17

Despite the heaviest French air attacks of the war, the Viet Minh continued their advance. On January 17, de Lattre committed his last reserves comprising another newly constituted Mobile Group and the remnants of the one that had been ambushed on the road to Bao Chuc. They were supported by continuing air attacks and artillery fire from the newly arrived American 105 howitzers. The Viet Minh attacks slowed, and then sputtered to a stop.

By afternoon Giap had ordered a withdrawal, and the Viet Minh slowly disappeared into the Tam Do hills, leaving behind 500 prisoners and about 1,500 dead on the battlefield.18 Viet Minh casualties may have totaled as many as 6,000 killed and 7,000 to 8,000 wounded. Overall, Giap may have lost as much as three-quarters of his assault force killed and wounded.19 Yet French casualties were so heavy that de Lattre’s forces were in no position to follow up their success. One Mobile Group alone had suffered casualties of about 25 percent killed.20

Two months after the Vinh Yen attack, Giap moved against the French posts around the town of Mao Khe in the coal-mining region of northern Vietnam, about twenty kilometers northeast of Haiphong. Mao Khe was defended only by a company of the Tirailleurs Senegalese, a Moroccan armored car platoon, and a few companies of Tho mountain tribesmen. Members of some of the highland ethnic minorities like the Tho of northwestern Vietnam had a long history of antagonism toward the lowland Vietnamese and had been recruited by the French as partisans in the war against the Viet Minh.

On the night of March 23, units of the 316th Division attacked the outlying French posts around Mao Khe. By the 26th, all of these posts had been captured or abandoned except for the small garrison of Tho tribesmen at the Mao Khe mine under a Vietnamese lieutenant and three French NCOs. These troops held out until the evening of March 27, supported by French airstrikes. Then they skillfully slipped by the surrounding Viet Minh during the night to reach the town of Mao Khe.

De Lattre had been slow to react to the initial attacks around Mao Khe, believing that Giap would not risk a major offensive so close to the coast because of the menace of the French Navy. By March 27, the French commander in chief realized that he had made a mistake, and Giap realized that he had made a worse one, as French warships worked their way up a nearby river and began to rain high explosive shells on the Viet Minh attackers.

On March 28, the 216th Division attacked Mao Khe with two regiments, outnumbering the defenders three to one. They were supported by a bombardment by heavy mortars and recoilless rifles. But by that point, de Lattre had ordered up a parachute battalion and additional artillery.

The first regiment’s attack carried the Viet Minh into the town, but the second regiment became disorganized under the weight of French artillery fire and never reached the town. By mid-morning most of Mao Khe was on fire. Fighting raged from street to street as the French gradually repulsed the first regiment’s attack in stubborn house-to-house fighting. The Viet Minh withdrew, leaving about four hundred bodies behind.21 The French also claimed to have captured almost five hundred prisoners.22

General Giap remained determined. He knew that the French could only grow stronger with the arrival of more American aid. The Viet Minh also needed to somehow expand their control of the main rice-growing areas if they were to ease their continuing food shortage problems. One month later, in May 1951, he launched his most elaborate and ambitious operation.

The Viet Minh’s two previous offensives had come from the northwest and the northeast of the Red River Delta. Leaving the 312th Division in that area to distract the French, Giap moved the 304th and 308th Divisions halfway around the Delta to launch an attack from the south across the Day River and strike for the towns of Phu Ly, Ninh Binh, and Phat Diem. A regiment of the People’s Army 320th Division, whose home operating area was in the southern delta, had already infiltrated behind French lines, where it joined forces with a well-armed regional force unit to attack French supply lines and rear areas.

The area of the new offensive included towns and villages whose heavily Catholic populations had played a somewhat ambiguous role in the war thus far. The town of Phat Diem, one of the prime targets in the Day River offensive, was the seat of a bishopric of the same name that included most of Ninh Binh and Thanh Hoa Provinces. In that region Catholics comprised about 25 percent of the total population, with many villages being close to 100 percent Catholic.

The Bishop of Phat Diem, the Most Reverend Thaddeus Le Huu Tu, functioned not only as a spiritual leader but as a near absolute secular ruler as well. In the words of a leading historian of Vietnamese Catholicism, in Phat Diem and the neighboring bishopric of Bui Chu, headed by Bishop Pham Ngoc Chi, “clerical leadership . . . sometimes took on aspects of an all-encompassing theocracy.”23

“The very landscape was clerical,” recalled Lucian Bodard. “Every main square on the board had a vast church that overwhelmed and overtopped everything. . . . Each square with its church in the middle was a parish; the curé was a lord and the parishioners his serfs.”24 Many parts of Bishop Tu’s domain could be reached only by water, and the bishop traveled about the region in a boat “flying the yellow and white papal standard and manned by a crew of young huskies wearing on their shoulders Le Huu Tu’s own crest, a Chinese dragon coiled around a trumpet.”25

Bishop Tu and Bishop Chi were the only churchmen outside the Vatican with their own armies. A Time correspondent reported that Tu’s army included 1,700 men, some of whom had barracks in the cathedral enclosure. They were commanded by Ngo Cao Tung, a veteran of the Chinese Nationalist Army, and were equipped with about a dozen jeeps and military trucks. There were also about six thousand poorly armed militia. Adjoining the priests’ quarters was a “small factory for making grenades, mortar bombs and grenade throwers.”26

Yet however great his religious zeal, Bishop Tu was also a strong nationalist and an opponent of French rule. A French observer described him as “the soul of opposition to France” among Vietnamese Catholic leaders.27 As Father Superior of the Trappist Monastery during World War II, he had cooperated with Viet Minh cadres, and, on occasion, had hidden them in the monastery from the French and Japanese. Soon after the Japanese surrender, Tu and the other three Vietnamese bishops in Indochina had responded to a request from the Viet Minh and addressed a public letter to the pope, appealing to the Vatican and all Catholic communities to support Vietnamese independence and the newly established Democratic Republic of Vietnam.28 In October 1945, Ho Chi Minh, Vo Nguyen Giap, Pham Van Dong, and other Viet Minh leaders had attended Tu’s ordination as bishop of Phat Diem, and Tu had been appointed “Supreme Advisor” to the president of the Democratic Republic. Ho appears to have tacitly recognized Phat Diem’s “autonomy” and the right of the bishop to have his own militia.29

Neither side had been particularly comfortable with this arrangement. The Viet Minh organized cells and village committees throughout the bishops’ domains, including a Catholic front group, to integrate Christians into the resistance. Bishop Tu countered with the Lien Dong Giaou or Catholic League as a vehicle for anticommunist opposition. To further complicate matters, Phat Diem soon became a favored destination for members of the anti–Viet Minh parties like the Dong Minh Hoi and the Vietnam Quoc Dan Dang fleeing the increasing Communist pressure in Hanoi. In parts of Phat Diem, these parties organized attacks on Viet Minh cadres, and in one village over one hundred suspected Viet Minh sympathizers were killed.30

Those attacks coincided with the withdrawal of Chinese troops from northern Vietnam and Ho’s agreement with Sainteny to allow a peaceful return of French forces to Tonkin. Now free of the Chinese protectors of the Dong Minh Hoi and any immediate French threat, the Viet Minh retaliated swiftly against their opponents in Phat Diem. Three villages that had been the scene of “Communist clearing operations” were attacked by Viet Minh troops. A few weeks later, Bishop Tu was shot at, but not injured, by a Vietnamese who was identified by the bishop’s followers as a member of the Viet Minh security services.31

By that point Ho, facing an imminent outbreak of hostilities with the French in the North, attempted to patch things up with the bishop. The Democratic Republic of Vietnam reaffirmed its support for freedom of religion. Bishop Tu, desiring more time to arm and train his militia, outwardly accepted Ho’s overtures.

The outbreak of full-scale war between the French and the Viet Minh in December 1946 created additional problems for Phat Diem. French planes bombed the main market and the bishop’s residence, causing a number of deaths and injuries. Bishop Tu denounced this “inhuman act of brutality” and called on the French and Viet Minh to respect Phat Diem’s “neutrality and autonomy,” but in Hanoi the bishop’s representatives began confidential conversations with French intelligence agents.32

As a result of those conversations, Father Minh, the bishop’s semi-official representative to the French military, received approval for Phat Diem to purchase arms in southern China, at that time still under the control of Chiang Kai-shek, and to transport the arms through Hanoi. In December 1947, twelve junks sailed from Phat Diem to a village near the China border and the arms were loaded aboard. On the return voyage, the junks were intercepted by armed fishing trawlers off the coast near Thai Binh. A French warship intervened, and all of the Viet Minh trawlers were destroyed, allowing Bishop Tu’s junks to reach Phat Diem.33

With the signing of the Elysee Accords and Bao Dai’s return to Vietnam to take up the reins of his “independent” state, the French began to elicit a stronger interest in the Catholic areas of the Red River Delta. It was not long before representatives of the Bao Dai government began to make overtures to the bishops. In Hanoi, Captain Tran Van Don, a Vietnamese officer in the French colonial forces, approached Father Minh with the promise of French financial support for a diocesan newspaper in Phat Diem if Bishop Tu would agree to support Bao Dai.34 Tu had little confidence in Bao Dai, but there were increasing indications that the French might be preparing to militarily occupy the Phat Diem area. The bishop also suspected that the Viet Minh would soon be ready to move against him.

In the end, Bishop Tu opted for Bao Dai and the French. In October 1949, a battalion of Vietnamese paratroopers of the French Expeditionary Corps under Captain Nguyen Van Vy dropped into the center of Phat Diem near the cathedral. Tu had already been in secret negotiations with Vy, but the bishop remained reluctant to abandon his “neutrality” by openly welcoming the French. “The Catholic militia was therefore drawn up in order of battle behind a canal,” reported Lucian Bodard. “After they had shouted ‘look out’ they fired a few shots over the canal in the direction of the invaders. When the invaders had retaliated with one or two bursts into the air, Monsignor Le Huu Tu was compelled to acknowledge defeat and sign an armistice.”35

Not surprisingly, the Viet Minh were unimpressed by the bishop’s defense of Phat Diem’s autonomy and dismissed his subsequent letter to the Central Committee arguing that his surrender to the French was necessitated by the Viet Minh’s failure to “provide him with security.”36 They declared that “the traitor Le Huu Tu” had made secret plans to have more French paratroopers dropped on graveyards (thus desecrating ancestral graves and tombs).37 In a party directive, the Viet Minh leadership warned that the French would probably organize Phat Diem’s Catholics into “puppet militias” to combat the Viet Minh resistance.38

The Viet Minh’s conclusion proved largely correct. However reluctant his decision, whatever his continuing distaste for colonialism and his contempt for the Bao Dai, Bishop Tu had irrevocably committed almost one-fifth of the population of Tonkin to war on the French side. Now in May of 1951, the time of reckoning had come.

The 304th and 308th Divisions’ movements around the delta, using primitive jungle tracks to escape detection, had taken much longer than planned. The two divisions were not in position on the karsts overlooking the Day River opposite Phu Ly and Ninh Binh until the end of May, weeks after the start of the monsoon rains. On May 29, the 304th crossed the river and rolled up the French outposts protecting Phu Ly, cutting the main road and surrounding the town. At the same time, the 308th penetrated into the town of Ninh Binh itself.

De Lattre’s son Bernard was killed fighting with his Vietnamese company in desperate defense of a critical hill overlooking Ninh Binh. A Viet Minh ambush also damaged several French river craft attempting to reach the embattled town.39 Meanwhile, the 320th Division struck straight for Phat Diem, where its battalions ran into stubborn resistance from the Catholic militias in and around the town.

Despite warnings from French intelligence, the Viet Minh attacks again came as a surprise to the French high command. (Local commanders would later complain that Bishop Tu had misled them with reports that all was well.) Once again de Lattre reacted swiftly to the unexpected situation. All overland communications had been cut, but the French flew in two paratroop battalions who were supported by a squadron of fighter bombers. French river assault units called Dinnassauts, composed of infantry detachments, carried in converted World War II landing craft and brought more troops, artillery, and armor up the Day River. Other French river craft and planes cut the Viet Minh supply lines across the river, sinking the junks and sampans carrying food and ammunition to the attacking divisions. Viet Minh soldiers fighting in the open delta area proved easy targets for French aircraft.

By June 10, the Viet Minh troops, critically short of supplies and ammunition, had begun withdrawing to the west bank of the Day River. General Giap may have lost as many as 10,000 troops in his ill-fated Day River campaign. The Viet Minh offensives of 1951, begun in the afterglow of the border victories of the previous year with the French pessimistic and demoralized, had ended half a year later with the People’s Army having suffered enormous casualties and attained few gains. The Viet Minh’s serious rice shortage problems had been eased only slightly if at all.

Giap had made many of the same mistakes as his French foes the year before. He had underestimated his enemy and overestimated the capacity of his own forces. The Viet Minh logistical system was simply incapable of supporting a sustained offensive campaign on the scale planned by the Communists. Each of Giap’s major offensives had required at least two months of preparation, and time was not on his side. American military aid to the French continued to steadily increase, while Chinese supplies diminished as the PRC committed its forces to the expanding war in Korea.

“Our victory [in the Border Campaign] was so great that we underestimated the enemy,” recalled Senior Colonel Tran Trong Trung, then a member of the Operations Staff. “For that reason we moved our forces down to the lowlands. . . . Back then the Vietnamese Army’s standard practice was night attacks . . . and our preferred terrain, mountain jungles. But because our assessment of the situation was incorrect, and because of our need to expand the war, we moved our forces down and conducted three campaigns in the lowlands.”40

Giap also failed to understand the importance of French air and naval power. The French air forces could bring massive firepower to bear against concentrated infantry attacks, conduct reconnaissance, and fly in reinforcements. The French Navy could bring even heavier firepower to bear against Viet Minh attacks in the vicinity of rivers and coastline, and its Dinnassauts could simultaneously attack Viet Minh positions and transport troops to key points. Finally, the Communist general had proven less than a master of the battlefield in his ability to plan and execute operations by large units; he was often inflexible and unimaginative in adapting to fast-changing situations.

The failure of the 1951 offensives shook the party leadership. Ho Chi Minh called on senior officials to engage in self-criticism to learn from past mistakes and prepare for the future. Giap remained in his post, but his prestige was severely shaken. Chinese military advisors counseled a return to guerrilla warfare. An official Viet Minh radio broadcast spoke of the importance of launching major military attacks only when victory was certain.41

A captured order of the day signed by Giap appeared to bear out the new thinking. “Our troops, who have shown their superiority at guerrilla fighting, should, from now on, not seek massive battle. The general counteroffensive is called off. Regional elements will enter in small groups into the towns and reinforce the urban networks. The prize of revolutionary warfare remains the population.”42

To the French, the Day River battles appeared to be still another victory. To the Viet Minh they were a discouraging but temporary setback. Yet for the people of Phat Diem, their impact was devastating. In Graham Greene’s novel The Quiet American, British journalist Thomas Fowler arrives at the scene of the recent battle. “I had known Phat Diem well in the days before the attack . . . the long narrow street of wooden stalls cut up every hundred yards by a canal, a church and a bridge. At night it had been lit only by candles or small oil lamps . . . and day or night the street was packed and noisy. In its strange medieval way, under the shadow and protection of its Prince Bishop, it had been the most living town in the country and now it was the most dead. Rubble and broken glass and the smell of burnt paint and plaster and the long street empty as far as the sight could reach. . . .”43

In addition to the physical destruction and deaths from the fighting, many residents were also subject to grave mistreatment at the hands of the French forces, which had come to “save” the diocese. The British Legation in Saigon reported numerous accounts of “cruelty, robbery, rape and debauchery” committed by French colonial troops. There were even complaints that soldiers had stolen the holy vessels from some of the churches and cathedrals. At least one French officer was under arrest for misconduct.

The British military attaché observed, “[T]his is the sort of way troops who are tired and continually subject to ambush and, moreover, often Moroccans or Senegalese etc. who are notorious for this sort of thing, might be expected to behave. But there is abundant evidence to show that grave harm is done to the French cause.”44 Another British diplomat observed that “there was now more sympathy for the Viet Minh than at any time since the Bishop came down off the fence on Bao Dai’s side.”45

To the French, “two days of combat had sufficed to dissipate the mirage of feudal authority and neutrality of the Bishops.” In the view of the French command, only the rapid intervention of the colonial troops had “stopped the collapse of the front.”46 De Lattre blamed the bishops for inaccurate intelligence that had contributed to the success of the initial Viet Minh attacks and more seriously to the death of Bernard de Lattre during the desperate fighting.47

The French high command informed the bishops that French colonial troops would in future be stationed in their dioceses. The more ineffective Catholic militias would be disbanded, and the better ones would be reorganized and placed under direct French command. French colonial officials would also assume some of the civil government functions in the diocese. Bishop Tu’s experiment in autonomy had ended in failure, but his following remained strong and he was to lead his parishioners en masse to the South after the French defeat in 1954.

For De Lattre, his military successes were marred not only by the death of Bernard, which affected him deeply, but also by the knowledge that the long-range future of France in Indochina was far from determined. “It’s a terrible task I’m engaged in,” he confided to his aide de camp, “the victories alone can not bring a solution to the problem.”48

The general saw three essential elements to achieving any lasting success in Indochina. First, the Bao Dai government, headed by Prime Minister Tran Van Huu, must change its attitude of passivity and mobilize the population to play an active and willing role in resisting the Communists. De Lattre constantly exhorted Vietnamese leaders to cease their “attentism” (fence sitting) and join the fight. To students at the elite Lycee Chasseloup-Laubat, he declared, “Be Men! If you won’t fight for us go and join the Viet Minh. They have people there who fight well for a bad cause.”49

De Lattre saw the formation of a large Vietnamese Army by the Bao Dai government as the most important element in his effort to enlist the noncommunist Vietnamese in the struggle against the Viet Minh. A few days before the new commander’s arrival in Saigon, the French government had, in fact, concluded a military convention with Bao Dai that provided for the creation of an independent Vietnamese National Army. The great majority of Vietnamese officers and enlisted men serving in the French Expeditionary Corps were transferred to the new Vietnamese National Army within the next month. The shortage of experienced Vietnamese officers and NCOs, however, meant that a large proportion of the new army’s leadership were French officers and noncoms “on detachment.”50 The new army had a nominal strength of 65,000 at the end of December 1950; yet all but 10,000 of these were suppletifs, militias, sect forces, or ethnic minorities who had already been fighting on the French side.51

De Lattre wanted a large-scale expansion of the Vietnamese Army both because of the symbolic value of a sovereign Vietnamese state with its own army, and because a large Vietnamese force could eventually take the place of many, if not most, of the units of the Expeditionary Corps deployed in Indochina. In July 1951, he persuaded Bao Dai to declare a “general mobilization” and a temporary call-up of 60,000 Vietnamese for two months of military training. The decree “resulted in widespread draft-dodging, rioting in Hue and violent incidents in the training camps because of unrest and threats of desertion.”52

The second essential element in securing Indochina was to deal with the threat of intervention by China. “After the demonstration of Western weakness in Korea, there is no reason to think that the Chinese might not send ‘volunteers’ to Indochina,” de Lattre warned the French government. “Some 10,000 or more Chinese added to the Viet Minh would suffice to reverse the already precarious situation in Tonkin.”53

At a tripartite military conference on Southeast Asia in Singapore attended by high- ranking military officers from Britain, France, and the United States in May 1951, de Lattre attempted to sell the British and American representatives on the necessity of a commitment to come to the aid of France in the event of a Chinese attack on Indochina. The conferees agreed that “the defense of Tonkin should be recognized as the key to the defense of Southeast Asia,” but the United States refused to make any binding commitments to help furnish the minimum additional four divisions with the increased air support that de Lattre argued would be necessary to meet a Chinese attack. Instead, the conferees could only agree that military representatives of the three countries should meet periodically to exchange information on China.54

To prepare for the possible Chinese invasion, de Lattre constructed a strong chain of defensive positions stretching in a 235-mile arc from Along Bay to Vinh Yen in the west and to Phat Diem and the sea in the south. Along the line, the French constructed over a thousand concrete blockhouses built to resist artillery fire and grouped in mutually supporting clusters of six or eight. Some blockhouses were large and elaborate, able to accommodate tanks or artillery. Others were simply small pillboxes manned by an infantry squad.55 The so-called “De Lattre Line” was designed to protect the Red River Delta and the cities of Hanoi and Haiphong from “the initial shocks of a Chinese invasion” and to serve as “mooring points for offensive operations.”56

De Lattre’s third and most important priority was to firmly commit the United States to the French struggle in Indochina. In his view, American opinion “remained reticent and fundamentally anti-colonialist” in regard to France’s battle in Southeast Asia. That mindset would have to be changed in order to ensure the continued flow of American aid. At the same time, the general was determined to minimize American influence in Indochina so as not to make the French appear “like a poor cousin in Viet eyes.”57 De Lattre “wanted the Americans kept in their place,” recalled Edmund Gullion. “He was giving us hell.”58

Though American military aid had grown to over $450 million by the summer of 1951, including 4,500 vehicles, 90 fighter planes, and almost 9,000 machine guns, the entire program was administered by a US Military Assistance Advisory Group of less than seventy men.59 The French demonstrated their attitude toward the Advisory Group by assigning them a rickety five-story building in the Cholon section of Saigon next to a brothel much favored by troops of the Foreign Legion. An American officer recalled how, around five o’clock each day, “the noise on Rue Cai May would rise to a crescendo as trucks and busloads of legionnaires trooped into the house.”60

According to the Mutual Assistant Pact of December 1950, which set the ground rules for US military aid to France and the Associated States, inspection teams from the Military Assistance Group were to monitor the distribution and use of the assistance provided.61 Yet the Advisory Group was far too small to perform these tasks. One of the Group’s officers reported that much of the American observation activities often amounted to little more than obtaining a signature for newly arrived US equipment and hoping that the equipment would be distributed as agreed.62

Inspections could only be carried out with the cooperation of the French, who allowed no visits to units on combat operations. Inspections in rear areas had to be scheduled two months in advance. The French would often be using equipment earmarked for Vietnamese units, recalled American diplomat Howard Simpson. “They’d hear that an end-use mission was coming so they’d rush this equipment back to the Vietnamese. So the Americans when they visited would see it and then the French would take it back again. . . . The best ploy that the French had to keep us away from any real source of information was the big noontime lunch. Where you’d start with pastis, whatever, and you’d go through a couple of wines under the hot tropical sun and you’d have some cognac and Armagnac and by the time you come from all that you’d be practically prolapsed and it’d be too late.”63

General de Lattre was publicly grateful for the part that American military equipment had played in his hard-won victories, but he was also determined to keep the American presence in Indochina to a minimum. He banned any mention of American economic aid in French-language newspapers in Vietnam and told US minister Donald Heath that there were “entirely too many Americans in Vietnam.64 At a dinner for prominent American newsman William C. Bullitt, de Lattre “took the occasion after dinner of making a violent attack against the Americans in this country and particularly the activities of the members of the Economic Aid Mission who he said moved about the countryside making propaganda . . .”

Yet while de Lattre continued to indulge in occasional tirades against American activities in Indochina, he simultaneously continued his efforts to encourage “the development in the United States of certain general attitudes, whose acceptance by the leaders and the public would condition the granting of [increased military] aid.”65 In September 1951, he visited the United States personally to sell his vision of Indochina’s importance to Washington. Arriving in New York aboard the liner Ile de France, de Lattre posed for pictures with Humphrey Bogart and Lauren Bacall in front of the Statue of Liberty and immediately began his courtship of the media.

“The war in Indochina is not a colonial war,” de Lattre told reporters in New York, “it is a war against Red colonialism. As in Korea . . . we are fighting on a Red battlefield for liberty and peace.” He laid a wreath at the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier and appeared on Meet the Press watched by an audience estimated at twelve million people. Time magazine put the general on its cover and admonished its readers that “communism cannot go unchecked in Asia and still be defeated in Europe.”66

Everywhere de Lattre’s message was the same. Indochina and Korea were two parts of the same global struggle against communism, two battlefields of one war, and deserved equal priority. In Washington, he met with President Truman and “emphasized the oneness of the anti-commie struggle in Korea, Europe and Indochina.” According to the State Department summary of the conversation, the president “expressed warm interest in [the] General’s exegesis.”67 At the Pentagon, de Lattre was even more emphatic. “If you lose Korea, Asia is not lost but if I lose Indochina, Asia is lost. Tonkin is the key to Southeast Asia, if Southeast Asia is lost, India will burn like a match and there will be no barrier to the advance of communism before Suez and Africa. If the Muslim world were thus engulfed, the Muslims in North Africa would soon fall in line and Europe itself would be outflanked.”68

A British diplomat reported that de Lattre’s talks in Washington “have been, so far, an unqualified personal success” for the general and “any lurking doubts American officials may have had that de Lattre was simply camouflaging colonialism were completely dispelled.”69 While his visit may indeed have been a public relations triumph and did result in American promises to increase the size and speed up the delivery of military aid, it did little to persuade either Washington leaders or the public to view the French struggle in Indochina in the same light as the war in Korea. Perhaps Indochina was an important element in the worldwide struggle against communism. Perhaps the French had really shed their bad old colonialism. Nevertheless, few Americans were willing to accept the idea that the war in Indochina was as important as the Korean War.

Returning to Indochina, de Lattre launched an ambitious operation aimed at the town of Hoa Binh, an important road and river junction on the Black River along highway RC6. Hoa Binh, the main town of the Moung, an ethnic minority favorable to the French, had been under effective Viet Minh control for some time. The capture of Hoa Binh would also threaten Viet Minh supply lines between their headquarters in the Viet Bac and the rice-growing regions to the southwest.

Aside from operational considerations, there were political and psychological reasons for de Lattre to need a further success in Vietnam. The French National Assembly was about to begin debate on the Indochina budget for 1952–1953, and Americans in Washington would be considering de Lattre’s requests for additional military support made during his recent visit. Besides, as one French officer observed, “the decision to lead an offensive just reflected de Lattre’s temperament; he wanted to attack.”70

The conquest of Hoa Binh proved deceptively easy. On November 14, three French parachute battalions were dropped over the town and seized control with almost no resistance. A large land task force of fifteen infantry battalions with supporting armor, artillery, and engineer units made its way down Highway 6 to link up with the paratroopers, while a task force of armed landing craft opened the Black River to supply shipping.

Having secured the town, the French moved to protect their supply lines by building a series of small fortified positions on the west bank of the Black River and along the highway from the town of Xuan Mai to Hoa Binh. Both the road and the river, however, were bordered by thick undergrowth, making ambushes easy, while the highway was also bordered by high hills that the French had too few troops to occupy.

General Giap responded to the French offensive by committing four of his regular divisions to attack French supply lines to Hoa Binh; the remaining two divisions were positioned to threaten the Red River Delta and support guerrilla operations to divert French troops and harass supply efforts in support of Hoa Binh. It took the Viet Minh a month to move their forces into position. The People’s Army 444th Engineer Battalion was ordered to build a road across a mountain to allow artillery and supplies to reach the Day River en route to Hoa Binh.

The distance from the Viet Minh base areas to the river was thirty miles. “We had to trim the trees and build steps for the artillery to go through the pass as it was very slippery and narrow,” recalled Colonel Ung Rang, the battalion commander. “Our troops used U.S. made 75 mm artillery. The guns could be disassembled into four parts each weighing about 60 kilograms that could be carried by two men. The barrel was the heaviest, about 110 kilograms. We had to make a carrier from bamboo so that four men could carry it. The road had to be 1.2 to 1.4 meters wide to allow it to pass through.” Air attacks were a constant threat, and a special group was detailed to wipe out signs of the trail from the air.71

To enable the infantry and artillery to cross the Day River, civilian porters, mostly women, carried small bamboo boats some thirty miles from Phu To Province to the crossing points. Larger boats were carried by three to five women. The engineers also built a floating bamboo bridge secured by a cable. Soldiers had to cross the bridge under cover of darkness at two-meter intervals so as not to overload it. During the day the bridge was pulled ashore and hiden in the undergrowth while the cable was sunk beneath the water.72 By December 9, all Viet Minh units were in position, and three regiments from Giap’s 308th and 312th Divisions attacked the French post of Tu Vu, one of the positions defending the Black River line.

Tu Vu was garrisoned by two Moroccan infantry companies and a tank platoon. The attack began at 9:00 p.m. and raged through most of the night. The French forces were well entrenched, with numerous automatic weapons, and protected by barbed wire. After a forty-minute barrage by Viet Minh heavy mortars concealed on a reverse slope, wave after wave of infantry assaulted the barbed wire entrenchments, which were soon covered with bodies. Succeeding waves of Viet Minh simply climbed over the corpses of earlier attackers.

As the assault reached the French entrenchments, the tanks of the armored platoon rolled forward, blasting away at the Viet Minh infantry and crushing dozens beneath their treads. The Viet Minh assaulted the tanks at close range, suffering heavy casualties but managing to destroy them all with hand grenades, antitank rockets, and machine guns. By 4:00 a.m., the surviving Moroccan defenders had waded to a small island in the river. The Viet Minh left them unmolested as they stripped Tu Vu of its weapons and withdrew, leaving behind about four hundred bodies.73

By the time of the attack on Tu Vu, General de Lattre had returned to Paris, suffering from an advanced stage of cancer. His successor was his former deputy General Raoul Salan. Salan, a St. Cyr graduate and a veteran of World War I, had spent most of the interwar years in Indochina and returned to Europe in 1938. During World War II, he served in North Africa and in the final campaigns against Germany before returning to Indochina in 1945. An experienced intelligence officer, he spoke Laotian and had an extensive collection of opium pipes that were rumored to be not solely for display.

In the French Army he was known as “Le Mandarin.” “He was an unimpressive gray-haired man with a slight paunch,” recalled an American foreign service officer. “He wore his four stars and five rows of ribbons with ease but he seemed almost shy and there was a sad, distant quality in his eyes.”74

De Lattre died on January 11, 1952. On the day of his funeral, the president of France named him Marshall of France, an honor not bestowed on a French officer since World War I. Members of the French cabinet, former premier Charles de Gaulle, and de Lattre’s former World War II colleagues Dwight D. Eisenhower and Bernard L. Montgomery followed the gun carriage bearing the flag-covered coffin through the streets of Paris, viewed by crowds that were sometimes ten deep. “The final stage of the journey from the Arc de Triomphe to Notre Dame took place in the evening and cavalrymen from the Garde Republicaine flanked the coffin on horseback bearing flaming torches. Walking alone behind the soldiers marching in the procession was the lone figure of the General’s widow, Simone de Lattre de Tassigny dressed in black and praying as she walked.”75

By the time of de Lattre’s funeral, General Salan was preparing to withdraw from Hoa Binh. Incessant Viet Minh attacks had led to the abandonment of all the French posts guarding the west bank of the Black River in early January, and water-borne convoys were no longer feasible because the Viet Minh brought increasingly heavy firepower to bear on French shipping in the narrow waters of the river.

Giap now concentrated on destroying the French posts protecting Highway 6 in order to complete the isolation of Hoa Binh. In one of these efforts, the Viet Minh received a black eye when the Eighty-Eighth Regiment attacked a hill position at Xom Pheo defended by an elite Foreign Legion battalion. The Legionnaires’ position was well prepared, and the attacking Vietnamese lacked heavy artillery support for their repeated human wave attacks. As a result, the French held on to their positions, though at heavy cost. The Viet Minh lost over seven hundred men.76

The success at Xom Pheo did little to ease the continuing pressure on Hoa Binh as the Viet Minh attacked Highway 6 from other hill positions and shelled the Hoa Binh airfield. General Salan now resolved to reopen the land route to the town with a massive force of twelve infantry battalions and three artillery battalions under Colonel Jean Gilles. A veteran of de Lattre’s First French Army, Gilles “had the tenacious and cunning character of his peasant origins. . . . He conducted his operations with prudence and a certain flair which protected him from accidents and bad surprises. People said he would never take a step without checking the terrain in front of him.”77

Gilles was determined to avoid the experience of the French in the border battles of 1950. As his troops ponderously advanced, engineer units cleared the underbrush bordering the road, while paratroop units seized key hill terrain along the route. It took Gilles’s force eleven days to cover the twenty-five miles from the Day River to Hoa Binh in the face of stubborn resistance from the Viet Minh. Yet he arrived in the besieged town at the end of January with his forces intact, just as General Salan was coming to the conclusion that Hoa Binh was no longer worth the cost. While more and more French troops had been committed to Hoa Binh, the Viet Minh had been able to increase their guerilla activities in the Red River Delta.

By early February, preparations were under way for the evacuation of Hoa Binh, which finally began on February 22. The French plan was to withdraw along Route 6 covered by artillery and a maximum effort by French fighters and bombers. An advance force would hold open a key terrain feature while the rest of the French units, accompanied by about one thousand Muong civilians, withdrew through them. The advance force would then fall back through the next terrain obstacle covered by another rear guard. The key points were Xom Pheo, the Kem Pass, and Xuan Mai at the edge of the de Lattre line.

Giap was initially caught by surprise but reacted strongly on February 23, and fighting erupted all along the line of the French withdrawal. Foreign Legionnaire units held Xom Pheo and the Kem Pass long enough to allow the Hoa Binh garrison to pass through, and then executed a fighting withdrawal to Xuan Mai. By February 24, all French units had reached the safety of the de Lattre line. On that same day, Salan told a press conference that Hoa Binh had been a “success” because the Viet Minh had lost so heavily in the operation.78

The withdrawal from Hoa Binh had been carried out skillfully and successfully, but the abandonment of the French strongpoint was seen everywhere as a French defeat. “For the people and politicians in France,” observes historian Yves Gras, “it looked like the French’s only offensive against the Viet Minh had ended in retreat. Now the Franco-Vietnamese troops were trapped in the [Red River] delta facing an increasing number of Vietminh forces. In this situation was it even possible to defeat the Vietminh?”79 Assistant Secretary of State John M. Allison believed that the withdrawal “has served to bring the nervousness concerning Indochina which has been simmering in all quarters since de Lattre’s death to the surface. . . . It is now clear that the prospect of an offensive to clear out the Viet Minh, as optimistically predicted by de Lattre, does not exist.”80 As the rainy season began in the spring of 1952, the military situation in northern Vietnam appeared much the same as it had two years before.
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The “Entirely New War”

In France, de Lattre’s successes in Indochina had lessened the sense of panic and desperation over the situation in Indochina. In the United States, the abrupt change of fortune in Korea at the end of 1950 produced consternation, disbelief, and panic. News of the Chinese intervention was received with “the kind of fearful, half-disbelieving matter-of-factness with which many a man has reacted on learning that he has cancer or tuberculosis,” according to Time magazine.1

Summoned to Washington for consultation, diplomat George Kennan found a city “seething with anger, confusion and misunderstanding.”2 Senator Joseph McCarthy called for the president’s impeachment.3 Support for continuing the effort in Korea plunged to 33 percent in the Gallup Poll. Five months before, it had been 66 percent.4 After testifying before the House Armed Services Committee, Deputy Secretary of Defense Robert A. Lovett believed “the prevailing feeling there was that our entire entrée into Korea had been a mistake and that we ought to pull out as soon as possible.”5

President Truman added to the general unease and uncertainty on November 30 when, in a press conference, he reaffirmed his commitment to Korea and declared that the United States would “take whatever steps are necessary to meet the military situation.” A reporter asked whether this included the use of atomic bombs. “That includes every weapon we have,” the president replied. The reporter persisted, “[D]oes that mean there is active consideration of the use of the atomic bomb?” “There has always been active consideration of its use,” Truman declared. “I don’t want to use it. It is a terrible weapon.”6 Under further questioning the president stated that “the military commander in the field will have to decide” on the use of the weapons.

Truman’s last statement referred to targeting, but was phrased in such a way as to give the impression that MacArthur would have discretion to use the atomic bomb. Even without that additional misstep, the press conference created a sensation. “PRESIDENT WARNS WE WOULD USE ATOMIC BOMB IN KOREA,” read the headline in the New York Times. British prime minister Clement Atlee announced that he was flying to Washington for urgent talks with the president.7 The White House promptly released a string of “clarifications” that walked back the most alarming implications of the president’s statements, yet the news reinforced the general feeling of alarm and uncertainty, and the foreboding that a world war was just around the corner.

MacArthur, whose “Home by Christmas offensive” was a favorite subject of ridicule in the newspapers and on Capitol Hill, predictably rejected all responsibility for the debacle. In an interview with U.S. News & World Report he proclaimed that his offensives had “saved our forces from a trap” by engaging the Chinese forces early and thus “uncovering their strength and intentions” before “they had the opportunity to build up from all the resources of China.” Whatever problems now faced the UN forces in Korea were mainly due to limitations placed on him by Washington that prevented him from attacking bases in China.8

On December 3, MacArthur told the Joint Chiefs of Staff that only reinforcements “of the greatest magnitude” could save the situation in Korea. Otherwise, he could foresee only “steady attrition leading to final destruction.”9 That message, General Bradley recalled, appeared “to be saying that MacArthur was throwing in the towel without the slightest effort to put up a fight.”10 The Joint Chiefs’ loss of confidence in their Far East commander was now complete.

Ultimately, it was the counsel of three relatively junior officials in Washington that helped end the indecision among Truman’s advisors and deal with MacArthur’s panic in Korea. In the State Department, George Kennan and Assistant Secretary of State for the Far East Dean Rusk both argued that Korea had to be held. Kennan, generally regarded as the country’s foremost Soviet expert, advised that negotiations with the Kremlin at a time of weakness would prove futile and humiliating unless the United States demonstrated “the capability to stabilize the front somewhere in the peninsula and to engage a large number of Communist forces for a long time.”11

Rusk saw no reason that UN forces could not stay in Korea.12 He was appalled at MacArthur’s “thoroughly dejected attitude” and suggested to Secretary of State Acheson that General Collins be appointed field commander in Korea, and that MacArthur be restricted to working on routine matters in Tokyo.13 Both Kennan and Rusk appealed to the example of the British, who had suffered many setbacks fighting alone against the Axis in World War II but had held on.14

In the Pentagon, General Matthew Ridgway, army deputy chief of staff, argued that the problem was not primarily the intervention of the Chinese but MacArthur’s leadership. His poor decision-making and his recklessness were “largely responsible for the heavy casualties and near disaster which followed.”15 At the conclusion of one meeting, Ridgway had asked General Vandenberg, an old friend from West Point days, “‘Why don’t the Joint Chiefs send orders to MacArthur and tell him what to do?’ Van shook his head. ‘What good would that do? He wouldn’t obey the orders.’”16

While the Joint Chiefs dithered, the president’s civilian advisors reached a decision. Acheson, like Rusk and Kennan, believed that “the spirit of defeatism emanating from headquarters in Tokyo” had “infected” Washington. What was needed in Korea was “dogged determination to find a place to hold and fight the Chinese to a standstill.” Secretary of Defense Marshall agreed, with the proviso that “we must not dig ourselves into a hole without an exit.”17 Acheson conferred with the president, who agreed that “we would stay and fight [in Korea] as long as possible.”18

Arriving in Washington soon after, Prime Minister Atlee received assurances about consultation on atomic weapons and other matters, but was bluntly told by the president that the United States “would stay in Korea and fight. If we had support from others, fine; if not, we would stay on anyway.”19

Truman issued a Declaration of National Emergency, requested a supplemental defense appropriation from Congress, and began a large-scale program of rearmament. By early 1951, Congress had approved a defense budget of more than $55 billion, about four times what it had been at the beginning of 1950. The armed forces expanded from 1.4 million to 3.4 million personnel.20

While Truman and his advisors contemplated the situation in Korea with grim determination, Stalin, Mao, and Kim Il Sung were exultant. The Chinese Army had confronted the forces of the world’s leading industrial power, forced them into an ignominious retreat, and liberated almost all of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea. “Your success gladdens not only me and my comrades in the leadership but all Soviet people,” Stalin wrote to Mao at the beginning of December.21 A jubilant Mao told Kim Il Sung that it was now time to drive the UN forces completely out of Korea. “Our main goal is to eliminate more enemy troops, first of all, to eliminate all of the ROK troops. It will effectively force the U.S. withdrawal from Korea.”22 Kim and Soviet ambassador Shtykov urged Peng Dehuai to press on across the 38th parallel and liberate all of Korea.23

Peng Dehuai was proud of the performance of his troops but also painfully aware of the cost of their achievements. Of the 450,000 Chinese soldiers who had fought in the First and Second Offensives against the UN forces, about one-quarter were dead or disabled.24 General Song’s Ninth Army Group had received such a battering in the Chosin Campaign that it would be out of action for months.

Peng’s forces had at their disposal only three hundred trucks. Although it was now late December, many of the troops had not received their overcoats. Many had worn out their cotton-padded shoes and were wearing straw sandals or going barefoot. “Cooking oil, salt, grain and vegetables are either unavailable or late in arriving and the physical strength of our army units has weakened with increasing numbers of sick soldiers,” Peng told the Central Military Commission. “Transportation, when compared with before, has not improved but has continually deteriorated.”25

Peng had already requested a pause in further offensive operations until the following spring to allow his troops to recover and be better supplied. But Mao was still high on the CPV’s victories. “America and Britain,” he told Peng, “are making use of people’s old impressions about the 38th Parallel for their political propaganda. They are attempting to lure us into a ceasefire. Thus it is essential right now for our armies to cross the 38th parallel. . . . The Korean problem cannot be settled without experiencing serious struggle.”26

Peng reluctantly complied with Mao’s instructions and began preparations for a Third Offensive at the beginning of January 1951. For this campaign, Peng planned to concentrate all six CPV armies against the UN lines north of the Han River and Seoul. In addition, Peng would have three corps of a reconstituted Korean People’s Army under Kim-Ilu.

Peng’s experience with his North Korean allies had been less than rewarding. Kim Il Sung and his commanders had been determined to maintain the independence of the remnants of their army and only reluctantly agreed to a joint command under Peng at the conclusion of the Second Offensive. Nevertheless, the addition of the KPA troops gave Peng a manpower edge of over 100,000 troops against the UN forces.

On December 23, eight days after Peng’s staff began plans for their Third Offensive, General Walton Walker died in a jeep accident. His replacement as commander of the Eighth Army, Lieutenant General Mathew Ridgway, arrived at MacArthur’s Tokyo headquarters three days later. Ridgway was among the most widely respected American combat commanders of World War II. As a paratroop general he had planned and conducted the airborne landings in the invasions of Sicily and Normandy. Unusually, he was a general who enjoyed the confidence of both the Joint Chiefs and of MacArthur.

Ridgway’s arrival in Tokyo found MacArthur deep in his campaign to vindicate his reputation, persuade Washington leaders to bomb and blockade China, and to “unleash Chiang” by allowing the Nationalist leader to send troops from Taiwan to fight in Korea. As for directing the precarious UN campaign in Korea itself, he was happy to shift that thankless task elsewhere. “The Eighth Army is yours, Matt,” he told Ridgway. “Do what you like with it.”27

Under Ridgway, the Eighth Army and Tenth Corps were finally integrated into a single command. Almond remained as Tenth Corps commander; however, as his deputy chief of staff recalled, “Ridgway told him how it was going to go in Eighth Army from now on. Almond got the point and that’s how it went.”28

As Ridgway took up his duties, the Joint Chiefs made it clear to MacArthur that Washington had had enough of his grandiose visions. “There is little possibility of policy change or other eventuality justifying strengthening our effort in Korea,” they informed him. That meant no Chinese Nationalist troops, no blockade and no bombing of China.29 The Chinese would have to be defeated in Korea, not through a global war. That was exactly what the new Eighth Army commander proposed to do.

Ridgway left for Korea on December 26, 1950, immediately after his meeting with MacArthur. He arrived in Seoul the following day, wearing his worn European combat dress complete with web belt and shoulder harness. A grenade was fastened to the D ring on the right shoulder straps and a first aid kit fastened to the left shoulder straps. On his belt he wore a 45 caliber pistol.30

Ridgway quickly concluded that the Eighth Army had the means to hold South Korea. “The power is here. The strength and the means we have,” he wrote to the army vice chief of staff. “My one overriding problem . . . is to achieve the spiritual awakening of the latent capabilities of this command. If God permits me to do that, we shall achieve more, far more than our people think possible—and perhaps inflict a bloody defeat on the Chinese.”31

In order to accomplish that goal, the tired, dispirited, and indifferently led troops of the Eighth Army would have to again become an effective force. “The men I met . . . all conveyed to me a conviction that this was a bewildered army not sure of itself or its leaders,” the general recalled. “There was obviously much to be done to restore this army to a fighting mood.”32

Ridgway wasted no time. He embarked on a rapid tour of his units and their positions. “Ridgway made an enormous impact, just unbelievable, and he made it right down to the troop level,” observed Colonel Harry G. Summers, then a squad leader in the Twenty-First Infantry. “The first thing he did was to go out and talk to people. He talked to every corps commander and every division commander. He would stop soldiers along the road and talk to them.”33

“What I told the field commanders in essence was that their infantry ancestors would roll over in their graves to see how road bound this army was,” the general later recalled, “how often it forgot to seize the high ground. . . . how it failed to seek and maintain contact in its front, how little it knew of the terrain.”34 Above all, Ridgway emphasized leadership. He ruthlessly weeded out slackers and incompetents, while bringing in younger leadership and promoting those who had demonstrated their abilities in action.

Ridgway’s rebuilding effort had barely begun when, on New Year’s Eve 1951, Peng’s Third Offensive got under way with a devastating attack by six CPV divisions on the ROK First and Sixth Divisions. The Koreans held the portion of the line directly north of Seoul between that held by the US Twenty-Fourth and Twenty-Fifth Divisions. The First and Sixth ROK Divisions were considered among the best, and best led, of the South Korean forces; however, their effectiveness had been diminished by heavy losses and an influx of inexperienced replacements. Outnumbered by the CPV divisions, they promptly disintegrated under attack, enabling the Chinese to drive a wedge between the two American divisions. At the same time, another Chinese division penetrated the UN lines to the east of the capital.

Two days after the Chinese offensive began, Ridgway ordered the UN forces to fall back to a new defensive line that roughly followed the 37th parallel. Chinese and North Korean forces promptly occupied Seoul, Kimpo Airport, and the port of Inchon. As Seoul changed hands for the third time, the earlier scenes of dislocation, misery, and death around the capital city were reenacted on a larger scale. Thousands of Koreans, fleeing the capital in the snow and freezing wind, again crowded the roads and railway lines leading south. “The scene is one that will always live in my mind,” wrote General Ridgway. “Men, women, children, patriarchs with storybook beards, grandmothers carried on their sons’ backs like children . . . in the dusk and sub-zero cold, without a destination except some spot away from the Chinese, with nothing left to them beyond what they could carry.”35 When American engineers closed the three pontoon bridges across the Han to all but military traffic, the refugees ventured across the frozen river on foot, exposed to the subzero winds.

In the days before the mass exodus, news of the approach of the Chinese had triggered another round of the mass executions for which both the North and South Korean governments had by now become well known. An article in the Washington Post reported that eight hundred civilians, described by the Rhee government as communists, saboteurs, or spies, were executed in a single week. American and British troops “who either witnessed or heard the firing squads in action” experienced “a wave of disgust and anger.”36

Many executions took place close to the areas where British troops were billeted. A soldier in the Northumberland Fusiliers described how ROK military police executed a truckload of prisoners, including women and children, by shooting them in the back of the head less than 150 yards from the spot where his unit was eating breakfast. At least one British soldier wrote to Parliament, and the commander of the British Twenty-Ninth Infantry Brigade angrily declared that he “would not have people executed on my doorstep. My officers will stop executions in my area or within view of my troops.”37

Ambassador Muccio wrung his hands at the damning news accounts, and the South Korean government declared that it was “investigating.” Rhee promised an amnesty for political prisoners, and the American, British, and Commonwealth governments were satisfied to accept Rhee’s reassuring fictions. Yet many newspaper readers in the United States, Britain, and Australia were left wondering who were the good guys in Korea—or if there were any good guys there at all.

As the UN forces fell back to their new positions, a stubborn battle developed around the key crossroads village of Wonju located along an important north-south road in the rugged foothills of the Taebaek Mountains. The winter weather was comparable to that around the Chosin Reservoir, with snowfalls as heavy as fourteen inches and temperatures as low as thirty degrees below zero. Water poured into a car radiator froze before it hit the bottom, and men often resorted to thawing out the frozen bolts of their rifles and machine guns by urinating on them.38

Around Wonju, the Second Division’s Thirty-Eighth and Twenty-Third Infantry Regiments, together with the UN’s Dutch and French Battalions, met three North Korean Corps in a battle that lasted almost a week. The heaviest fighting centered around Hill 347, a key terrain feature about three miles south of the town.

The French Battalion at Wonju was commanded by General de Corps de Armee Raul Magrin-Vernerey, a much decorated Foreign Legion commander. A veteran of two world wars, he had volunteered, at age sixty and on the eve of retirement, to command the French UN contingent in Korea. For that purpose, he had taken a voluntary reduction in rank to lieutenant colonel. Outfitted with monocle, beret, and bright red scarf, he and his hardened Legion veterans impressed American GIs from Ridgway on down. At one point in the fighting for Hill 347, the French Battalion, almost out of ammunition, used their bayonets to repel North Korean counterattacks.39

The KPA’s offensive ended in mid-January in the flaming ruins of Wonju and the surrounding hills. Two of the three North Korean Corps had been rendered combat-ineffective. The CPV’s strength had been reduced to a total of 280,000 troops. That was only 50,000 more than the 230,000 better-armed and better-supplied UN forces opposing them.40

Overall, however, the Third Chinese Offensive had ended in another impressive success for the PRC. Seoul had been recaptured and the UN forces had been pushed south of the 38th parallel. In Beijing the victories were celebrated with fireworks and parades. An editorial in People’s Daily urged the Chinese armies to “drive the American invading forces into the seas.”41 The germs of the victory disease that had infected MacArthur’s headquarters in October and November of 1950 now appeared to have blown across the Sea of Japan from Tokyo to Beijing.

In mid-January, Mao rejected a UN cease-fire proposal drafted by Iran, Canada, and India that would have drawn the truce line at the 37th parallel and opened the way for the PRC’s admission to the UN in place of Taiwan. Like MacArthur, Mao was heavily invested in the quest for total victory. The CPV’s military achievements increased China’s international prestige, while the “Great Movement to Resist America and Aid Korea” also served as a useful tool to mobilize political and social support for the newly established Communist regime under the banner of patriotism and defense of the homeland.42

Ignoring Peng’s misgivings, Mao contemplated still another offensive. The UN forces, he told Peng, “will finally retreat from Korea after we have exhausted their potential.”43 Under continued pressure from Beijing and even greater pressure from Kim Il Sung and the North Koreans, Peng ordered his staff to plan for an offensive in mid-March to “liberate all Korea.”

In the planned offensive, a rebuilt Ninth Army, reequipped with Soviet weapons and several KPA divisions fresh from training in Manchuria, would reinforce Peng’s striking force. To Peng’s bitter disappointment, however, Stalin continued his refusal to allow the Soviet Air Force to fight south of the Yalu. Then, in late January, as the Chinese and North Korean military staffs developed their plans for March, unexpected news arrived. Ridgway’s army had taken the offensive.44

The UN forces now held a line roughly along the 37th parallel extending from the city of Pyongtaek near the west coast of Korea to Samchok on the east coast. Unwilling to passively await another enemy offensive, Ridgway launched a probe by Colonel John Michaelis’s Twenty-Seventh Infantry (“the Wolfhounds”), reputedly the best army regiment in Korea. Supported by dozens of air strikes and four battalions of artillery, the Wolfhounds pushed up the road from Pyongtaek north toward the city of Suwon.

Michaelis’s lead battalion surprised a small unit of Chinese at the edge of Suwon, and claimed to have inflicted about two hundred casualties before withdrawing. Air strikes and artillery then blasted enemy positions in the town.45 Encouraged by the results of Operation Wolfhound, Ridgway then launched a “reconnaissance in force” that became a full-scale offensive by January 25. By early February, UN forces were approaching the Han River and Seoul.

Confronting them on the south bank of the Han was the CPV Fiftieth Army. During the Chinese Civil War, the Fiftieth Army had been the Nationalist Sixtieth Army, a warlord army from Yunnan that had been shipped north to fight the Communists in Manchuria. Its commander later defected with his troops to the People’s Liberation Army. Like most former Nationalist formations in the CPV, it was far from a crack unit and could not stop the Eighth Army advance. By February 10, UN forces had cleared the south bank of the river and recaptured Inchon and Kimpo Airport.

Peng was obliged to respond quickly to the unexpected UN offensive. He did so reluctantly, aware that his divisions were still unready for another major offensive. His request to Beijing for an additional army group was not granted. Nevertheless, the CPV’s initial response rocked the UN forces.

On February 11, two Chinese armies and a KPA Corps attacked three South Korean divisions of General Almond’s Tenth Corps, which were advancing north from the town of Hoengsong. The three overextended ROK divisions soon collapsed under the weight of the attack; one, the Eighth Division, was practically wiped out.

As in the Tenth Corps operations near the Chosin Reservoir, the disaster was partly a product of Almond’s poor judgment. The Eighth Division commander, General Choi Yong-hee, had warned Almond that his patrols had reported signs of Chinese massing for attack, and that his regiments were too strung out for mutual support. Some were also out of range of supporting US artillery. Almond told him not to worry.46

As the retreating South Korean troops streamed past them, American tankers and artillerymen supporting the ROK divisions suddenly found themselves under attack and cut off from withdrawal by the CPV and North Korean forces. The Fifteenth Artillery Regiment lost over two hundred men killed in a single night.47

For the UN forces, the resulting Battle of Hoengsong was an unhappy replay of the experience of Task Force Faith and of the Second Infantry Division in “the Gauntlet” at the end of November 1950. American tanks, trucks, and artillery pieces were obliged to withdraw along the winding valley road north of Hoengsong.48

American casualties swiftly mounted as troops fought their way up the steep slopes lining both sides of the road and struggled to clear repeated Chinese roadblocks in order to open the way for the trucks, prime movers, and artillery pieces attempting to break through and get back to Hoengsong. One enormous roadblock manned by a thousand Chinese was established close to Hoengsong and proved impossible to break even by air strikes.49 At Hoengsong, troops of the Dutch Battalion, despite heavy losses, bravely acted as rearguard for the fleeing trucks and artillery support forces.

Both casualties and equipment losses to the UN forces were high. In three days of fighting, the South Koreans suffered an estimated 10,000–11,000 casualties, the Americans 1,900, and the Dutch 100. The Americans and South Koreans lost over two dozen 105 howitzers. That was in addition to six tanks and six heavy howitzers lost by the Americans and Dutch. Hundreds of crew-served weapons as well as radios and trucks were also lost or fell into the hands of the Chinese.50

The Seventh Marines, operating in the same area one month later, found “forty half burned trucks and jeeps and the blown out barrels of six 155 mm field pieces scattered along the road. In the vehicles and under them lay the burned and decomposed bodies of US and South Korean soldiers. Other bodies, stripped of their uniforms, lay sprawled by the roadside.”51 Altogether, about 250 bodies were discovered in the area that the Marines named “massacre valley.”52

The Chinese and North Korean forces now pushed south toward the villages of Chipyong-ni and Wonju. The tiny village of Chipyong-ni, about fifty miles east of Seoul, was less than one mile in length and a few blocks wide. Like equally tiny Wonju about fifteen miles further east, it was located at a key junction of the road and rail network of central Korea. Wonju had already been a battleground during the Chinese third offensive and was now a collection of wrecked, snow-covered huts and buildings.

At Chipyong-ni, Colonel Paul Freeman’s Twenty-Third Regimental Combat Team with the French Korea Battalion, the same units that had fought at Wonju one month before, now prepared to defend Chipyong-ni. Freeman established a rectangular defensive perimeter in the low hills surrounding the village. A second ring of higher hills that also ringed the village at a greater distance was left alone. They were too far away to threaten the village with small arms fire, but still within range of Freeman’s artillery, which included an entire battalion of 105 and 155 mm guns.

Staff Sergeant Richard Turner, a newcomer to Korea, had just joined the First Battalion of the Twenty-Third Infantry at Chipyong-ni. Soon after, he noticed a flight of cargo planes dropping supplies by parachute inside the perimeter. “They don’t generally do that unless you’re surrounded,” observed one veteran infantryman.53

Freeman’s force had been at Chipyong-ni for more than a week and was well supplied and well dug in, with deep bunker positions protected by barbed wire and mines. Each unit on line could give fire support to the unit on either side of it. Nevertheless, the five thousand UN forces were now completely encircled by six CPV regiments from three different divisions, totaling about 30,000 men.

Freeman requested permission to withdraw. Almond approved the request, but Ridgway refused. Perhaps, some writers have speculated, the old paratrooper remembered the defense of Bastogne during the World War II Battle of the Bulge. Ridgway “was determined to hold Chipyong-ni, the hinge between the IX and X Corps, even if he had to send all of Eighth Army’s Reserves and part of the IX Corps into the battle there to do it,” he later told historian Roy Appleman.54

In the end, Freeman’s troops did hold Chipyong-ni through three days of stubborn, close-in fighting. The Chinese were supported by Soviet-made 76 mm guns and 120 mm mortars, but their infantry assaults on the first night, February 13, ran into a wall of UN firepower. The ten self-propelled quadruple antiaircraft batteries stationed at key points around the perimeter proved especially effective. One self-propelled battery fired almost 10,000 rounds of ammunition. The Chinese’s only answer to these fast-firing death machines was to try to eliminate them by throwing grenades or attacking them with explosives tied to the end of long poles.55 At one point Chinese troops attacking in the French sector actually fought their way to within twenty yards of a quadruple battery.

The Chinese attacks ended at dawn. Helicopters evacuated some of the wounded, and transport planes dropped additional supplies. “The next night they hit us again,” recalled Staff Sergeant Turner, “but this time they opened up with mortars, big mortars. . . . The mortars landed around us and the enemy came at us in droves. A platoon sergeant near us directed our mortar fire and he was responsible for killing a lot of Chinese. . . . We had strung barbed wire to our front. In the morning there were a lot of dead on the rocks, a lot in the fields and a lot on the wire.”56 Around the perimeter, hill positions were lost, recaptured, and sometimes lost again as companies and platoons fought at close quarters against repeated Chinese attacks.

On the afternoon of February 15, a Fifth Cavalry armored task force, with two dozen tanks led by Colonel Marcel Crombez, fought its way into Chipyong-ni. Crombez’s force arrived just as Freeman’s men were fighting desperately to close a penetration in their perimeter. “We were still trying to take those positions when the Cav came up from the South,” recalled Lynn Freeman, an officer in the Twenty-Third Infantry, “and as their lead tanks approached the perimeter, the Chinese withdrew. God, we were glad to see those guys. In fact we cheered like hell.”57

“We hit them at the most psychological moment,” recalled Colonel Crombez. Under fire from two directions, the Chinese began to abandon their positions and retreat in disorder.58 By the evening of the 15th, CPV forces were in general retreat from Chipyong-ni.

While the contest for Chipyong-ni was under way, American, Dutch, and South Korean soldiers were fighting in the rugged hills around Wonju for the third time against Chinese and North Korean troops for control of the burned-over village and its key crossroads. At one point the Chinese gambled on overcast weather to concentrate the troops of four divisions for a daylight attack. The weather suddenly changed, however, allowing UN aerial observers to direct the fire of five battalions of artillery, over one hundred guns, against the Chinese advancing through open country.

The Second Division History recorded that “[t]housands of shells wreaked havoc . . . the pilots reported the river running red with blood.” When the artillery commander, Colonel Loyal Haynes, reported to Second Division headquarters that his ammunition was running low, Brigadier General George Stewart, the Wonju commander, told him to “keep firing until the last shell.” Shortly thereafter Haynes reported his guns were overheating, “Keep firing until the gun barrels melt,” Stewart replied.59

Three days after the “Wonju shoot,” one of the most destructive artillery bombardments in history, Peng ordered a general withdrawal to the 38th parallel. Most of his divisions had suffered crippling losses. A few days later, Peng flew to Beijing. “He rushed to the Jade Spring Mountain Resort, pushed aside Mao’s bodyguards, barged into his bedroom and woke him up.”60 Peng told the Chinese premier that there “could not be a quick victory” given the logistic situation. Mao reluctantly agreed that it might “take several years to inflict casualties of hundreds of thousands of American troops to make them beat a retreat.”61

While the Chinese regrouped and reexamined their strategy, Ridgway resumed the offensive. Since China’s entry into the war, combatants on both sides had found almost all their efforts impeded and their lives threatened by snow, ice, subzero temperatures, and freezing winds. Yet the new UN drive, called “Operation Killer,” was ironically seriously hindered because the weather was too warm. On the first day of Operation Killer, February 21, the temperature reached fifty degrees. Melting snow and ice turned roads to mud and flooded streambeds and rivers. Most streams became impossible to ford, and the Eighth Army’s Engineers had to replace almost all bridges. The new weather patterns, which frequently slowed advances to a crawl, often proved more of an obstacle than the Chinese, who were steadily withdrawing to the north.

Given these conditions, Ridgway’s main objective, to catch and “kill” the battered CPV formations pulling back from their failed offensive, could never be achieved. Yet UN forces made impressive gains. Seoul was “liberated” once again on March 15, although most of its inhabitants were too exhausted, hungry, and traumatized to take much notice. By early April, the UN forces had regained almost all of South Korea lost to the Second, Third, and Fourth Chinese Offensives.

While Ridgway had been battling the Chinese, MacArthur had been carrying on his own offensive—against Washington. Swiftly forgetting his own defeatism in December, he now loudly called for reinforcements for his theater, retaliatory actions against China, and fewer restrictions on his operations. Especially galling to MacArthur and his admirers was the Truman administration’s decision to station four divisions permanently in Europe and the appointment of General Dwight D. Eisenhower to serve as supreme commander of NATO military forces.

MacArthur found many supporters among Republican critics of Truman in the House and Senate. These lawmakers had been quick to explain the disasters in Korea as the result of incompetence, cowardice, and probably disloyalty on the part of members of the administration. Many of these critics, most prominently Senator Robert Taft of Ohio and Senator Kenneth Wherry of Nebraska, also vehemently opposed deeper American involvement in Europe, but enthusiastically supported MacArthur’s calls for a more aggressive policy against “Red China.” To these politicians, whom Acheson disdainfully labeled “the Primitives,” the Far Eastern commander was both a military genius and a font of wisdom.62

By contrast, MacArthur’s credibility in the White House, the State Department, and the Pentagon was now near zero. His “shooting his mouth off” to the press during November in criticism of administration policy in Korea had led Truman to issue an executive order requiring all civilian and military government officials to clear their public statements with the White House.

MacArthur refused to take the hint. On March 7 and March 15, he told reporters that under present conditions the war could end only in attrition and stalemate. In Washington, Truman and his advisors had concluded that with the CPV effectively driven out of South Korea, the right time had arrived for negotiations. Most UN members strongly supported such a diplomatic effort.

When he was told that the president was about to begin a peace initiative, MacArthur went completely off the rails. On March 24, he issued a public statement that began by observing that China, with its lack of industrial capacity and consequent weakness in tanks, artillery, and air and seapower, could never hope to win in the face of “existing methods of mass destruction.” Now that China had “been shown its complete inability to accomplish by force of arms the conquest of Korea,” the Chinese “must be painfully aware that a decision of the United Nations to depart from its tolerant effort to contain the war to Korea . . . would doom Red China to the risk of imminent military collapse.” He then declared that he was prepared to meet personally with the enemy commander to discuss a way to settle the war.63

Truman reacted angrily to what he called MacArthur’s “deliberate, premeditated sabotage of U.S. and UN policy.” At last the president was ready to remove him, an action that, in the view of many of the president’s advisors, was long overdue.64 The Soviet foreign minister noted with satisfaction that much of the foreign press considered MacArthur “a maniac.”65

Truman wanted to move cautiously, however; a majority of the American public still considered MacArthur a hero and a military genius. Truman, whose approval rating stood at 26 percent, was much more commonly blamed for the appalling rate of American casualties and frustrating lack of success in Korea, than was MacArthur.

Then on April 5, Representative Joseph Martin, a Republican and the House minority leader, read aloud a letter he had received from General MacArthur three weeks before when Martin had solicited the general’s views. In his letter, MacArthur had declared that the administration had its priorities backward. Asia, not Europe, should be the central battleground in the war against Communism. “If we lose the war to communism in Asia, the fall of Europe is inevitable, win it and Europe most probably would avoid war and yet preserve freedom.”66 MacArthur never requested that Martin keep the letter confidential.

Truman considered the Martin letter the final step in MacArthur’s open defiance of duly constituted civilian authority. After conferring with Secretaries Marshall and Acheson, General Bradley, and Commerce Secretary W. Averill Harriman, a trusted advisor, Truman decided to relieve MacArthur immediately. In the president’s mind, the decisive consideration was not MacArthur’s mistakes and misjudgments on the battlefield nor his misleading and dishonest reporting to Washington, but his challenge to civilian authority. As Truman put it in more earthy language, “I fired MacArthur because he wouldn’t respect the authority of the President. I didn’t fire him because he was a dumb son-of-a bitch although he was, but that’s not against the law for generals. If it was, half to two thirds of them would be in jail.”67

MacArthur’s dismissal produced shock and disbelief on both sides of the Pacific. In the United States, the news was greeted with “a cacophony of howls of indignation, shrieks of hysteria and screams of anger,” in the words of MacArthur’s biographer.68 Senator William Jenner of Indiana, a Republican, saw the general’s firing as further evidence that “this country is today in the hands of a secret inner coterie which is directed by agents of the Soviet Union.” Senator Richard Nixon of California declared that, after the firing, “the happiest group in our country will be the communists and their stooges.”69

MacArthur’s return to the United States resembled a kind of triumphal progress. He was invited to address a joint session of Congress. The Japanese Diet and the Korean National Assembly both passed resolutions praising him. On the day of his departure from Japan, an estimated half million Japanese well-wishers lined his entire route to Haneda Airport. Upon arrival in San Francisco, he received a ticker tape parade, and his arrival in Washington was greeted by a crowd of 12,000 people, followed two days later by a nineteen-mile parade through Manhattan.

An estimated twenty million people listened to his congressional address or watched it on television. At the conclusion of his speech, the general alluded to the phrase of a barracks song that declared, “Old Soldiers Never Die; They Just Fade Away,” and declared that he intended to follow the same path. Republican Representative Dewey Short of Ohio compared MacArthur’s address to hearing “the voice of God.”

Yet MacArthur’s fading was remarkably swift. In subsequent Senate hearings on “The Military Situation in the Far East,” General Marshall, General Collins, Admiral Sherman, and General Vandenburg together made clear that MacArthur’s desire to achieve complete victory over China was well beyond the present military capabilities of the United States and that it would leave Soviet military power unscathed. As General Bradley memorably observed, MacArthur’s strategy would involve the United States in “the wrong war at the wrong place at the wrong time with the wrong enemy.”70
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The Last Offensive

In Tokyo, in April 1951, Ridgway replaced MacArthur as commander in chief Far East and United Nations commander, while General James Van Fleet arrived in Korea to become the new Eighth Army commander. Van Fleet, a 1915 graduate of West Point, had been a twenty-six-year-old battalion commander in World War I and been awarded the Silver Star. During World War II, he led American troops from Utah Beach to Germany as a regimental, division, and corps commander, and became the most decorated US general of the war. He was best known as the leader of the highly successful US Military Mission to Greece, which had helped the Greek Army defeat a formidable Communist insurgency in 1948–1949.

Van Fleet assumed command of a United Nations force that had been greatly changed from the one that had first confronted the North Koreans during the summer and fall of 1950. By the spring of the following year, the United Nations command had become a truly international force. American and South Korean troops still constituted the great preponderance of combat units, but ground, air, and naval elements from twenty-two other countries had arrived in Korea or were on their way. Five other countries had sent medical units of various types.

International coalitions were not new in warfare. Napoleon and Hitler had both been defeated by such alignments. But these past coalitions had been pacts between independent nations with their armies unified only at the highest levels. Now for the first time, more than two dozen nations had committed themselves to fight, in principle if not in practice, under an international authority. As the irrepressible General Magrin-Vernerey (“Lt. Colonel Monclar”) of the French Battalion told a group of American GIs at Chipyong, “This is the first time in five thousand years of recorded civilization there has been an international organization to preserve peace. This is the first time an international army has fought to maintain law and order.”1 The people of some UN member nations and some of their soldiers may indeed have shared General Magrin Vernerey’s sentiments, but many more were influenced by their desire to improve or maintain their relationship with the United States, one of the two five-hundred-pound gorillas to emerge from World War II, and by far the richest one.

The British, whose ships, planes, and men were first on the scene after the Americans, desired to maintain their “special relationship” with the United States. Australia and New Zealand quickly followed Britain’s lead, as did Canada, with somewhat more reluctance. The Belgians, Dutch, and French, beneficiaries of the Marshall Plan, were glad to provide token forces, although most of their military resources were committed to the fledgling NATO organization and the French were up to their eyes in the Indochina War.

Greece and Turkey had both received American economic and military aid under the “Truman Doctrine” and were eager to demonstrate their commitment to the anticommunist cause by sending troops to Korea. Other forces came from countries as diverse as Colombia, Ethiopia, the Philippines, and Thailand. By the end of 1951, United Nations forces in Korea, aside from Americans and Koreans, numbered 35,000.

These forces varied widely in their capabilities, experience, and training. The number of English-speaking officers and NCOs and the number of interpreters provided by the UN command were almost always inadequate during the first several months. Only the British and Commonwealth forces brought any logistical support with them. Many of the other contingents had to be supplied with food, arms, ammunition, and other equipment, sometimes including clothing.

Dietary requirements varied wildly. Turkish forces would eat no pork but required large rations of bread. Both they and the Greeks consumed large quantities of lamb. The Indians were vegetarians.2 “We got to enjoy U.S. Army food prepared in kitchens and carried in insulated containers to our positions,” recalled Major General Prayool Nootkan-Janakool, who commanded one of the Thai battalions. “Whenever we got a really good meal—ice cream, steak, real eggs,—we knew someone wanted us to attack a tough position.”3

Though they were impressed by American weapons and the comparatively lavish amount of supplies and equipment provided to the troops of the Eighth Army, many Commonwealth and European professionals were less impressed by the American military. “We knew the U.S. Army of World War II was a fine Army. The American Army in Korea was not its equal, too many young officers and men, not enough hard training, too careless in the field,” observed Colonel Leendert C. Schreuders, who served with the Dutch battalion.4 General Magrin-Vernerey believed the Americans failed to use their crew-served weapons and artillery as effectively as they might. Their mining operations were so ineffective that American-laid mines were “more dangerous to friendly troops than to the enemy.”5

American GIs often reciprocated the negative assessments of their UN allies. Comments about one or another nation’s UN contingent ranging from “unreliable” to “worthless” were not hard to find.6 In general, the European, British, and Commonwealth troops received the highest ratings, but other national contingents sometimes impressed GIs who came in contact with them. “The Ethiopians were excellent,” declared Sergeant John J. Balek. “They never got any press. Maybe because they looked scary to many people. To me it seemed they floated rather walked. . . . They were excellent soldiers.”7

Sergeant Donald Arnold of the Twenty-Seventh Infantry believed the Turks “were outstanding military men. I admired the way they operated. When they went on patrols they drew their sabres and wouldn’t return until they had blood on them.”8 “They [the Turks] were ferocious,” agreed Lieutenant Colonel Lee M. Amundson of the Eighth Field Artillery. “The enemy feared them.”9

In the Eighth Army, Ridgway had completed his purge of ineffective leaders, having replaced fourteen of twenty-eight corps, division, and regimental commanders and lobbied Army Chief of Staff Major General James Lawton Collins to give him first call on the more promising company grade officers.10 Eighth Army logistical capabilities had also expanded substantially. During “Operation Ripper,” the combat support services had been able to sustain the operations of 100,000 soldiers and Marines, 400 artillery pieces, and 385 tanks.11

Eighth Army GIs had seen firsthand what this superior logistics and firepower could achieve in the successful battles against the Third and Fourth Chinese Offensives, and that, along with new leadership and tactics, had served to bolster their confidence. “Everywhere I went to inspect Eighth Army, my spirits rose,” recalled General Van Fleet. “The whole atmosphere was alert, well-disciplined, friendly and confident. . . . In place after place I talked to young second lieutenants with grim, set, fighting jaws—and I knew our army was ready.”12

The Eighth Army’s operational methods and strategy had by this point been well established by Ridgway, and Van Fleet made few significant changes. The UN forces would not seek to gain territory in dramatic offensive sweeps. Their main objective was to utilize the American superiority in firepower to inflict maximum losses on the enemy while minimizing American losses, and continuing to exploit and exacerbate the weaknesses in the enemy’s staying power caused by their inadequate supply capability.

While the UN forces had made significant changes in their fighting system by the spring of 1951, the Chinese had not. Nor had Mao given up his fantasy of destroying entire American divisions in a single offensive. “We are planning to eliminate tens of thousands of American and Syngman Rhee troops,” he told Stalin on March 1. “Then we will advance forward to south of the Han River.”13 Stalin also favored an offensive strategy. He sent additional equipment and military advisors to China and deployed Soviet air units to protect the Yalu bridges.

Despite strident requests from the Chinese, however, Stalin refused to allow Soviet aircraft to operate south of the 38th parallel. In any case, Far East Air Force bombers had, by mid-April, wrecked all eight of the North Korean airfields that the Communists had constructed or renovated for possible use by Soviet warplanes.14

Once again putting aside his misgivings, Peng began planning a Fifth Offensive for the spring of 1951. While there would be no air support, the Chinese ground forces assembled for this effort were formidable. Between February and April, Peng’s force in Korea was reinforced by a “second wave” of nine additional armies from all parts of China. A North Korean Corps of three divisions was also attached to one of the CPV army groups. Including support troops, Peng would have close to a million men in Korea by the middle of May.15

A good number of Peng’s newly arrived units had never fought the Americans before, but many of the officers were veterans of the Second World War and the Civil War against Chiang Kai-shek. They were confident and eager for action. One regiment of the 180th Division marched across a bridge over the Yalu, stopped at the Korean side, turned, and shouted in unison, “Farewell loved ones, wait for news of our victory!”16 The Third Army Group commander, Wang Jinshan, told Peng, “I guarantee you that our Third Army Group will capture at least 5,000 American soldiers as prisoners.” All the divisional commanders in the Nineteenth Army Group solemnly promised their commander that they would “be triumphant in the first battle.”

Peng and his deputies attempted to have more seasoned commanders in the CPV share their experience with the newcomers and explain the differences between fighting the UN forces and the Chinese Nationalists, but their efforts failed to dampen the extravagant optimism. Song Shilun, Ninth Army commander, who had suffered 50,000 casualties at the hands of the Marines and the Seventh Infantry Division around Chosin the previous winter, might have enlightened them about the realities of combat against the Americans, but Song simply wrote off his previous failure as due to lack of food, winter clothing, and ammunition.17

While the troops of the Second Wave remained optimistic, Peng and his senior officers completed their plans for what they suspected would be a last throw of the dice. “If this campaign is not successful,” Peng observed, “we will not only lose the initiative in this war, but will ensure that the war will be a prolonged fight with many more difficulties in the future.”18

Peng’s immediate objective was to counter the continuing UN offensive which, by the beginning of April, had brought the Eighth Army to “Line Kansas,” just north of the 38th parallel. The new line stretched east from the junction of the Han and Imjin Rivers through the Hwacheon Reservoir and on to the town of Yangyang-gun on the east coast.

The CPV commander planned to launch attacks on the advancing UN troops, encircling and destroying some of them, pushing the rest below the 38th parallel, and possibly recapturing Seoul. Peng declared his intention to be the destruction of at least six UN divisions. Whether he believed this to be feasible or was only echoing Mao’s grandiose rhetoric remains unclear.19

Some of Peng’s most senior commanders and staff officers took issue with this plan. They argued that the CPV ought to fall back further, luring the UN forces deeper into Communist-held territory, as they had in November 1950. This would allow the newly arrived Second Wave units time to prepare and familiarize themselves with the terrain while the UN troops would become tired and overextended as they advanced.

Peng, however, believed there was no time to spare. Chinese intelligence had (erroneously) reported that the Americans were preparing an amphibious landing, similar to the Inchon operation, somewhere in North Korea. In addition, the terrain north of Line Kansas appeared to be more favorable to American tank warfare than to Chinese infantry. Therefore, Peng concluded, it was imperative for the CPV to strike now. He issued orders for the Fifth Offensive to commence in mid-April.

Beginning at 10:00 p.m. on April 22, Chinese and North Korean forces attacked UN troops all along their line of advance. The main Chinese effort came in the west against the seventy-mile stretch of front held by the First and Ninth Corps, which also included two ROK divisions, the British Twenty-Ninth Brigade, and smaller units of Turkish, Belgian, and Filipino troops.

Peng’s plan was to attack the Sixth ROK Division holding the line north of the town of Kapyeong, break through the line, and capture Kapyeong. At the same time, other Chinese armies would attack along the west coast to encircle and destroy the British Twenty-Ninth Brigade, the US Third Infantry Division, and the ROK First Division. Still other armies would attack the First Marine Division at the center of the line near the city of Hwacheon.

His firm belief in the imagined UN amphibious landing convinced Peng that he had to strike immediately. Yet by beginning his offensive when he did, he placed his troops at a disadvantage. Many had not had time to receive the newly available Soviet infantry weapons provided by Stalin in early 1951. Two Army Groups had only recently arrived from the far Southwest of China and were unfamiliar with the area. Some units had not even reached the frontlines when the offensive began.20

The CPV’s attacks achieved an early success when the ROK Sixth Division collapsed under pressure from the Chinese Sixtieth Division. Despite the efforts of the division commander, General Chang Do-Young, who repeatedly attempted to personally round up stragglers and rally his troops, the South Korean soldiers fled south in panic, abandoning large amounts of equipment, including howitzers, mortars, and more than three dozen trucks and jeeps. The Chinese, however, failed to secure possession of most of these prizes because no one in the Sixtieth Division knew how to drive.21

The rout of the Sixth Division opened a large gap in the UN line between the Twenty-Fourth Infantry Division to the west and the First Marine Division on the east. As his company moved north, Second Lieutenant Joseph Reisler of the First Marines noted, “mile after mile, all the roads were covered with the remnants of the ROKs that had fled. Thousands of them were straggling along the road in confusion.”22

With their left flank open, the Marines fell back and closed the gap. The Seventh Marines on the extreme left of the First Division saw most of the fighting. “The Chinese came at our position in waves and were supported by heavy machine gun fire. Much of the action was hand-to-hand,” recalled Private First Class David Kuegel, B Company, Seventh Marines. “That Baker Company withstood these swarming attacks of rank upon rank of enemy infantrymen had to do with the skill and guts of the FO [artillery Forward Observer] attached to the company. The FO marking the first rounds, walked succeeding volleys up the hill until they crashed into the front ranks of the attackers just yards below Baker’s position.”23 The First Marines successfully held, allowing the remainder of the Marine division to withdraw to new defensive positions near the confluence of the Soyang and Pukhan Rivers southeast of Seoul.

By this point, UN forces were under attack all along the line. The main Chinese effort came near the western side of the of the UN line. Here the Chinese armies converged on Seoul from the north and west. In the narrow Kapyong Valley, the CPV Sixty-Fourth Army’s 118th Division, advancing from the north, ran into two battalions of the Twenty-Seventh Commonwealth Brigade, the Second Battalion, Princess Patricia’s Canadian Light Infantry, and the Third Battalion, Royal Australian Regiment, deployed on the hills surrounding the valley.

The Canadian battalion was part of one of the most famous regiments in the British Commonwealth. During World War I, at Frezenburg in Belgium, the regiment had lost all but 150 of its 700 men but had stopped a German attack that threatened to roll up the entire British line. Many of the Australians were veterans of the Australian Imperial Forces of World War II and the bloody campaigns in North Africa and the South Pacific. They were supported by a New Zealand artillery battery, two American artillery batteries, and a company of American heavy tanks with a battalion of the British Middlesex Regiment in reserve.

In three nights of hard fighting, the Australians and Canadians halted the advance of an entire Chinese division as they had earlier halted the Germans in North Africa and the Japanese in New Guinea. At one point, the Patricias, cut off and supplied only by air-dropped ammunition, held their positions through twenty-four hours of almost continuous attacks until the Chinese, short of food and ammunition, began to withdraw.

Meanwhile, a more successful Chinese attack had driven back the ROK First Division, exposing the western flank of the British Twenty-Ninth Brigade. The First Battalion of the Gloucestershire Regiment was soon surrounded by an entire Chinese division, but stubbornly held on to its hilltop position through three days of heavy fighting. Attempts to break through with a relief force were begun too late and were poorly executed. In the end, only about 10 percent of the seven hundred men who had held “Gloster Hill” were able to break out and reach UN lines. A large number of others were captured and spent the remainder of the war as POWs.

Despite the disasters to the South Korean divisions and the loss of the Gloucesters, the Chinese offensive had not produced the decisive breakthroughs or annihilation of major American forces that Mao had hoped for. Thanks to the stout resistance of the British and Commonwealth units who had slowed the Chinese advance for five critical days, Van Fleet’s troops had been able to successfully conduct a phased withdrawal while inflicting heavy losses on the Communists. “By April 28th the Eighth Army had curled up around Seoul in a well-armed confident ball.”24

“We are now on the northern outskirts of Seoul,” wrote Corporal James Cardinal of the Fifth Cavalry to his family. “The battle, which has been raging furiously for several days, has subsided temporarily while the Chinese get their wind back in preparation for new blows. Frankly this is not as ominous as it sounds. We don’t frighten now like we did in November and December and there’s no talk of them pushing us out of Korea. Their losses have been almost beyond belief. Their dead are piled up in front of our positions by the thousands. Sooner or later they’ll realize our fire power is too much for their manpower.”25

The anticipated Chinese attack on Van Fleet’s defenses around Seoul never came. Instead Peng, anticipating that the UN Command would expect a further Chinese effort in western Korea, redeployed many of his forces to the eastern end of the UN lines while successfully feinting at another major offensive against Seoul. On May 16, nineteen CPV and North Korean divisions attacked two American and four South Korean divisions along a fifty-mile front extending east from the city of Chunchon to the Sea of Japan.

The South Korean divisions, outnumbered and overextended, soon fell apart, opening a large bulge in the UN line between the Second Infantry Division and the First Marine Division. Yet as the Chinese sought to exploit their successes, they again found themselves facing a storm of American firepower. Between May 17 and May 23, air force, navy, and Marine planes, ranging from fighter bombers to B-29s, flew over one thousand sorties against the enemy. The two beleaguered American divisions in the west were supported by twenty-one battalions of artillery, whose rate of fire, 300,000 shells a day, was “five times the number of shells fired against the Germans in a typical corps operation in 1944.”26

Chinese casualties in this “second stage” of the offensive were heavy. The CPV Twelfth Army, in its fight with the US Second Infantry Division and the French Battalion, suffered over 12,000 casualties.27 Perhaps as fatal to Peng’s efforts as American firepower was the continued inadequacy of the Chinese Army’s logistics system. By the fourth day of the Second Stage, many Chinese units had run out of ammunition. Others were completely out of food. Some soldiers were living on rice powder and foraging for wild herbs.28 On May 21, Peng, with Mao’s approval, ordered a general withdrawal of all CPV armies to the north beginning on May 23.

After the Third and Fourth Chinese Offensives, the CPV had enjoyed a respite of well over a week to conduct their retreats and reposition before encountering any significant UN countermeasures. In the case of the Fifth Offensive, however, the beginning of the CPV’s withdrawal on May 23 coincided with the beginning of a major UN offensive involving more than fourteen divisions.

Ridgway and Van Fleet had timed their counterattack to begin on the day they believed that the Chinese and North Koreans would have all but exhausted their supplies and ammunition. The impact of the surprise UN offensive on the CPV was devastating. Unprepared for a fighting withdrawal, almost out of ammunition, and suffering from poor communications, many Chinese formations began to disintegrate under the weight of the UN attacks. “Troops are fleeing in all four directions,” Peng told Mao. “Many are trying to escape back to China.”29

One CPV division was surrounded and almost completely destroyed. By June 10, Van Fleet’s forces had driven the Chinese back into North Korea and again taken up positions on Line Kansas. Peng’s armies had suffered at least 30,000 casualties. Twenty thousand more were prisoners.30

In the wake of the massive Chinese setbacks in the Fifth Offensive, Van Fleet and many of his commanders saw the way opened to a final defeat of the Communist forces. Almond, backed by the new First Marine Division commander, Major General Gerald C. Thomas, and Fleet Marine Force commander, Lieutenant General Lemuel C. Shepherd, proposed another amphibious landing, “Operation Overwhelming,” this time aimed at North Korea.

Van Fleet never signed off on “Overwhelming,” but he believed that, with or without a landing, UN troops could fight their way to the old Pyongyang-Wonsan Line, putting the Korean Democratic People’s Republic permanently out of business.31 “We had him beaten and could have destroyed his armies,” Van Fleet later wrote. “Those days are the most vivid in my memory, great days when all of the Eighth Army and, we thought, America too, were inspired to win.”32

Ridgway was not so sure. Many of the scattered rear guard elements of the CPV encountered by the UN forces were still full of fight. The Chinese armies had suffered an enormous blow but could still be reinforced. In addition, the rainy season was about to begin. Unlike MacArthur, Ridgway lacked any sense that the US and the UN bore a sacred obligation to unify Korea. He had been in Washington during the previous December and witnessed the demoralization, political disarray, and panic caused by MacArthur’s reckless “Home by Christmas Offensive.” On June 22, Ridgway ordered Van Fleet to hold on to Line Kansas.

Few in the Truman administration or among its UN allies shared the triumphal mood of Van Fleet’s headquarters. Instead there was a universal desire to end a war that had proven so politically disastrous to the administration and so costly in American lives. When Soviet UN ambassador Jacob Malik proposed a cease-fire in late June 1951, he found Washington suspicious but ready to listen. By early July, both sides had agreed on talks to begin on July 10 at Kaesong in the southwestern corner of North Korea near the 38th parallel.

Mao, for his part, was happy to discuss an armistice that might give his battered forces a respite and a chance to rebuild. In mid-June he had expressed the hope that the Soviets would approach the Americans about an armistice.33 Any negotiations, however, had to be portrayed to the Chinese people and the world as the result of China’s glorious military exploits in Korea that had forced the United States and the UN to beg for peace.34 Toward this end, the initial meetings of the UN and Communist delegations at the city of Kaesong were utilized by the Chinese and North Koreans as a type of political theater. The city of Kaesong itself had been the capital of Korea in the tenth century, and its occupation by the North Koreans and Chinese during the talks could be used to imply that the UN forces recognized the legitimacy of the DPRK’s desire to unite Korea.

In case observers missed that symbolism, the Communists had more direct methods of conveying their message. The head of the UN delegation, Admiral C. Turner Joy, was given a chair that was four or five inches lower than that of his Communist counterpart, North Korean general Nam Il. North Korean and Chinese armed guards also periodically threatened and harassed the UN representatives.35 After two days of this, Joy and the UN delegates walked out.

The meetings resumed a few days later, and on July 26 the two sides reached agreement on an agenda consisting of four major subjects: fixing a demarcation line, supervising a truce, exchanging prisoners of war, and making recommendations to the belligerent governments on items remaining to be settled. Beyond that, the talks got nowhere. On August 10, the two sides may have established a diplomatic record of some sort by staring across the table at each other in complete silence for two hours and eleven minutes.36

On August 22, 1951, the Communists broke off the talks. They did not resume until October 25, this time in tents outside the small village of Panmunjom several miles east of Kaesong. Regarding the line of demarcation, the Communists proposed the old 38th parallel divide, while Admiral Joy boldly demanded the Pyongyang-Wonsan line over ninety miles north of the 38th parallel. On November 17, the UN delegation proposed to designate the current line of contact as the new boundary provided that the Communists agreed to an armistice within thirty days. During the thirty days, the UN forces would undertake no major offensive operations.

The Communists accepted the proposal ten days later and then took advantage of the thirty days respite to massively fortify their line, while conceding nothing on the other agenda items. Captain Zheng Yanman’s company of the Forty-Fifth CPV Division spent over four months constructing tunnel fortifications along the Chinese main defense line. “Lacking advanced tools and supplies we depended largely on our own ‘carry-on’ stuff such as small shovels and pickaxes. After one week of earthwork, when our tools were worn down and our food had run out we were replaced by another company that continued digging inside the hill.”37 Using these methods Zheng’s division constructed a complex of three main tunnels about seventy yards long, five feet high, and four feet wide, all located twenty to thirty feet below the surface.

At the time and for long afterward, many American military men believed the United States had made a serious error by allowing the Chinese and North Koreans the breathing space to stabilize their frontline positions in Korea. Yet any serious renewal of military pressure on the Communists, even before they had constructed their extensive defenses, would still have resulted in heavy UN casualties at a time when both the Americans and their European allies were growing tired of the war. A public opinion poll conducted in October 1951 revealed that 67 percent of Americans saw the Korean War as “utterly useless.”38

With the demarcation line settled, the path to a permanent armistice appeared clear. There remained, however, the issue of prisoners of war. Both sides claimed that the other was not fully accounting for the number of prisoners actually held. In addition, the UN command was aware that substantial numbers of Chinese prisoners were actually former Nationalist troops who had been incorporated into the CPV under duress, and that a portion of KPA prisoners were actually South Koreans who had been coerced into joining or working for the North Korean forces.

To complicate things further, the UN delegates now introduced the idea of voluntary repatriation for all POWs. The 1949 Geneva Convention on the treatment of prisoners of war called for the return of all prisoners of war to their home countries at the conclusion of a conflict. However, the United States argued that “forced repatriation” of all Communist prisoners of war would result in the abuse or even execution of many of them, particularly South Koreans forced into the KPA or former Chinese Nationalist troops recently dragooned into CPV.

State Department counselor Charles Bohlan and other American diplomats vividly remembered the fate of Soviet prisoners of war captured by the Germans and forcibly returned to Russia after the war. Many of them were tried for treason, sent to forced labor camps, or executed. This time, Truman declared, “We will not buy an armistice by turning over human beings for slaughter or slavery.”39

In April 1952, both sides agreed to a screening of the 132,000 Communist prisoners. The results astonished both the Americans and Chinese. Only about 70,000 of the 132,000 prisoners desired repatriation. The ill-advised screening had only made the problem more complicated; now, neither side could yield without loss of face. The Americans could not turn over 70,000 people “to slavery,” while the Communists could certainly not concede that tens of thousands of their own citizens had no desire to live under their rule.

A suggestion by the UN Command in January 1952 that Chinese prisoners might be given the choice of going to Taiwan further infuriated the Chinese delegation. “If anybody dares to hand over any of the personnel of the CPV captured by the other side to the deadly enemy of the Chinese people, the Chinese people will never tolerate it and will fight to the end,” declared one Chinese negotiator.40 To Beijing, the entire POW issue appeared as a deliberate American plan to score a major propaganda victory. The Politburo resolved not to yield even if it meant continuing the war for an additional year.41

As it turned out, the war would go on even longer. While the Panmunjom talks ground on, interspersed with denunciations, accusations, and walkouts, the fighting and dying continued. After toying with the idea of a possible sixth offensive, both Mao and his top commanders decided on a shift to protracted positional warfare aimed at keeping the pressure on UN forces and inflicting maximum casualties while reducing the strain on China’s military resources. By late 1951, the Chinese government was spending about half its total revenue to support its armed forces.42

Despite that enormous strain on the PRC’s economy, which had barely begun to recover from the damage of the Chinese Civil War, Mao was confident that China was better positioned than the United States to wage a protracted war. He believed that the smaller size of the US population made the country more sensitive to casualties. The Americans would not be willing to tolerate the financial strain of a prolonged war. In addition, Washington’s principal strategic, political, and economic interests appeared to be in Europe, not Asia.43

The new battleground in Korea now became the hills and ridgelines along the de facto armistice line roughly following the 38th parallel. Dug into the uneven rugged landmass were the heavily fortified positions of both armies, sometimes within a few hundred yards of each other. Both sides occupied networks of underground tunnels, bunkers, and observation posts.

“We lived in trenches with the rats which were some of the largest I’d ever seen,” Private First Class Bruce Lippert, of First Battalion, Fifth Marines remembered. “We slept in bunkers made of timber and sandbags. . . . Only our shoes came off when we slept; we kept our clothes on night and day for weeks at a time. Bathing consisted of washing with warm water in a helmet liner. . . . At night the Chinese repeatedly blew their bugles even when they had no intention of attacking. . . . At Christmas time in 1952 they even played Christmas Carols over their loudspeakers.”44

Corporal Ben Judd of the Twenty-Third Infantry recalled “the many artillery attacks we endured. Our bunkers were hit repeatedly. . . . I remember six direct hits. . . . My assistant was an old hillbilly from the mountains of Kentucky who knew how to build log cabin chimneys. He built our bunker well.”45 When the British defense minister, Field Marshall Sir Harold Alexander, visited the front lines in Korea in May 1952, the scene reminded him of the four years he had spent in the World War I trenches as a young officer in the Irish Guards.

Although the war was effectively stalemated, the costly fighting continued unabated. The names of some of the most prolonged and bloody battles along the bleak mountain ridgelines, “Bunker Hill,” “Old Baldy,” and “Pork Chop Hill,” soon became familiar to American newspaper readers. Almost 45 percent of total American casualties in the Korean War were incurred after the beginning of the armistice talks. As historian David Cheng Chang points out, to win the “right” of voluntary repatriation for the 14,000 Chinese POWs who eventually took advantage of it, cost the lives of approximately the same number of American soldiers. The effort, on the part of Beijing, to deny them that “right” cost the lives of six Chinese soldiers for every Chinese POW not repatriated.46

“What you had were two opposing armies facing each other from opposing trench lines,” observed Lieutenant Beverly Scott, a communications officer in the Twenty-Fifth Division. “Between the two trench lines there was maybe five hundred or six hundred yards of no man’s land. And what the war came down to for us was patrolling that no man’s land. It was a miserable time. Just a miserable time. We lost men every day killed or wounded and it was hard to see the point. The lines stayed exactly where they were.”47

Beside the changed nature of the war, the Eighth Army, now conducting the battles for the hillsides and ridges, had also undergone an internal change; it was now a racially integrated army. On May 14, 1951, Ridgway had formally requested authority to abolish segregated units in his command.48 “It was my conviction,” Ridgway later wrote, “that only in this way could we assure the sort of esprit a fighting army needs, where each soldier stands proudly on his own feet, knowing himself to be as good as the next fellow. . . . Besides it had always seemed to me both un-American and un-Christian for free citizens to be taught to downgrade themselves in this way as if they were unfit to associate with their fellows or to accept leadership themselves.”49

Whatever their convictions, Ridgway and many of his commanders knew that the acute demand for combat replacements made it impractical to maintain large, racially separate units in Korea. In addition, actual experience in combat suggested that while segregated units like the Twenty-Fourth Infantry had experienced repeated problems, African American soldiers who had been assigned to white units as emergency replacements, either as individuals or as part of small units, had done well. Before his relief, MacArthur’s staff had concluded, “Negro soldiers can and do fight well when integrated.” As to leadership, the staff’s report concluded, “[N]o race has a monopoly on stupidity.”50

Ridgway’s proposal found a receptive audience in the Pentagon. Army Chief of Staff General J. Lawton Collins had seen the performance of combat units integrated on an emergency basis during the last year of the war in Europe, and was left with the conviction that segregation would “not work out.”51 Defense Secretary Marshall and the army’s assistant chief of staff for operations, General Maxwell Taylor, also supported Ridgway’s plan.52

Ridgway went ahead. Despite the many problems of activating, deactivating, transferring, and combining men and units in the midst of ongoing military operations, 75 percent of Eighth Army infantry units were integrated by October 1951. Desegregation of all remaining units was completed by the following May.53

That was not accomplished without a good deal of confusion, resentment, and varying degrees of tacit opposition on the part of many white officers and enlisted men. “When they first started talking about integration, white soldiers were aghast,” recalled Colonel Harry Summers.54 At the highest level, General Almond took an unequivocal stand against integration. “There is no question in my mind of the inherent differences in races,” he declared. “This is not racism, it is common sense and understanding. Those who ignore these differences merely interfere with the combat effectiveness of battle units.”55

“I know of no whites who wanted to integrate,” recalled Spc. 4 Gene McClure of the Twenty-Fifth Regimental Combat Team.56 Private First Class Ronald H. Johnson was “one of the first Blacks assigned to a newly integrated unit and I caught hell, constant fights, verbal abuse, I didn’t feel I belonged.”57 As in World War II, however, whatever racism, rancor, and discord resulted from the integration of the line units soon faded after the common experience of combat and mutual dependence. Journalist Lee Nichols, who conducted interviews with wounded soldiers at Walter Reed Hospital in late 1952, found overwhelmingly positive observations about the effectiveness of integrated units. As one soldier observed, “When it comes to life or death race does not mean a thing.”58
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Panmunjom

While the ground war in Korea settled into a stalemate, the air war expanded dramatically. The Far East Air Force launched an ambitious series of interdiction operations often collectively referred to as “Operation Strangle.” The aim of “Strangle” was to completely cut the supply lines to Chinese and North Korean forward units facing the UN forces. Attacks against transport and lines of supply had been highly successful in the last year of World War II in northwestern Europe, and again against the conventional tank-led forces of the North Korean People’s Army in the summer and fall of 1950.

Yet interdiction proved far less damaging to Communist forces deployed in static positions in 1951 and 1952 than it had been when hundreds of thousands of Chinese were engaged in fast-moving offensives far from their supply depots. A Chinese division of 10,000 men required only about fifty tons of supplies per day. In comparison, an American division was about 60 percent larger but required over ten times as many tons of supplies per day. The limited amount of materiel required by the CPV could be moved largely at night, and the Far East Air Force had only a small number of bombers configured for night operations. The Communists also mobilized large numbers of workers to repair and maintain roads, bridges, and rail lines. The six hundred miles of North Korean rail line, for example, was maintained by repair crews stationed at four-mile intervals all along the line.1

The Communists also deployed formidable air defenses to protect their critical logistical installations. Though the Soviets had never satisfied Peng’s desire for direct air support to the CPV, Russian pilots, flying MiG-15 fighters with North Korean markings, had entered the war as early as November 1950. Flying from bases in Manchuria, the MiGs engaged UN aircraft in the skies over a wedge-shaped area of northwestern North Korea between the Yalu and the Chongchon Rivers that American pilots soon labeled “MiG Alley.”2 The Soviets also supplied MiGs and training personnel to the Chinese, but the PLA’s inexperience with aerial warfare and the time needed to develop pilots and ground crews severely limited the PLA Air Force’s capabilities, and prolonged the time until Chinese fighters could effectively enter the war.3

The introduction of MiGs into Korea drastically altered the dynamics of the air war. The MiG-15 could outperform the F-80 and F-84 fighter bombers used by the US Air Force as well as the British Meteor jet fighter. The US Air Force, preoccupied with preparations for what it believed would be a nuclear showdown with the Soviet Union, was now obliged to transfer to Korea its most advanced fighter-interceptor, the F-86 “Sabre.”

The Sabre and the Mig-15 were well matched for aerial combat. The MiG was smaller, lighter, and faster than the Sabre, with a superior rate of climb. The Sabre could out-dive and out-turn the MiG at most altitudes, and was equipped with a radar-assisted gun sight. It was also better protected with armor plate and bulletproof glass.4

Fighter pilots on both sides operated under certain restrictions. Stalin’s fears that Russian pilots might be captured meant that MiGs usually operated only over Communist-controlled territory in Korea. They were also forbidden to fly over the Yellow Sea for fear that downed airmen might be picked up by the efficient UN search and rescue services.5 American aircraft could not attack bases or airfields in Manchuria, and fighters could not follow MiGs across the Yalu River, even in hot pursuit. (The latter prohibition was frequently violated.)

American pilots, many of them veterans of World War II, generally proved superior to their Soviet opponents and to Chinese and North Korean pilots who later joined the air war. Indeed, for decades after the Korean War, air force fighter pilots were believed to have achieved a ratio of seven to one, perhaps eleven to one, in aerial victories over their opponents in air-to-air combat. Recent writers argue for a much closer score of a little over three to one.6

Whatever the combat performance of the MiGs, there were plenty of them. By September of 1951, there were about five hundred MiGs deployed for operations in Korea. The Far East Air Force had only about ninety F-86s available.7 Months before, MiGs had demonstrated their potential to significantly disrupt the interdiction campaign. On April 12, 1951, MiGs shot down three B-29s and damaged seven more during an air attack on the Yalu bridges at Sinuju.

By the end of October 1951, Far East Air Force B-29 losses to MiGs were so high that Lieutenant General Otto Weyland, who had recently replaced Stratemeyer as commander, Far East Air Force, decided “to employ no more B-29s on daylight missions.”8 The MiGs had thus achieved what the German Luftwaffe had never managed during World War II, to force American heavy bombers from the daylight skies. General Curtis LeMay, commander, Strategic Air Command, the nuclear armed bomber force intended to strike terror into the hearts of the Soviets, was enraged at this decision. He recognized the obvious implication that, if B-29s could not even take on Korean bridges and railyards, they would be less than effective attacking Moscow or Leningrad.9

Although air interdiction continued, by early 1952 Far East air force planners recognized that it was unlikely to produce decisive results and was costly in aircraft losses. General Weyland’s staff officers now proposed a new approach intended to achieve “the maximum degree of selected destruction, thus making the Korean conflict as costly as possible to the enemy.” The new target list was such that it appeared to include the general population of North Korea, although this was never explicitly acknowledged. Targets mentioned were locomotives, stored supplies, and “general buildings in cities and villages in areas in active support of the enemy.” Military targets selected should be those whose “destruction will have an adverse effect upon the morale of the civilian population actively engaged in the logistic support of the enemy forces.”10

General Mark Clark had replaced Ridgway as UN commander in May 1952. Clark, admired for his courage, was far less respected for his judgment. As a senior Allied commander in the World War II Italian campaign, he was widely blamed, sometimes unfairly, for a number of monumental blunders that resulted in heavy Allied casualties and needlessly prolonged the campaign.

Nevertheless, both Marshall and Eisenhower retained confidence in Clark, and all the fury and invective launched at him by veterans, the World War II Allies, and newspaper writers failed to halt his upward progress. Lacking Ridgway’s skepticism toward all war-winning schemes, Clark easily approved Weyland’s new plan.

Among the first targets attacked were the North Korean hydroelectric plants near the Yalu River. Ridgway had previously rejected proposals for destroying these plants because they generated power mainly for civilian consumption and played no direct role in military operations. However, if the object was now to “make the war costly to the enemy,” then the attacks on the dams made sense.

In four days, beginning on June 23, 1952, air force fighter bombers and navy attack planes, protected by over eighty Sabres, flew almost 1,300 sorties against the plants, destroying about 90 percent of North Korea’s power-generating capacity. Some American newspapers celebrated a new American “get tough policy,” while British Labour Party members raised objections. Defense Secretary Robert Lovett blandly told the press that the new attacks were based solely on military considerations.

The power plant raids proved only a prelude to sustained heavy air attacks against North Korea that continued throughout the summer of 1952. Beginning July 11, Pyongyang was bombed in a series of attacks that involved over 1,200 sorties by aircraft from Australia, Britain, South Africa, and South Korea, as well as American planes. Radio Pyongyang reported over 1,500 buildings destroyed and thousands of civilian casualties in these attacks, which continued into late August. Donald Chung, then a young medical student, described the impact of one B-29 raid: “As my truck neared the downtown area, I could see that many of the tall buildings there had been gutted or demolished. . . . Hundreds of civilians—old young, men women, babies—lay dead or badly wounded in the twisted rubble. Many had bloody heads or faces while others had crushed or twisted limbs. Muscles were stripped from the arms and legs of some victims or intestines lay beside their dead or dying bodies.”11

The UN air attacks were not limited to Pyongyang but extended to over seventy towns and villages that housed “supply concentration points, vehicle repair facilities and military installations.” Towns where damaged buildings were believed to be still in use were struck again. The Far East Air Force expected that the UN would “achieve psychological benefit from our ability to punish the enemy through airpower.” Defense Secretary Lovett believed, “if we keep on tearing the place apart, we can make it a most unpopular effort for the North Koreans.”12

Those sorts of predictions had been made many times before by air power advocates. They had seldom proven true. Neither the German “Blitz” against England, nor the Allied Combined Bomber Offensive against Germany, nor the American firebombings of Japanese cities had induced governments to surrender. Yet in the case of North Korea, the destructive UN bombing appears to have unnerved at least one of its citizens: Kim Il Sung.

As early as February 1952, Kim had told Mao Zedong that “he had no desire to continue the war.” A few months later he told the Soviet ambassador that delaying negotiations over the POW issue was “not justified because the U.S. Air Force was continuing to inflict damage on the DPRK.” The POW debate “was causing great losses.” Besides, Kim argued, most of the Chinese POWs “were former soldiers of Chiang Kai Shek and politically unreliable” anyway.13

Mao and Stalin told Kim to keep a stiff upper lip. In July 1952, Mao counseled Kim that to accept the current American proposals at Panmunjom “would be extremely disadvantageous. . . . Although continuing the war would mean continued destruction for the Korean People and the CPV, the Chinese and Korean peoples were getting stronger with the war and strengthening the cause of peace throughout the world.” The war was also keeping the Americans tied down in Asia, thus delaying the start of another world war and allowing the Soviet Union to grow stronger as well as “promoting the development of people’s revolutions in all countries.”

Kim ostensibly accepted Mao’s argument. But two days later, he was writing to Stalin, deploring the destruction of North Korea’s cities and pleading, “we must quickly and resolutely negotiate a ceasefire.” Stalin was less than sympathetic. In a personal meeting with Kim and Mao several weeks later, the Soviet dictator observed with satisfaction, “This war is getting on America’s nerves.” The North Koreans, he declared, “have lost nothing but casualties. . . . One must be firm when dealing with Americans.”14

Kim left Moscow with little more than promises of additional Soviet aid. The UN bombing continued. By the spring of 1953, eighteen of North Korea’s twenty-one largest cities had suffered at least 50 percent damage. Cities like Wonsan, Chinnampo, and Hungnam had suffered at least 80 percent damage.15 In 1954, the Soviet Embassy in Korea estimated total civilian casualties from the bombing to be a minimum of 140,000.16 It was an aspect of the war that received comparatively little attention in the US media, but one that the North Koreans have neither forgotten nor forgiven.

As the bombing continued, the Communists began to claim that American aircraft were dropping infected insects into North Korea and the PRC. Although there had been allegations of this type during 1951, it was not until February 1952 that the North Korean Foreign Ministry formally charged that the United States was engaged in what quickly became known as “germ warfare.”

Chinese foreign minister Zhou Enlai denounced the “biological warfare” campaign as an American attempt to wreck the armistice negotiations, and declared that American pilots dropping biological weapons would be treated as war criminals. Chinese newspapers published pictures of “germ bombs” and the infected insects they supposedly contained.17 The United States denied the charge and proposed that the UN Security Council request an investigation by the International Red Cross. The Soviets vetoed the proposal on the grounds that the United States had disproportionate influence on the Red Cross. They also vetoed any investigation by the World Health Organization.

Instead of the Red Cross, the Chinese produced “The International Scientific Commission.” The Commission, recruited by the Soviets, included several eminent scientists from Brazil, Italy, France, and Sweden. The Soviets ensured that those selected had the desired political leanings as well. Professor Joseph Needham of Cambridge, who headed the commission, was a world-famous biochemist with long experience in China. He was also a committed socialist with great admiration for Mao and Zhou Enlai.18

The Commission did no investigations of its own but conferred with, and examined evidence presented to them by, Chinese scientists. Since the Scientific Commission’s inquiry took place at a time when large numbers of Chinese educators, writers, scientists, and intellectuals were being punished as “counterrevolutionaries” under Mao’s Thought Reform program, the Chinese scientists knew what to say.19 In September 1952, after three months’ work in China, the Commission confirmed that the US armed forces were using biological weapons against China.

The allegations were not implausible. There was certainly plenty of disease in North Korea and China during 1951–1952, including hemorrhagic smallpox and cholera. It was also known that at the end of World War II, the United States had captured most of the personnel and records of the Japanese Army biological warfare research center known as Unit 731. (From his work in wartime China, Needham was aware of Japanese biological warfare activities.) The members of Unit 731 captured by the Americans were secretly given immunity by the US government in exchange for agreeing to share the results of their research, even though much of their data had been obtained through experiments on unwilling human subjects.20

In fact, Mao and other Chinese and Korean leaders appear to have genuinely believed early reports from commanders in the field that the Americans were utilizing germ warfare. Within a short time, however, it became clear that the reports were false. Nevertheless, Mao decided to continue to embellish the accusations not only as powerful propaganda against the United States but also to further mobilize support for the war effort and his leadership.21

Accordingly, false infestation maps were created, and cholera and plague bacillus were injected into the bodies of condemned prisoners. The corpses of these victims and others who died naturally of these causes were buried where they could be exhumed as evidence. A number of captured American airmen were persuaded, after being subjected to deprivation and torture, to “confess” to dropping germ bombs on China and North Korea.

While the highest-level party leaders may have been aware that they were waging a propaganda war, most ordinary Chinese civilians and soldiers were terrified and enraged at the inhumane actions of the Americans. The very real outbreaks of cholera and plague that were common in Korea and China during the spring of 1952 appeared to confirm that the enemy was waging a new type of dirty war.

Soldiers vowed to fight harder and civilians willingly enlisted in the various public health campaigns initiated by the Chinese government. For the first time, millions in China—including UN prisoners of war—were inoculated. Chinese citizens were educated in disease prevention and encouraged to adopt measures that improved sanitation. Public health in China was enhanced. Thus the “Germ Warfare” campaign, unlike almost all the other fantasy wars waged by Communist propagandists and American “psychological warfare” practitioners, ironically had some positive results.

While fighting continued in the air and on the ground, the Communists suddenly appeared to have opened a new front, in the UN POW camps in South Korea. On May 7, 1952, North Korean prisoners at the main UN POW camp on Koje-do Island met with the camp commander, Brigadier General Francis Dodd, ostensibly to air grievances. Once they had lured Dodd close to the main gate, they managed to take him hostage. The prisoners then raised a large sign that read as follows: WE CAPTURE DODD AS LONG AS OUR DEMAND WILL BE SOLVED HIS SAFETY IS SECURED IF THERE HAPPEN BRUTAL ACT SUCH AS SHOOTING HIS LIFE IS IN DANGER.

The roots of this bizarre prison revolt stretched back to the autumn of 1950 when, following the victory at Pusan and the UN advance through most of North Korea, large numbers of North Korean prisoners fell into UN hands. After China entered the war, thousands of Chinese prisoners were also captured or surrendered during the intense seesaw battles of the winter and spring of 1950–1951. By the end of March 1951, about 140,000 Korean and Chinese prisoners were housed at Koje-do.22

The prisoners were a confusing mixed bag of DPRK soldiers, South Koreans who claimed to have been coerced into becoming DPRK soldiers, and some North Koreans who said the same. There were civilian refugees from North Korea, including some from among the 98,000 evacuated from Wonsan and others from Pyongyang. Many were suspected of being Communist sympathizers or agents. Even some South Koreans without Communist ties thought it safer to peremptorily surrender to the American military than find themselves at the mercy of South Korean interrogators.23

Among the CPV prisoners were many former Nationalist soldiers in addition to what Colonel Zhao Zuorui, a former political officer in the 180th CPV Division, referred to as “bad elements.” According to Zhao, the People’s Liberation Army’s desperate need for manpower had caused these bad elements to be recruited. “Some came from wealthy families, such as landlords, business owners, bankers and other bourgeois and capitalist classes accustomed to exploiting the less fortunate members of society. Others had lost their land or business during our land reform. In some cases their parents were jailed or sentenced to death and they joined the PLA to escape the revolutionary movement or class struggle. They hated the PLA and the Chinese Communist Party.”24 In fact most Chinese prisoners were far less politically aware than Zhao’s statements implied. Eighty percent of CPV prisoners had less than four years of formal education, and 44 percent were completely uneducated.25

Behind the barbed wire of the crowded and inadequately guarded Koje-do compounds, a barely concealed civil war raged. On one side were the anticommunist “bad elements,” who included many former Nationalist soldiers and anticommunist Koreans bludgeoned into the KPA. On the other were Communist prisoners, Chinese and Korean, who remained loyal to the cause. The breakdown was somewhat more complex, however, as some former Nationalist soldiers did not line up with the anticommunists, while some previously loyal Communists, including officers and cadre, joined the anticommunist side.

Within the compounds, each side assailed the other with fists, clubs, and other homemade weapons. Kangaroo courts tried suspected “traitors” and frequently handed down death sentences that were swiftly carried out. In compounds where anticommunists had the upper hand, Chinese prisoners went to great lengths to demonstrate their unwillingness to return to “Red China.” They submitted petitions signed in blood to the UN authorities and had anticommunist slogans tattooed on their backs and chests.26

“Prisoner guards” and “trustees,” selected from among those prisoners whom the prison authorities deemed most cooperative or most anticommunist, ruled with an iron fist, doling out privileges and better food to their supporters and often intimidating or beating those who failed to fall in line. In compound 72, Wang Shunqing, who had already cooperated with US intelligence, “exercised a personal monarchy . . . exacting subservience and personal privileges and indulging in personal violence.” The Americans nicknamed him “Little Ceasar.”27 UN guards did not enter the compounds at night, so few crimes and other abuses were ever discovered and fewer reported. In any case, the UN camp commander had no authority to institute judicial proceedings against the prisoners.28

Exacerbating tensions in the camp was an American psychological warfare program called the Far East Command Civil Intelligence and Education Service (CIES). During World War II, the United States had conducted elaborate “reeducation” efforts aimed at German and Japanese POWs to wean them away from Fascism and familiarize them with democratic values. The CIES had a similar aim, except that now the goal was to demonstrate democracy’s superiority to communism. The program also included literacy training, physical fitness, and vocational training. The last was enormously popular with all prisoner factions because the materials in the various shop training programs could be utilized in making weapons.29

One of the CIES’s leading lights was the Reverend Edwin W. Kilbourne, a Korean-speaking evangelist minister. Many of the program’s instructors and administrators were Korean Christians, including clergymen. At Panmunjom, the Communists denounced the CIES as a combination of propaganda and religious fanaticism.30 Within the Koje-do compounds, the favoritism often afforded to POWs who appeared receptive to the program, particularly those who had “accepted Christ,” added to growing tensions.31

A principal beneficiary of the Civil War in the camps was Chiang Kai-shek’s regime on Taiwan. While Truman and Acheson never lost their contempt for the Nationalist leader and regarded Taiwan as doomed, MacArthur had been much more sympathetic and had approved the hiring of large numbers of Chinese from Taiwan as interpreters, interrogators, and translators. Many who were hired for this work were active or former Nationalist soldiers who had learned their English in World War II. A number were members of Chiang’s intelligence services or had close ties to those agencies. The interpreter-translators assigned to Koje-do readily made contact with anticommunists and former Nationalists among the prisoners.32

Once “voluntary repatriation” became an issue, the internal war in the camps intensified. Prisoner Song Zhengming found himself in a compound where “‘the return-to-Taiwan’ faction had gained the upper hand. If you said you wanted to go back to China they would come for you at night to try to get rid of you, but nobody would know about it.”33

In compounds under their control, the Chinese and Korean Communists made great efforts to interfere with attempts to screen prisoners. In February 1952, Korean Communists refused to allow UN personnel to enter their compound to conduct screening activities. They declared that all 5,600 prisoners there desired to return to North Korea, so screening them was a waste of time.

The American reply to that argument was to send an infantry battalion with fixed bayonets to help the North Koreans reconsider. Over a thousand North Koreans, screaming slogans, greeted the soldiers with rocks, pickaxes, tent poles, and axes. When concussion grenades failed to disperse the crowd, the battalion opened fire, killing seventy-seven prisoners and wounding almost twice as many. One American soldier was killed and thirty-eight wounded.34

After this incident, the North Korean prisoners took the lead in militant resistance at Koje-do. The prisoners were able to communicate with the Chinese and North Korean authorities through sympathizers in villages neighboring the camp. This secret line of communications was so robust that the Korean People’s Army established a Guerrilla Guidance Bureau under General Nam Il’s deputy, General Kim Pa. The bureau also infiltrated agents into the camps themselves. The ultimate North Korean goal was to carry out a mass escape and seizure of Koje-do Island. Dodd’s kidnapping fell short of that aim, but it did result in a major propaganda victory for the Communists.

At the news of Dodd’s kidnapping, Van Fleet appointed Brigadier General Charles Colson to take command of the camp, and reinforcements, including tanks and flame throwers, began to arrive at Koje-do. The general assumption among the American command was that Compound 76, in which Dodd was being held, would have to be retaken by force. Ridgway, who was about to be relieved by General Clark, authorized the use of “whatever degree of force necessary.”35

Nevertheless, it would take an additional day or two for all the necessary reinforcements to arrive. In the meantime, Dodd sent word that he was being treated well and that the prisoners wished to negotiate. General Colson was a friend of Dodd and understandably wished to save his life if possible, but there were other reasons to negotiate. Colson had received intelligence reports that the other Communist-controlled compounds, 77 and 78, were ready to stage a mass breakout as soon as the Americans moved to retake control. There were also signs that guerrillas in the villages neighboring Koje-do might participate.36 Even without those dire developments, it was clear that retaking the compounds would be a bloody affair resulting in the certain death of Dodd and probably other Americans as well.

In the end, as the army’s official historian concludes, “Dodd and Colson were more interested in preventing casualties than they were in denying political and propaganda advantages to the enemy.”37 After two days of tortuous negotiations, Colson agreed to sign a statement admitting that “there have been instances of bloodshed where many PW have been killed and wounded by UN forces” and promising to treat prisoners in accordance with international law in the future.38

Dodd was released and bloodshed was averted, but Ridgway and Clark were furious at the major propaganda victory handed to the Communists. Clark promptly released a statement disavowing Colson’s statement and declaring that “any violence that has occurred at Koje-do has been the result of the deliberate machinations of unprincipled communist leaders.”39 Dodd and Colson were summarily reduced in rank to colonel and retired from the army.

Yet the damage had been done. The Chinese and North Koreans, whose treatment of UN prisoners, when they bothered to keep them alive, made Koje-do appear like a holiday resort in comparison, could now claim that real screening of prisoners could not take place under the shocking conditions in the UN POW camps. Secretary of State Acheson observed, “[T]he incident on Koje-do Island had greatly weakened the moral position of the UN command.” Members of the British government could not resist observing that “the troubles at Koje-do would probably never have happened if the prison camps had been under British control.”40

To regain control of the situation on Koje-do, General Clark appointed Brigadier General Hayden L. Boatner, then serving as assistant division commander of the Second Infantry Division. If the US Army had a combat commander in 1952 who was a genuine expert on China, Boatner was that man. A Chinese linguist and an acquaintance of the famous China scholar John King Fairbank, he had served as assistant military attaché in Peking (Beijing) in the 1920s. During World War II, he served in China from 1942 until the Japanese surrender. Under “Vinegar Joe” Stilwell, he had supervised the training and operations of the Chinese troops who wrested key parts of Burma from the Japanese in 1944.

Summoned to meet with Clark, Boatner “made one statement and one request.” He observed that the situation might have deteriorated to the point where “bloodshed might now be required to restore order.” The request was for a judge-advocate (military lawyer), since handling the problems of Koje-do would obviously raise issues of international law.41 Clark agreed.

Arriving at Koje the following day, Boatner found, “The atmosphere was one of unrelieved tenseness and belligerence. Within the compounds, the inmates were regularly holding mass demonstrations. . . . Inside were statues of Stalin and Kim Il-sung along with tall flagpoles with communist flags flying. . . . In each compound the prisoners had an observation post on the barracks rooftop from which semaphore messages were sent and received. . . . Physically the enclosure and compounds were in shambles. The perimeter fences were of twisted barbed wire strung on rotting sapling poles.”42

The officers and men assigned to the prison “were the poorest quality of men with whom I have ever served . . . mostly culls and rejects from the combat and other logistical units and headquarters.” Boatner sacked three of the most senior officers, and four hundred enlisted men were transferred elsewhere. Among his replacements, he received experienced paratroopers of the 187th Regimental Combat Team.43

Boatner put all American prison personnel into combat fatigues and ordered them to carry arms. The prisoners were ordered to take down their rooftop signal posts. When they failed to comply by the date set, “a shotgun load of No. 8 was fired into one man’s legs from a reasonable distance. All then came down and stayed down.”44

Even before Boatner’s arrival, construction had begun on a group of smaller, more isolated, and more secure compounds, some on neighboring islands. Koreans in villages adjoining the camp were moved to other locations and their buildings burned.

Once the new compounds were completed, the larger problem remained of compelling the boisterous Communist militants to comply with the transfer. Boatner decided to begin with Compound 76, whose inmates had captured Dodd and which still housed many leaders from the other compounds who had been transferred to negotiate with the captive general. “Our theory was that if No. 76 could be moved the others would follow suit peacefully.”45

On June 10, 1952, after careful planning and a rehearsal, Boatner was ready to move the inmates out of Compound 76. The prisoners were ordered to assemble on the central parade ground prepared to march to their new quarters. They did assemble—armed with spears, clubs, and improvised firebombs—but refused to leave. They deployed in trenches or among the huts, brandishing their homemade weapons.

One-half hour after the order was issued, two battalions of paratroopers with a platoon of tanks armed with flamethrowers entered the compound in full view of dozens of reporters prepared to witness a bloodbath. However, neither Boatner nor Brigadier General Thomas J. H. Trapnell, commander of the 187th Regimental Combat Team, wanted anything resembling a massacre of the outgunned prisoners. Trapnell, a hero of the doomed defense of the Philippines in 1942, had himself spent four years in a Japanese POW camp. The infantrymen were instructed to load a magazine into their rifles but not to chamber a round unless ordered to do so by an officer.46

The assault began with clouds of tear gas and percussion grenades thrown into the compound. Soldiers armed with wire cutters cut the wire on opposite corners of the perimeter, surprising the prisoners, who had expected an attack through the main gate. Led by flamethrowers, the paratroopers then charged into the camp wielding bayonets and rifle butts. The flame throwers took aim at the surrounding huts and buildings, reducing many to burning rubble in a few minutes.47

Unnerved, many prisoners attempted to surrender by squatting in the designated area on the parade ground. A considerable number resisted, however, and sometimes attacked would-be defectors with their spears and barbed-wire whips. The last 1,500 militants held out in their huts until driven out by tanks and grenades. Thirty-one POWs died in the two-and-a-half-hour fight and 139 were wounded. One paratrooper was killed and fourteen wounded.48

Having witnessed the proceedings in Compound 76, the hard core North Korean prisoners in the two neighboring compounds agreed to leave without resistance, but not before murdering over a dozen suspected anticommunists in Compound 77. The battle in Compound 76 firmly restored UN control of the camps but did nothing to solve the underlying problem posed by “voluntary repatriation.” In the end, it was this conundrum more than any situation on the battlefield that continued to prolong the war.

While the war over repatriation continued to rage in prison compounds and at the conference table, the battlefield war finally ended. There were few new military developments, but there were momentous changes in the leadership of both sides. On November 4, 1952, Dwight D. Eisenhower, the Republican candidate for president, won a landslide victory over his Democratic opponent, Adlai E. Stevenson. During the election campaign, Eisenhower had electrified public opinion by promising that, if victorious, he would “go to Korea.” The fact that he gave no indication of what he expected to accomplish by such a trip, failed to dampen the great enthusiasm of the public and the media for his declaration.

Eisenhower himself was completely innocent of any concrete plans for Korea, but he did visit that country a few weeks after his election. He spent almost all his time there visiting US troops at the front. Only an impassioned plea from General Paik Sun-yup to General Clark persuaded Eisenhower even to bother meeting with Rhee. The South Korean president got forty minutes and some great photos on the last day of Eisenhower’s visit.49

Eisenhower’s first measures as president were such as to gladden the hearts of Senators Knowland, Taft, and other Republican “primitives” on Capitol Hill. He “unleashed Chiang” by announcing that the Seventh Fleet would no longer restrain the Nationalists from attacks on the Chinese mainland. He publicly met with MacArthur and Van Fleet, who had been outspoken in their calls to escalate the war, then quietly rejected their advice.

While he continued his political kabuki to satisfy the Republican hardliners, Eisenhower was examining what steps might induce the Communists to come to an agreement. Truman had retained his aversion to nuclear weapons up to the very end of his administration. He called them “far worse than gas and biological weapons, it affects the civilian population and murders them by the wholesale.”50 Eisenhower had no such qualms. He directed the Joint Chiefs and the service planning staffs to develop plans for expanding the war in Korea, including the use of atomic bombs, should that prove necessary.

The final JCS plan, approved by the National Security Council on May 20, 1953, called for air and naval attacks against China and Manchuria, as well as a ground offensive.51 Decisive as it appeared, the JCS plan was in fact the product of prolonged bickering between the services. The army, represented by Bradley and Collins, had far less faith in air power and nuclear weapons than their air force and navy counterparts. The ultimate result was that by the time the plan was taken up by the NSC, “Collins had loaded it with so many preconditions as virtually to preclude the use of tactical nuclear weapons in Korea.”52 During discussions in the NSC, Eisenhower and his advisors also worried about the attitude of key US allies and the possibility of Soviet retaliation should the United States actually employ atomic weapons in Korea.

While the NSC dithered, the State Department made broad hints to the Soviet Union, India, and other nations that the United States was growing impatient with the lack of progress toward an armistice and might have to resort to extreme measures. “We were prepared for a much more intensive scale of warfare,” Dulles declared after the end of the Korean War. “We had already sent the means to the theater for delivering atomic weapons. This became known to the Chinese through their good intelligence sources and in fact we were not unwilling that they should find out.”53

The Chinese were indeed expecting an intensification of the war, but not in the way Dulles imagined. Chinese intelligence analysts had closely followed Eisenhower’s campaign pronouncements and his initial actions as president. They believed he was, in fact, likely to escalate the war through either a large-scale offensive on the main front, intensified air raids and a naval blockade of China, the use of atomic weapons, or large-scale amphibious attacks on both coasts of North Korea.54

As Chinese military leaders examined these possibilities, an attack along the main front into the teeth of Communist defenses appeared unlikely. The air raids and blockade would simply reinforce what UN forces were already doing. The use of atomic weapons also appeared unlikely because such action would probably alienate world opinion and risk Soviet retaliation in kind.

That left amphibious attacks as the most likely possibility, and Chinese analysts found ample evidence that this was what Eisenhower planned. They noted that General Mark Clark had played an important role in the Allied amphibious operations in the Italian Theater during World War II, while Eisenhower himself was universally famous for commanding the Normandy landings. Eisenhower’s announcement “unleashing Chiang” appeared to confirm the threat. The Americans apparently intended to utilize Nationalist attacks on the east China coast as part of their plan.55

Mao ordered an all-out effort to prepare for the expected amphibious landings. He warned that should the landings succeed, “not only the Korean situation would take a turn for the worse but our grand cause of [economic] reconstruction would be devastated.” A defeat of the amphibious assaults, however, would mean “American aggression in Korea would meet its final doom.”56

From the Americans came not an amphibious landing but a proposal for a prisoner exchange. In December 1952, General Clark learned that the executive committee of the International Red Cross had passed a resolution calling for an exchange of sick and wounded prisoners. The general doubted the Communists would agree to such an arrangement but recommended that the United States support it for psychological and public relations purposes.57 When the State Department learned that the question would be put before the United Nations, they urged Clark to go ahead.

On February 22, Clark wrote to Peng Dehuai proposing the prisoner exchange. After hearing nothing from the Communists for over a month, the American general was startled to receive a reply accepting his proposal. In addition, the Chinese proposed a resumption of the stalled negotiations and expressed the view that the exchange could lead to “the smooth settlement of the entire question of prisoners of war thereby achieving an armistice in Korea.”58

The abrupt change in the Chinese attitude was the result of momentous events in the Soviet Union. On March 5, 1953, Moscow announced the sudden death of Stalin. He was succeeded by a quartet of powerful party functionaries who almost immediately instituted sweeping changes in Soviet foreign policy, announcing a new “peace initiative” aimed at settling outstanding disputes and confrontations with the United States and European nations. By the time the Chinese and North Koreans responded to Clark’s proposal, the Soviet leadership had also resolved to end the Korean War. Neither Kim Il Sung, who had been begging for peace for over a year, nor Mao and Zhou, who had come to believe that Stalin wanted to fight on in Korea to the last Chinese soldier, raised any objections.59

The planned exchange of sick and wounded prisoners, “Operation Little Switch,” took place during late April 1953. The Communist and UN negotiators agreed that all prisoners would be afforded the option to choose not to be repatriated. Those who so chose would be turned over to the custody of a commission of a neutral nation that would hold them for interviews by UN and Communist authorities for final verification of their decision. The great majority of the Chinese who still refused to go back to China were slated to “return” to Taiwan.

Clark elatedly reported that the armistice could be signed by early June. But he reckoned without Syngman Rhee. Like the Bourbons, Rhee appeared to have “learned nothing and forgotten nothing” from the last three years of catastrophic bloodshed and destruction. He refused any peace agreement short of unification and vowed that South Korea would fight on regardless of an armistice. Eisenhower promised South Korea a security treaty and aid for postwar reconstruction.

Rhee was unmoved. In the early hours of the morning of June 18, he secretly ordered the guards at prisoner of war camps to release more than 25,000 North Korean prisoners, thus nullifying a major part of the repatriation process finally agreed upon at Panmunjom. Eisenhower was furious, as were the other members of the UN coalition. The Daily Mail of London urged that Rhee and “his whole government should be bundled out.” Indian prime minister Nehru declared that, as a result of Rhee’s action, “the whole future of the United Nations is jeopardized.”60

After continued pressure and renewed assurances from Washington, Rhee agreed to refrain from further disrupting the armistice agreement. As final preparations for the armistice were completed, the Communists presented their own farewell present to Rhee by launching an offensive against the ROK Second Corps, pushing the South Koreans back six miles. On July 27, 1953, representatives of the two sides signed the eighteen-page armistice agreement in complete silence.

The long-delayed peace came to a country in complete ruin. Most cities and towns had been devastated. Industrial capacity was a fraction of what it had been before the conflict. At least 10 percent of Korea’s combined prewar population of 28,650,000 were dead. Millions of others, perhaps half the population of the South and hundreds of thousands from the North, had become refugees.

Family separation and disruption was widespread. “The division of the peninsula ripped families apart. Parents, children and siblings ended up in different halves, some by choice and others by circumstance.”61 Some Koreans had no families at all. In South Korea there were at least 100,000 orphans with no known relatives. About ten million southerners were dependent on food aid.62

China had also paid a high price for what Mao saw as the PRC’s heroic and successful rescue of North Korea. Chinese military records list a total of about 1,050,000 casualties, including 183,000 dead and 4,000 missing in action. Another 21,000 became prisoners.63

Mao’s decision to intervene in Korea also meant the loss of any chance to conquer Taiwan without the danger of Great Power intervention, and the postponement of badly needed economic reconstruction. Military expenditures from 1950 to 1953 were never less than 33 percent and sometimes as high as 41 percent of total government expenditures. In all, China’s military effort in Korea cost an estimated 3.3 billion dollars, or somewhat less than 32 billion in 2020 dollars.64 Whatever the estimated 3.1 million Chinese soldiers, technicians, and laborers who served in Korea may have thought of the war, Mao was well pleased with the manner in which it increased China’s political and military prestige and firmly established it as the leader of the Communist revolutionary cause in Asia.

For the United States, the impact of the Korean War extended far beyond the 37,000 killed, 103,000 wounded, and 8,000 missing. The war transformed and militarized US foreign policy, leading to the commitment of substantial US troops to Europe under the NATO agreement, and a sustained arms buildup that even the end of the war did not halt. Eisenhower, alarmed at the rising cost of the increased military expenditures, did his best to slow it down, but only by a dangerous and ineffective reliance on nuclear weapons that he labeled “The New Look.” Domestically, the bitterness and paranoia arising from war fears and frustrations and nurtured by McCarthyism were to poison national politics for more than a decade.

Only one government was completely happy with the conclusion of the war. Chiang Kai-shek’s Republic of China on Taiwan received over 14,000 “anticommunist” former Chinese POWs. After receiving a hero’s welcome upon their arrival, many of the former POWs found themselves obliged to reenlist or “volunteer” for the Nationalist Army. All were closely monitored. Compared to the fate of those Chinese and North Korean POWs who had loyally returned to their homelands, however, the “anticommunist heroes” who opted for Taiwan were fortunate indeed.

Upon their return to China, the six thousand former CPV prisoners, including those who had stubbornly and bravely participated in the various prisoner revolts and resistance movements, were subject to lengthy investigations and interrogations. Following that, the great majority received dishonorable discharges from the People’s Liberation Army. Others were expelled from the service. Almost all returned prisoners who were party members lost their membership.65 In every part of China, former POWs found it difficult or impossible to find any jobs except in the most low-paid and menial occupations.

The fate of their North Korean counterparts was even more grim. After their return, most of the former leaders of the successful Koje-do revolt were caught up in a widespread series of purges begun by Kim Il Sung in 1953 and executed for treason. Pak Hon-yong and many veterans of the South Korean Labor Party who had carried the burden of the guerrilla war in the South suffered a similar fate.

On Taiwan, many of the ex-POWs, after completing their army service, were able to enter civilian life just as Taiwan’s economy was beginning its gradual takeoff in the 1960s and 1970s. Several became successful professionals or entrepreneurs. Most received veterans’ benefits, including housing and health care.66

It might be argued that, in retrospect, the widely varying fates of the Chinese and North Korean POWs could be said to justify Truman’s steadfast insistence on voluntary repatriation. Whether it was worth the cost in additional lives lost, remains a more open question.
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Iron Mike and the Cat

The news of the Korean armistice produced shock and resentment among the French. The United States had abandoned the anticommunist crusade short of victory and extricated itself from its three-year war. Why, asked many French soldiers and politicians, could not France do the same? Bernard Fall, a French veteran conducting graduate research in Indochina, reported that “the signature of the cease-fire in Korea in July brought a wave of exasperation and hopelessness to the senior commanders” in Indochina.1

In fact, French feelings of hopelessness regarding Indochina predated the Korean armistice by many months. As early as February 1952, the Paris newspapers had carried an interview with Minister for the Associated States Jean Letourneau in which he appeared to admit that France had no chance of winning in Indochina.2 At the same time, the CIA concluded that growing domestic pressures in France and the difficulty of supporting a military effort in the Far East while fulfilling their NATO commitments would eventually lead the French to withdraw from Indochina.3 Secretary of State Acheson found it necessary to assure British ambassador Franks that “the U.S. had no evidence or reason to believe” that the French were negotiating with the Viet Minh.4

In northern Vietnam, the 1952 rainy season had begun and the French were fully occupied with attempting to reverse the gains that the Viet Minh had made in the Red River Delta while the bulk of French Union forces had been engaged at Hoa Binh. French units newly returned from that campaign now targeted the Viet Minh regular and regional forces in the Delta. In these pacification or “cleansing” operations, the Viet Minh suffered considerable losses. During July, the French adopted what would become known as “oil spot” tactics: clearing operations that concentrated on one small area to eliminate Viet Minh guerrillas and stay-behind agents. Once that small area was considered secure, an adjoining area would receive the same treatment.5

The Viet Minh reaction to the French pacification effort was to redouble their efforts at political indoctrination of the local population in order to turn them into determined supporters of the cause. Viet Minh regular and local units were to avoid attempts to defend particular territory or bases, but to target the enemy’s armed forces and to attack only when the chance of success appeared nearly certain. In those cases “putting the enemy to flight is not a victory; the essential requirement is the total destruction of the enemy element, however small.”6

When the French launched a pacification operation, Viet Minh troops would normally withdraw until the French saw the operation as completed. After that, the Viet Minh would take advantage of the weakness of the French and Bao Dai security forces left behind. They would return to the area, carry out local attacks, reestablish their bases, and resume political organization and propaganda.7

Although General Salan could claim success in the repacification of the Red River Delta, that claim was harder to make in regard to the Vietnamese National Army. By 1952 the nominal strength of the young army stood at 120,000 men. However, much of the increase was more apparent than real. Vietnamese Army units often existed for months on paper before any men or supplies were actually assigned to them. The US Military Assistance Advisory Group reported, “Units are at least six months old before any progress other than the most basic training is made.” Although the French had requested large amounts of weapons and equipment for the Vietnamese Army, its soldiers were seldom trained or prepared to use the American equipment until they finally received it.8

General de Lattre’s plan for the “mobilization” of 60,000 men in four increments for two months of military training had progressively broken down. The second increment of draftees was released after only five weeks of training. The third increment was released after six weeks for the Vietnamese New Year holiday, and the fourth call-up was “suspended” in March 1952.

Only half of the five hundred student reserve officer candidates handpicked by the Ministry of Defense ever reported for duty at the officer training schools.9 The British Legation reported “suitable recruits to the officer class are normally able to make much more money by following a profession or going into business.”10 An example of this problem “could be seen in the severe measures of conscription necessary to force young Vietnamese doctors away from their comfortable lucrative practices into the Army Medical Corps.”11 A French general observed that some of the educated young men who did volunteer for officer training “were the sons of wealthy influential men who hoped, by placing their sons in the army, to be able to use them as political tools in the future. Very very few were imbued with any spirit to fight for Viet Nam and resist Communism.”12

In March 1952, General Salan moved to create a higher command for the Vietnamese Army with the establishment of a General Staff. Bao Dai’s choice for chief of staff was Lieutenant Colonel Nguyen Van Hinh, an officer in the French Air Force and a tiger-hunting companion of the emperor, who was now promoted to brigadier general. Hinh had served for ten years as an air force officer and had never been a member of the Vietnamese Army. His wife was also a French citizen.

The new chief of staff’s father, Nguyen Van Tam, Bao Dai’s prime minister, was known as “the Tiger of Cai Lay” for his ruthless pursuit of Communists while a district chief in the Mekong Delta and later as Saigon’s security chief, where he effectively countered the operations of Nguyen Binh’s terrorist squads. Tam’s counterterror campaign “left numerous corpses in the gutter. Placards around their necks labeling the dead as Communist assassins.”13

The British military attaché believed that “Hinh is more of a Frenchman than he is a Vietnamese” and pointed out that, though now a brigadier general in the Vietnamese Army, he still had been allowed to retain his rank in the French Air Force. General Brink declared that many of the Vietnamese Army’s battalion commanders were “at least as good as Hinh—not that that’s saying much.”14

Reports of the slow progress of the Vietnamese National Army caused increasing unease in Washington, where President Truman and his advisors were already wondering whether the French command in Indochina would be able to continue to make any headway in the absence of the dynamism lent by General de Lattre. In April 1952, the three service secretaries called for a program to provide US training of the Vietnamese Army by an expanded Military Advisory Group. General Brink was lukewarm about this suggestion, pointing out that the “expanded” Advisory Group would require at least four thousand US officers and men.15

Administration officials were still discussing the question of American participation in Vietnamese Army training in July 1952 when General Brink, who had been suffering from diabetes and arteriosclerosis, committed suicide while on a visit to Washington.16 He was replaced as chief of the Military Assistance Advisory Group by an altogether different type of officer. Brigadier General Thomas John Hall Trapnell was a soldier’s soldier. A famed football star at West Point and a hero of the ill-fated defense of Bataan in World War II, he had survived the Bataan Death March and the sinking of two Japanese prison ships by US aircraft and submarines.

At the time of his appointment Trapnell was commanding the 187th Airborne Regimental Combat Team, which had just completed the difficult mission of putting down the uprising of North Korean prisoners at Koje-do. At age forty-nine, he was vigorous, outgoing, friendly, and a skeptic, disinclined to passively accept the status quo. Unlike many American officers who preferred to work through the French, Trapnell quickly established friendly relationships with senior Vietnamese officers, including Chief of Staff Hinh, and was invited to join the tiger-hunting group.

Trapnell soon took up the idea of providing US training for troops of the Vietnamese National Army, and outlined a new plan for expanding that army by forty to fifty additional battalions organized as light infantry units armed only with rifles, machine guns, and mortars. General Salan agreed to the plan but maintained that the costs would be too high for the French. Trapnell countered with an assurance that the United States would provide the financing for weapons and equipment.

The new formations would also receive training modeled on the methods successfully employed by the United States in Korea. Trapnell’s idea was endorsed by the Joint Chiefs of Staff and formally proposed to the French, who accepted the US aid but rejected the US training.17 There were ambitious plans to mobilize and train 40,000 Vietnamese for the program by the end of 1953.

Movement toward implementing the program was slow, and the first recruits did not begin training until the beginning of April 1953. “The young men who arrived at the camps were a heterogeneous lot of barefoot peasants and city-bred students,” recalled Howard Simpson. “All of them had two things in common: none were volunteers, none had previous military training.”18

The new army received American weapons as promised (many of which were too large and heavy for the average Vietnamese). However, General Trapnell’s insistence that the recruits receive competent, preferably American, training was disregarded. Instead, such training as the light battalions received was provided by French instructors and NCOs. The training periods were too short and unsophisticated, and many French instructors did little to hide their contempt for their new recruits.19

Simpson characterized the performance of the new battalions in combat as “a latter-day slaughter of the innocents. . . . Horror stories began to seep out: companies in headlong flight leaving a trail of abandoned arms; group desertions; mass carnage in untenable, badly chosen tactical positions . . . defections to the Vietminh side.”20

While the French and Americans wrestled with the problems of the Vietnamese National Army, the Viet Minh opened a new offensive aimed not at the Red River Delta or the large cities, but at the highlands of northwestern Tonkin near the Laos border. This mountainous area, about a hundred miles from the Red River Delta, was populated mainly by highland minorities such as the Tai and the Muong who had little sympathy for the Viet Minh—or any lowland Vietnamese. Some had served as suppletifs or scouts for the French, who maintained only small isolated posts in this sparsely populated region.

A French officer described the difficult operating conditions of the area. “Some summits are 3,000 feet high. The steep gorges and mountains can only be traversed by extremely narrow trails.”21 The ridges were covered by tall elephant grass, the slopes by thick forests, and the valleys by stands of bamboo. The rugged terrain gave the Viet Minh a distinct advantage in battling the road-bound French units.

On October 11, General Giap sent three divisions and an independent regiment out of the Viet Bac west across the Red River, aiming for a line of French positions along the south bank of the river in the Tai Highlands. Two of the divisions left behind one regiment each to guard the critical river-crossing points. The rest of the Viet Minh units disappeared into the thick mountain forests.

Six days later, the 308th Division, supported by heavy mortars and recoilless rifles, assaulted the largest French post along the Red River at the town of Nghia Lo, which was garrisoned by a force of about 1,100 troops of the French Expeditionary Corps, suppletifs, and partisans.22 The fortress fell within one hour, and the French suffered some seven hundred casualties. With the anchor of their posts along the Red River ridgeline gone, the remaining French garrisons were obliged to withdraw to the stronger French forts west of the Black River.

To cover their withdrawal, Salan dispatched the Sixth Colonial Parachute Battalion to the village of Tu Le. At the cost of heavy casualties, the French and Vietnamese paratroopers managed to hold out for two days before withdrawing toward the Black River. Their withdrawal in turn was made possible by a company of Tai suppletifs who held out around the village of Muong Chen for several hours, losing sixty-eight of the company’s eighty-four men.23

Along the west bank of the Black River, the French reinforced their garrisons at Lai Chau, Na San, and Moc Chau. To halt the Viet Minh advance, General Salan also launched Operation Lorraine, the largest French offensive of the war thus far. It involved four mobile groups, three parachute battalions, two infantry battalions, three engineer battalions, two artillery battalions, armored units, and two Dinnassauts; altogether, over 30,000 men. The objective was to strike at the Viet Minh’s supply bases in the Viet Bac, forcing Giap to withdraw from the Tai Highlands to protect his logistical system.

On October 29, the first elements of the Lorraine force crossed the Red River headed for the town of Phu To, which was captured ten days later. Then in a complex series of movements, French ground, airborne, and river assault units converged on the Viet Minh supply base at Phu Doan, which fell with little opposition on March 9. Phu Doan was not a large base, and although the French released many news pictures of captured rifles, mortars, and ammunition—even two Russian trucks—its capture hardly dealt a serious blow to the Viet Minh’s logistical system.

General Giap failed to react as the French expected. He refused to call off his advance in the highlands and simply instructed the two regiments he had left in the area, plus regional and guerrilla forces, to defend the major Viet Minh supply bases at the towns of Yen Bai and Thai Nguyen, and to slow the French advance as best they could. Two Viet Minh divisions that were not involved in the high country campaign, but remained on the northern and southern edges of the Delta, were ordered to infiltrate and threaten the weaker French positions inside the de Lattre Line.24

The French now began to feel the strain. Operation Lorraine had pushed a narrow salient forty-five miles into the Viet Bac. French forces sat astride the main Viet Minh supply route but they could not remain. Their own capability to supply their 30,000–man task force was tenuous, and their long, narrow salient was vulnerable to Viet Minh flanking attacks. Chances of seizing Yen Bai, defended by a veteran regular regiment, appeared dim. Most importantly, General Giap had not taken the bait and halted his highland offensives.

On November 13, Salan halted Operation Lorraine and ordered a withdrawal. The Viet Minh were waiting. In a narrow gorge near the town of Chan Muong, they sprang a major ambush on a long French convoy stretching eight hundred yards from north to south, and destroyed almost two dozen trucks and tanks. The battle raged all day as French infantry, aided by air strikes, struggled to clear the Viet Minh from the surrounding hills. It ended with a desperate bayonet charge by a composite battalion of French, Cambodian, and Vietnamese troops, after which the Viet Minh withdrew, leaving the French to clear the wreckage of their trucks, tanks, and halftracks scattered along the narrow road.25 By December 1, the last French elements were back within the de Lattre Line. The Lorraine operation had cost 1,200 casualties and failed to divert Giap from his rampage through the highlands.

Even before Lorraine’s final demise, Giap had shifted his attention to the remaining French strongpoints on the west bank of the Black River. On November 23, a regiment of the People’s Army 308th Division attacked Na San, the largest French fortress on the new defensive line. Na San’s dirt airstrip had been hastily upgraded to be able to accommodate American-made C-47 transport planes, and it formed the center of a ring of entrenched positions surrounded by barbed wire and minefields. Na San’s commander was the redoubtable Colonel Gilles, who had reopened the road to Hoa Binh the previous January.

Giap, under the impression that Na San was lightly held, sent a battalion of the 308th Division to take one of Na San’s strongpoints called Outpost 8. It was a bad choice. Outpost 8 was manned by only a Foreign Legion company, but the company commander, Captain Letestu, had served in the Maginot Line as a young enlisted man before World War II and knew something about fortress defense. Letestu’s company, reinforced by a company of the Third Colonial Parachute Battalion, repulsed three attacks during the night of November 23. When the Viet Minh withdrew, they left behind over sixty dead and five wounded.26

After the setback at outpost 8, Giap pulled back and waited for the arrival of his main forces before making another attack on Na San. The French put this one-week interval to good use to reinforce and strengthen the fortress. The garrison eventually totaled twelve battalions supported by batteries of 105 mm howitzers. At times a C-47 landed every ten minutes at Na San’s airstrip, bringing a total of three thousand tons of supplies, including three hundred tons of barbed wire and more than a hundred trucks and jeeps.

The first Viet Minh attack came on the night of November 30, and over the next three days the two sides battled over hilltop strongpoints overlooking the airstrip. Some positions were overrun but retaken later in stubborn close-in fighting. The Viet Minh attacked in waves, supported by their heavy mortars and recoilless rifles, but the French positions held. French 105s took a heavy toll of Viet Minh attackers visible on the hilltops. By dawn on December 2, most of the Viet Minh forces had disappeared. General Giap may have lost as many as seven thousand men in the fruitless assault on the fortress.

The French quickly declared victory, and Gilles was promoted to brigadier general. The successful defense of Na San appeared to prove that even in the roadless wilderness of the western highlands, the French could check the Viet Minh’s advances with a well-fortified strongpoint, a “Base Aero-Terreste” supplied and reinforced solely by air, defended by the newly acquired American artillery, and partly garrisoned by parachute infantry who could be used for offensive forays. If the Viet Minh attempted to eliminate this hornet’s nest in their midst, they would exhaust their manpower against the base’s layered defenses and firepower.

Repulsed at Na San, General Giap bypassed the now isolated fortress and sent his forces into neighboring Laos, aiming at the town of Sam Neua in the mountainous border province of Hua Phan. Laos had long been a backwater of the war for Indochina. The French had easily regained control of the region by early 1946. They had many loyal supporters among the numerous members of the royal family who ruled the country. King Sisavanvong, the sovereign of Luang Prabang, had actually refused an offer of independence by the Japanese in March 1945 and proclaimed his continued loyalty to France.

The French rewarded Sisavanvong by naming him head of state of the “Kingdom of Laos,” one of the “Associated States of Indochina.” Many of the king’s relatives were also loyal Francophiles, but other members of the royal family preferred independence. One of them, Prince Souphanouvong, had ties to Ho Chi Minh and led a guerrilla force, the Pathet Lao, closely allied to the Viet Minh.

Giap’s forces easily brushed aside the weak French garrisons on the Laos border and headed for Sam Neua. This advance caused consternation in Paris and Hanoi. Instead of being contained by the French Expeditionary Corps, the Viet Minh appeared to be on the offensive, capable of spreading the war to a second country of the French Empire.

Moving to support the advance on Sam Neua, Colonel Rang’s engineers and porters discovered that nylon, a material previously unknown to most of them, could be purchased in Laotian shops and was far superior to leaves as a rain cover. However, “our salary of two months was only enough to buy one piece of nylon.”27

As they approached Sam Neua, Colonel Rang’s troops came under frequent air attack. They also became acquainted with French delayed-action bombs. They learned that most such bombs would not explode for three to four hours after impact. In one case “we dug for two hours to get the [2,000 pound] bomb.” The battalion’s bomb disposal expert, Mr. Quang, “stayed with the bomb to try to defuse it. . . . [He] worked on the bomb himself. He asked me to go away as it was too dangerous. The difficulty was that if he was in a hurry and made a mistake, the bomb could explode but if he were too slow the bomb could explode at the preset time.”

After the bomb was successfully defused, Colonel Rang recommended to his brigade commander that Quang receive a decoration. His nomination was not acted upon because Quang “came from a middle class family. I was so upset that his courage and skill was never properly recognized.”28

In the event, Giap’s troops never reached Sam Neua. The Viet Minh’s logistics system proved unable to support their ambitious advance through the unfriendly Tai country. By the end of 1952, the People’s Army had pulled back out of Laos. Yet their brief visit added to the sense of dismay over the military situation in Indochina. “Now that the screen protecting Laos has been pierced and the way opened for the seeping southwards and westwards of the Vietminh forces I do not think that the [French] forces now available or likely to be available by 1955 on present planning, will be able to destroy the rebel movement,” concluded the British minister in Saigon in his end-of-year review. “It is hard to resist the conclusion that the French Command have been outwitted.”29

Away from the battlefield, Ho Chi Minh’s Democratic Republic of Vietnam was rapidly being organized into a party-state along the lines of the PRC and the Soviet Union. Both ideology and necessity compelled the Viet Minh leadership to proceed in this direction. Hard-line Marxists like party secretary-general Truong Chinh had always favored this approach, and the presence of a large number of Chinese advisors tended to push government and party organization-building toward emulating the PRC model. “When two Chinese advisors joined the 304th division in 1952,” recalled Colonel Bui Tin, “everything they said seemed different, new and somewhat wonderful. As a result everyone from top-ranking generals to the rawest of recruits hurried along with their books to learn from the advisors.”30 Many Viet Minh leaders also believed that a tightly controlled, disciplined, and thoroughly indoctrinated corps of bureaucrats and military leaders was needed to organize, motivate, and control the masses as the Viet Minh state mobilized for protracted high-intensity war.

Chinese military and civilian advisors helped the Vietnamese Communists to introduce new techniques of party control and indoctrination to ensure obedience and loyalty among middle- and lower-level leaders. Every military unit acquired three-man party cells. Ideological training programs that included “self-criticism” sessions were established at all levels to root out “feudal attitudes” such as religious beliefs and superstitions, individualism, corruption, and a “low level of political awareness.” “Women were allowed to wear their hair long if it was tied firmly into a pony tail. Curly hair was regarded as bourgeois and an imitation of the imperialists.”31 Noncommunist or independent-minded nationalists in the Viet Minh unwilling to accept the new order were purged or defected.

The newly renamed Vietnam Workers Party was identified as “the guiding force” of the anti-imperialist struggle, and Ho Chi Minh as its “soul.” Worshipful admiration of Ho similar to the personality cults surrounding Mao and Stalin was strongly promoted.32 In the countryside, “land reform” on the Chinese model, complete with the same arbitrary classifications, violence, and vigilante justice, was introduced. As in China, land reform brought rent reductions and more equitable land distribution but also injustice, terror, and local resistance. Freed of “feudal elements,” with a newly indoctrinated and disciplined network of leaders, the Viet Minh party-state girded itself for the intensified battles of 1953–1954.

By the time the last Viet Minh troops left Laos, a new presidential administration was preparing to take office in Washington. Dwight D. Eisenhower, architect of the D-Day landings and former Supreme Allied Commander in Europe, had won a sweeping victory over his Democratic opponent, Adlai Stevenson. During the campaign, the Republicans had relentlessly attacked the Truman administration for its association with “Korea, Communism and corruption.” Eisenhower took office pledging to wage the Cold War against the Soviets and Chinese with new vigor and determination. The Korean War would be ended on favorable terms, and the new administration would not only “hold the line of freedom” against the Communists but somehow “roll them back.”

Eisenhower’s new secretary of state, John Foster Dulles, was the grandson of a previous secretary of state and nephew of another. The Republican Party’s chief spokesman on foreign affairs, he was a strident anticommunist. Many Americans accepted the image that Dulles sought to convey of an immensely knowledgeable and subtle practitioner of diplomacy, able to checkmate every devious Communist scheme. To others, he was a pompous twit. Future British prime minister Harold Macmillan declared that the “dunder-headed Dulles” was “sure to make a gaffe if it is possible to do so.”33

Both Eisenhower and Dulles were determined to hold the line in Indochina. In his first State of the Union address, the new president characterized the struggle in Southeast Asia as the result of a worldwide program of Communist aggression.34 Dulles told French foreign minister Georges Bidault that he and the president believed that Korea and Vietnam were part of a single front, and that Eisenhower was the first president to publicly acknowledge this.35

In southern Vietnam, a pro–Bao Dai newspaper welcomed the new rhetoric. “The election of Eisenhower signifies the extension of the war against the Russians to the entire world,” declared one editorial. “The theory of ‘Asia First’ is one of the most important theories advocated by the Republican Party.” It signified a determination to “aid Asiatic peoples to assure their well-being and safeguard their sovereignty.”36

Yet while the new administration radiated confidence and resolution toward the Indochina problem, the French appeared to be gradually losing their nerve. The bloody conflict in Indochina continued to consume thousands of lives and millions of francs with no end in sight. Since the beginning of peace negotiations in Korea in mid-1951, increasing numbers of Frenchmen had called for similar negotiations to end the war in Indochina.

Both the Truman administration and now Eisenhower firmly opposed any talk of a negotiated settlement for Indochina. Officially, they told Paris, negotiations would be feasible only after France had resumed the offensive and achieved a favorable military situation. Unofficially, they recognized that, at a time when McCarthyism was at its height, the domestic political ramifications of talking to the Communists about a compromise short of victory in still another conflict could well be disastrous.

Meanwhile, the number of French leaders calling for a negotiated settlement continued to swell. By early 1953, prominent newspaper publisher Jean-Jacques Servan-Schreiber and former prime minister Edouard Daladier had joined those calling for an early end to the war. In January 1953, the American Embassy in Paris reported that noncommunist newspapers were devoting increasing attention to the possibility of negotiations for Indochina.37 Marshall Alphonse Juin and other high-ranking French officers were reputed to believe that French interests in Indochina were no longer worth the high cost of defending them.38

Eisenhower and Dulles were having none of France’s negativism. The Republicans had criticized Truman and Acheson for losing China and half of Europe to Communist rule, then getting bogged down in a large land war in Korea. The new administration therefore could afford to risk neither an additional Communist victory nor a second American land war in Asia.

Indochina could not be “lost,” but US troops could never be used to save it. The French would have to do that. They would have to remain in Indochina until the Communist menace were eliminated, or at least substantially reduced in strength. The United States had already supplied 137,000 tons of military equipment to the French in Indochina. Eisenhower was willing to supply more, but not simply to underwrite a continuing stalemate. What the United States now required of France was motion, progress, a plan.

This was the message that the administration attempted to convey to Premier Rene Mayer when he visited Washington in March 1953, accompanied by Foreign Minister Georges Bidault and High Commissioner for the Associated States Jean Letourneau, to request still more US aid for Indochina. Dulles had already told the French government that the administration could obtain additional funds from Congress “only if they were convinced that a sound strategic plan for Indochina existed and would be energetically carried out.”39

If Paris had any real “strategic plan” for Indochina by early 1953, it was to keep their commitment to the war as low as possible while maintaining their military position and angling for the best deal possible in a negotiated settlement. In lower-level talks at the State Department, Letourneau attempted to explain to American diplomats that France saw no possibility of military victory in Indochina. His statements, recalled one army officer who was present at the meeting, “seemed to pass right over the heads of the Americans at the table.” State Department officials simply repeated Washington’s offer of increased aid in return for a victory plan.40 Aboard the presidential yacht Williamsburg, President Eisenhower told Mayer “in a very pointed manner” that before the United States would consider providing any additional aid the French would have to produce a plan that “if it did not lead to complete victory would at least give hope of an ultimate solution.”41

Under continued pressure from the Americans, Minister Letourneau quickly improvised “a plan” while he was still in Washington. Soon dubbed “the Letourneau Plan,” the scheme was divided into three phases. In the first phase, French and Vietnamese National Army forces would concentrate on completely securing the rear areas nominally under the control of the French. Newly formed battalions of a greatly expanded Vietnamese National Army—to be paid for by US aid—would then garrison them. This would permit the concentration of the regular units of the Expeditionary Corps in Tonkin during the second phase. In the final phase, projected to begin in the spring of 1955, Franco-Vietnamese forces would take the offensive against the Viet Minh regular army and destroy it. (Of course, the Viet Minh would have to remain relatively quiescent during the two years required to complete phases 1 and 2 of the plan.)

On the American side, no one was very happy with the Letourneau Plan, but no one wanted to turn it down either. General Trapnell, by this point a caustic critic of French policy in Vietnam, called the plan too slow and too expensive. Yet he also observed, “[A]fter many discussions with the French High Command in Indochina, I believe they will resist any outside pressure to modify their proposed plans.” The Letourneau Plan was at least superior to its only alternative: accepting a stalemate, which “is also not only expensive but in the long run favors the Viet Minh and offers no solution.”42

The Joint Chiefs of Staff, reviewing the plan during a closed meeting in “the tank,” unleashed a stream of long-standing complaints about French conduct of the war. The French had consistently refused to send needed reinforcements from France. They had failed to win the support of the Vietnamese. They had fumbled the buildup of the Vietnamese National Army, and had refused repeated US suggestions to adopt American training methods proven successful in Korea.43 In April 1953, Dulles cautioned Paris that the Letourneau Plan was not the type of dynamic program likely to convince Congress to vote for additional aid.44

While Washington chewed over the Letourneau Plan, a new crisis developed in Indochina. On April 9, three Viet Minh divisions again invaded Laos. For this second foray across the border, Giap had developed an advance supply depot near the town of Moc Chau on a high plateau in the tea-growing region of Son La Province in northeastern Vietnam, about forty kilometers from the Laotian border. He had also brought in porters from Viet Minh–controlled territory further east. The Pathet Lao had also prestocked caches of rice along his invasion route.

Three days after crossing the border, Giap’s 316th Division entered Sam Neua and rolled up the three French Union battalions stationed at the base. To the northwest, the 308th Division entered Laos with little opposition and headed for the capital of Luang Prabang. French forces fell back to a new position on the Plain of Jars, so named for the thousands of ancient stone burial jars scattered in clusters around the area.

From their Jars base, the French could interdict any Viet Minh move against Vientiane, Laos’s administrative capital, but Luang Prabang remained under threat. The French advised King Sisavanvong to evacuate the capital but the old king refused, leaving the French little choice but to fly in reinforcements and dig in. By the end of April, Luang Prabang was surrounded by the Viet Minh 312th Division.

The aged king remained unperturbed. A blind monk in the capital who was a renowned soothsayer had prophesized that the Viet Minh would never cross the Nam Rom River just north of the city.45 The soothsayer proved correct. Once more running short of supplies and concerned about the oncoming monsoon season, General Giap ordered his troops to withdraw from Laos early in May.

Eisenhower and his advisors proved much less phlegmatic than the king and his soothsayer. Until the Laos invasion, the president’s national security advisor, Charles D. Jackson, told the National Security Council that the president “had imagined that in due course, however slowly, the French would overcome their enemies. This confidence is now shattered.” The president believed that if Laos were lost, the rest of Southeast Asia would follow and “the gateway to India would be opened.”46 From Saigon, the new counselor-of-embassy, Robert McClintock, urged Washington to “tell our French friends very frankly what we think ought to be done by them if they are to receive the added aid they want. The new administration has every right . . . to demand that new conditions be met.”47

Eisenhower was prepared to do exactly that. The president told the National Security Council he believed that “two and only two developments would really save the situation in Indochina.” The first was an official statement from the French government guaranteeing independence to the Associated States as soon as the fighting in Vietnam ended. The second was a dynamic new leader. Most French generals in Indochina “struck the President as a poor lot.”48

In early May, Eisenhower addressed a letter to the ambassador in France, C. Douglas Dillon, for delivery to Premier Mayer. The first portion of the letter repeated the same advice that Washington had urged on Paris since 1949: France must grant real independence to Indochina and make “a clear and unequivocal announcement” to that effect. The second portion contained something entirely new. The president advised, in effect demanded, new leadership in Indochina. What was needed was “a forceful and inspirational leader in the manner of General deLattre.”49

Mayer informed Dillon that a new commander had already been appointed and promised that a new statement regarding the independence of Indochina would be forthcoming. Privately, Mayer shared the view of French president Vincent Auriol that America’s “overbearing attitude” toward their involvement in Indochina had become “a catastrophe.”50 Both men were well aware that the French public mood was far removed from Washington’s strident calls for total victory. A public opinion poll conducted by the leading French paper Le Monde revealed that only 19 percent of French citizens favored a stronger military effort, while two-thirds favored negotiations or a unilateral withdrawal.51

At the beginning of July 1953, Joseph Laniel, who had succeeded Mayer as prime minister, made the promised public statement that France was committed “to perfect” the independence of the Associated States and to turn over some of the “competencies” (i.e., powers and privileges reserved to France in earlier treaties) to their governments. Six weeks before that announcement, Saigon’s elite had gathered at Tan Son Nhut Airport on a hot humid morning to welcome the new commander in chief for Indochina, Lieutenant General Henri Navarre. “The front ranks of the reception committee glinted with generals’ stars and kepis trimmed with gold oak leaves.”52

Around noon the general’s plane taxied up to the reception area. “General Navarre appeared at the aircraft door to a drum and bugle fanfare. . . . He was impeccably uniformed and groomed, like a man who had just stepped from a barber chair. . . . Somehow he seemed out of place, a military figure from another age in search of the wrong war. A veteran British correspondent summed up the general feeling in one pithy comment. ‘Christ,’ he murmured as Navarre was ushered to his waiting sedan, ‘I think we’ve got a problem.’”53

This was not a completely fair assessment of Navarre, who was as familiar with combat as any paratrooper or Legionnaire in Vietnam. As a young officer in World War I, he had spent fifteen months in the trenches. He had also fought insurgents in Morocco and Syria between the wars and was familiar with French “pacification” concepts. After the fall of France in 1940, Navarre had joined the Resistance and later commanded an armored regiment in de Lattre’s First French Army. In both world wars, he had been awarded the Croix de Guerre for bravery.

It could not be denied, however, that Navarre was in many ways ill suited for his new assignment. His specialty was intelligence, and most of his important assignments had been in staff positions. He was the reverse of charismatic. A friendly writer noted that Navarre preferred to work alone and “had kept from the years he spent in intelligence a respect for secrecy and a taste for mystery.”54 A critic declared that “physically and morally he was a cat.”55

American officers who had known Navarre at NATO characterized him as unaggressive, lacking in organizational ability, and inclined to vacillate. One US officer even suggested that he had been appointed to give the French government a scapegoat for anticipated future setbacks in Indochina.56 Navarre had never served in the Far East, but Paris considered that “absence of prejudice toward operations in Indochina” as something of an asset.57 In any case, for Washington, the personal qualities of the new commander ultimately mattered less than the pursuit of an aggressive war-winning strategy, which they imagined the French had agreed to carry out.

In fact, Navarre had not been sent to win victory in Indochina. Rather, in the words of the outgoing Premier Mayer, he was to create a military situation in Vietnam that would lead to “an honorable political solution.”58 With hundreds of millions of dollars in US aid at stake, however, the French could never disclose these expectations to the Americans. For their part, Eisenhower and his advisors could never accept the idea of a peace short of victory, given their domestic political commitment to “stop Communism” and their own belief in the critical importance of Indochina as the key to keeping the rest of Southeast Asia from “going Red.” During the remainder of 1953, the French and Americans were to bring their practice of talking past each other to a new level of perfection, with disastrous results.

During Eisenhower’s conversations with Mayer in March, the French premier had invited the United States to send a military mission to Indochina to help Washington understand the need for additional military assistance. The invitation was referred to the Joint Chiefs of Staff, who agreed that the mission ought to be headed by an army general. Their choice was Lieutenant General John W. O’Daniel, currently serving as commander, US Army Forces, Pacific. A respected combat leader in three wars, he had earned his nickname “Iron Mike” in World War I when, at St. Mihiel, he had fought for twelve hours though severely wounded. In World War II, O’Daniel had commanded the Third Division in Italy, during the desperate fighting at Anzio in January 1944. “I believe your division did not give an inch,” Allied Supreme Commander Sir Harold Alexander asked him after the battle, “is that true?” “Not a goddam inch,” O’Daniel replied.

Surprisingly for a blunt, hard-driving combat commander, O’Daniel was outgoing, good-natured, and friendly. Between the wars, in assignments with the Tennessee Valley Authority and the Civilian Conservation Corps, he had demonstrated his ability to work with civilians in complex settings. Nevertheless, O’Daniel was far from the ideal candidate to evaluate the capabilities and intentions of the French and their adversaries. “They were sending an outstanding field commander with no diplomatic and linguistic ability into a sophisticated arena where even the people immersed in the operation had a hard time understanding it,” recalled the former assistant army attaché in Saigon.59 In addition, the American general lacked the critical frame of mind of an Edmund Gullion or Thomas Trapnell. O’Daniel’s habitual optimism and determination always inclined him to see a glass half full even when most others saw it as almost empty.

The American mission arrived in Saigon on June 20 to a less than warm welcome. Navarre had never been informed of Mayer’s invitation to the Americans to send a military mission and was still in in the midst of appointing key commanders and developing his military plans. Despite the icy reception, O’Daniel soon developed a friendly relationship with Navarre. Perhaps this was due to O’Daniel’s personal charm and friendliness, perhaps it was Navarre’s awareness that his military effort depended upon continued US aid. For whatever reason, O’Daniel and Navarre succeeded in establishing a close working relationship. The mission’s State Department representative even described it as “cordial.”60

O’Daniel faithfully conveyed Washington’s expectations that the French could and should defeat the Viet Minh and do it quickly. This despite the fact that American intelligence knew that French military forces in Indochina lacked the numerical superiority to undertake a broad offensive against the Viet Minh. By mid-1953, the military balance had shifted in favor of the People’s Army, which now had seven regular divisions of 10,000 men each and several independent regiments, in addition to its network of regional and local forces. In the spring of 1953, the French were obliged to employ more than two-thirds of their strength to secure their rear areas, leaving only twenty-five battalions (the equivalent of about three divisions) for mobile operations.61

Taking into account the actual military situation and his hazy guidance from Paris, Navarre had developed a plan for 1953 and 1954. The plan envisioned that the French would assume the strategic defensive in the Red River Delta area, where the Viet Minh were expected to launch a major attack in 1954. In central Vietnam, in the coastal area along Highway 1 between the city of Quang Tri and the old capital of Hue, Navarre planned to take the offensive and clear this area of Communist regular and guerrilla forces.

The key element of the plan was, first, to redress the numerical imbalance of forces by securing substantial reinforcements, the equivalent of about five divisions, from France, and second, by speeding up the expansion and training of the Vietnamese National Army. That army, once mobilized and trained, could take over many of the static local defense duties currently performed by French regular forces, freeing them for mobile operations. In the final phase of the plan, French forces would seek a decisive battle with the Viet Minh sometime in late 1954 or 1955.

Navarre briefed his principal subordinate commanders about his plan on June 16. He also presented it to the American mission “in a series of intense briefings and discussions.”62 O’Daniel was unhappy with what he called “a rehash of the Letourneau Plan” when he learned that the French planned no operations until the middle of the following September. “All through these initial briefings the French repeatedly described the situation as difficult,” reported O’Daniel. “I think the word difficult was used fifty to a hundred times during their initial briefings. I finally made it a rule in my group that anybody who spoke the word difficult would be fined a dollar.”63

After their meetings with the French, the members of the O’Daniel team split up to visit military posts and training facilities in various parts of Vietnam before returning to Saigon. Throughout their visit, the team peppered the French with reports and suggestions “with our ideas on what it was possible for him to do.” Navarre in turn was able to convince O’Daniel that a major offensive against the Viet Minh was not feasible until after he received the substantial reinforcements from France that he had requested, but he did agree to undertake some limited offensive operations during the summer.

Navarre also agreed to the formation of a French military assistance group to aid the Vietnamese National Army’s expansion, and concurred that the group might include a few American officers. Finally, he appeared to O’Daniel to accept his suggestions to speed up his timetable for taking the offensive in the Red River Delta and to reorganize his mobile forces into divisions.64 On his return to Washington, O’Daniel strongly endorsed the Navarre Plan. He asserted that Navarre had “brought a new aggressive psychology to the war,” and recommended that the United States should “henceforth think in terms of the Navarre concept in association with the war in Indochina.”65

By the time O’Daniel submitted his report on July 14, 1953, Navarre was on his way to Paris to confer with the French government. On July 24, he presented his plan to the National Defense Committee, whose membership included the ministers of Defense, Interior, and Foreign Affairs, the colonial ministers, and the Chiefs of Staff. After outlining his plan, already endorsed by the Chiefs of Staff, Navarre asked for the reinforcements from France and North Africa that he argued were necessary to help restore a favorable military balance in Indochina. He estimated his requirements at twelve additional infantry battalions as well as increases in the strength of the naval and air components of the forces in Indochina. Utterly ignoring how pathetically far the Vietnamese National Army was from being an effective military force, Navarre glibly spoke of adding 160,000 or more additional soldiers to the Vietnamese forces during the next eighteen months.

A key question for Navarre was the extent to which he would be responsible for the defense of Laos. The general expressed little enthusiasm for further complicating his military problems with that added responsibility, but he wanted a clear-cut directive from the government. He never received one.

Few disputed Navarre’s conclusion that the defense of Laos was a doubtful proposition, but few were willing to say so openly. The new treaty that “perfected” Laos’s independence also spoke of mutual responsibilities for defense. Consequently, Navarre left Paris without a clear directive about Laos.66 As for his requested reinforcements, he eventually received only eight of the requested twelve battalions and less than one-fourth of the requested air force personnel.67

Two weeks after Navarre’s return to Vietnam, the French government requested close to $400 million in additional US aid for Indochina. Reports from Trapnell and the US Army attaché in Saigon were as dismal as ever. The French training of the Vietnamese Army was slow and inadequate, and it appeared that Navarre would get only a fraction of his promised reinforcements from France.

There was also increased skepticism about the Navarre Plan expressed by the five new members of the Joint Chiefs who had taken office in August. Nevertheless, Washington leaders believed that they had no choice but to go along.68 As Ambassador Dillon pointed out, the recently concluded armistice in Korea would undoubtedly increase the pressure on the French government for a negotiated settlement, and the Laniel government was probably “the last French government which would undertake to continue the war in Indochina.”69

Eisenhower had already explained the importance of Indochina in August 1953 in a speech to the National Governors Conference. “If Indochina goes,” he warned, “the Malayan Peninsula, with its valuable tin and tungsten would become indefensible, and India would be outflanked. Indonesia with all its riches would be lost too.” Without explaining how the Viet Minh were going to sail or march without difficulty all the way to India and Indonesia, he declared that the loss of Indochina would “be of the most terrible significance for the United States of America.”70 The president’s address was the most explicit enunciation of what would soon be called “the Domino Theory” that had been vigorously peddled by de Lattre and believed by many US officials since 1947: the idea that the loss of Indochina would set off a chain reaction in other countries, inevitably leading to Communist control.

In early September 1953, the president accepted the recommendation of the National Security Council that the French request for $385 million be met. By that date, Congress had adjourned and Eisenhower was obliged to divert funds from other foreign assistance. Before he did so, the president consulted informally with congressional leaders to obtain their support. Many expressed concern, but almost all gave grudging approval. Congressman John W. McCormack, a Democratic leader in the House, agreed to back the plan but told presidential aides he trusted that the administration realized this was a calculated risk.71

Vice President Nixon, returning from an inspection trip to Indochina at the beginning of November, declared that continuing to bet on the French was a “real risk and a real gamble, but . . . with all that is at stake, it seems we have to continue our military aid.”72 Just how risky the new American wager on the French could be became clearer less than three weeks after Nixon’s return when, on November 20, three thousand French paratroopers descended upon a broad valley in the Tai country close to the Laotian border near a village called Dien Bien Phu.




20

[image: ]

“A Base for Positive and Offensive Operations”

From the window of his C-47 transport, Brigadier General Jean Gilles, who had fended off disaster at Ho Binh and Na San, gazed down at the long valley of Dien Bien Phu where the morning haze was slowly lifting. Gilles now commanded the largest airborne operation of the war. The three veteran paratroop battalions under his command began their jump into the valley in mid-morning, November 20, 1953.

Dien Bien Phu, also known as the Muong Theng Plain, was eleven miles long by three miles wide. Surrounded by jungle-covered hills, it was the widest rice-growing plain in the northwestern highlands as well as a longtime center of opium cultivation. From Dien Bien Phu, primitive roads and tracks ran north to the China border and south through central and southern Laos all the way to Thailand and Burma. Besides the main town of Muong Thanh, there were dozens of small hamlets in the valley, mostly inhabited by the Tai and Meo people, highland ethnic minorities who had long cooperated with the French.

Small detachments of French officers and NCOs of the Composite Airborne Commando Group had organized large numbers of these tribal peoples into effective guerrilla units that operated against Viet Minh occupying or passing through their tribal territories. Armed with weapons and radios supplied by the French, these guerrilla groups grew to total several thousand men. Their constant raids and ambushes made life difficult for the Viet Minh and provided valuable intelligence to the French.1 When Navarre decided to evacuate Na San in August 1953, Tai partisan troops had played a key role in ensuring a successful withdrawal, without loss, by the French forces.2

General Gilles’s paratroopers encountered fierce but brief resistance from a battalion of the Viet Minh 148th Regiment that had been conducting training exercises in their drop zone. By late afternoon, however, the Viet Minh troops had suffered over one hundred casualties and withdrawn to the south. Over the next several days, French forces rapidly repaired and upgraded Dien Bien Phu’s old Japanese-built airfield, while tons of supplies and equipment were dropped by parachute.

Three days after the initial airborne assault, Dien Bien Phu had taken on the appearance of a huge construction site. “Drums of gas, crates of ammunition, food and frozen wine, packets of shells and material of all sorts fell like huge hailstones. . . . From the gaping rear of a Packet [cargo plane] a large mass suddenly fell. Twenty-one multi-colored parachutes tied to one another burst open above it like a majestic flower. While a cheer rose toward it, the new bulldozer swayed at the end of its stalk and gently touched down in the rice field.”3 Before the end of the first week, C-47 transports were landing on the refurbished airfield.

In Paris, the French government learned of the Dien Bien Phu operation only several hours after it had begun, when a secret message from General Navarre arrived at the office of the secretary of state for relations with the Associated States, advising him of the Dien Bien Phu air drops. Navarre’s action probably appeared rather odd. He had been sent, not to win the war in Indochina, but to create a stable military situation. Just a few days before, Paris had sent Rear Admiral Georges Cabanier, the secretary general of the Committee of National Defense, to inform Navarre that he would not receive many of the reinforcements he had requested and that he “should adapt his plans to his means.” Indeed the Navarre Plan had been based on the idea of avoiding major battles with the enemy in the north until central Vietnam was pacified and the Vietnamese National Army had been expanded and strengthened.

Almost all of Navarre’s subordinate commanders had opposed the operation.4 Gilles never liked it. Colonel Jean Nicot, head of the air transport command, doubted that his cargo planes could maintain an adequate flow of supplies into Dien Bien Phu over an extended period, given the varied and changeable weather patterns between Dien Bien Phu and eastern Tonkin. Brigadier General Jean Dechaux, commander of Tactical Air Group North, pointed out that his fighters, flying two hundred miles from bases in the Red River Delta, would have only enough fuel to spend a few minutes over Dien Bien Phu. Dechaux had only about thirty US-supplied B-26 medium bombers and a few navy-type patrol bombers that had greater range.

Major General Rene Cogny, handpicked by Navarre to be the top commander of ground troops in Tonkin, was known to be an independent-minded and contentious soldier. In the case of the Dien Bien Phu operation, however, he had hemmed and hawed until finally voicing his disapproval to Navarre in a personal meeting one week before the operation.5

Why then did Navarre decide to undertake a major expansion of the war into the Northwest and challenge the Viet Minh by establishing a major base there? That decision has never been completely explained. The defense of Laos was certainly a factor. French intelligence had advised Navarre in late October that the Viet Minh 316th Division appeared to be headed for northern Laos. Navarre had been given no clear directive to defend Laos, but he felt compelled to do so. “Had I abandoned Laos on my own initiative,” the general later wrote in his memoirs, “and opened to the Viet Minh the road to total victory; I would be branded today as the man who betrayed the honor of his country.”6

Some authors have also suggested that Navarre’s deputy chief of staff for operations, Colonel Louis Berteil, played an important role in Navarre’s decision. Berteil was a military theorist and a firm believer in the utility of the Na San type of “hedgehog” fortress to break the back of any Viet Minh offensive.

Dien Bien Phu was to be a super Na San, a heavily fortified air-land base that would block the main Viet Minh access routes to northern Laos and threaten their supply lines. Actually, Na San had done neither. The Viet Minh had simply kept it under siege and gone around it on their way to Laos. But at least Na San had withstood all Viet Minh attacks and made the attackers pay a heavy price. In addition, its garrison had been withdrawn quickly and efficiently with almost no losses. French faith in the Air-Land Base remained unshaken.

The new super base would be much further from the Red River Delta than either Na San or Hoa Binh. Consequently, as Nicot had pointed out, it would be more difficult to supply and reinforce. Overland movement to and from the base would be extremely difficult, perhaps impossible. Yet if Dien Bien Phu was far from French supply points, it was far from Giap’s as well; and the Viet Minh had no planes. General Cogny told the American consul at Hanoi that he would “be surprised” if the Viet Minh could maintain more than two divisions in the Northwest.7

Navarre’s intelligence staff reinforced his belief that the Viet Minh could not supply a large force at Dien Bien Phu for any length of time, just as they could not in their march on Luang Prabang the previous spring. “A simple calculation shows that the Vietminh cannot advance more than 150 to 180 kilometers from their bases in country that, the highland region, is too poor to allow one to live off the land,” General Salan had asserted the previous May.8 Nor had the Viet Minh ever succeeded in overrunning a prepared defensive position held by forces larger than a single battalion.

The People’s Army of Vietnam by now had over half a hundred field guns, including twenty-four US- and Canadian-made 105 mm howitzers, captured by the Chinese in Korea and transferred to the Viet Minh, as well as heavy mortars and recoilless rifles.9 In Western armies, trucks towed the 105s. In the People’s Army, they were pulled by teams of up to a hundred men hauling on ropes. (General Giap, in his memoir, recalled that the teams were unanimous in pronouncing the Canadian guns much heavier than the American guns.)10

It was hard for French officers to imagine how the Viet Minh would ever move their artillery the long way over land to Dien Bien Phu. Even if they did so, they would be neutralized by French artillery at the base. Dien Bien Phu would have twice as many 105 mm howitzers as Na San, four and one-half times as many heavy mortars, plus four 155 howitzers, heavier than any French piece at Na San. There would also be ten M-24 light tanks armed with 75 mm guns.11 Of course, the Viet Minh now also possessed many more guns than at Na San, but even should they somehow be brought to Dien Bien Phu, the French doubted that the People’s Army knew how to use them. They had never employed 105s in combat before, and were assumed to be incapable of massing fires on a target.12

About six hundred miles from Dien Bien Phu, on a late November morning, General Giap was gazing out the window of a small thatched hut at the terraced rice paddies and hibiscus flowers on the mountainside near a village in Thai Nguyen Province. Other nearby nondescript thatched houses on stilts served as offices for the Central Committee and agencies of the Viet Minh government.

Ho and the Central Committee had already approved Giap’s proposal that during the October to March dry season, the main military effort should be made in the Northwest with the objective of capturing the town of Lai Chau, the Tai capital near the China border about seventy miles north of Dien Bien Phu. That would be followed by another advance into central Laos.13

One month after the Central Committee meeting, as People’s Army commanders were conferring on troop allocations for the 1953–1954 campaign, word arrived of the parachute assault on Dien Bien Phu. Exactly what the French intended at Dien Bien Phu remained unclear. “No matter how the enemy changes the situation, [his] parachuting into Dien Bien Phu is to our advantage,” Giap quickly concluded. “The conference atmosphere grew high spirited,” Giap recalled. “The participants were in a cheerful hubbub. . . . The enemy had occupied one of our important strategic sites, yet we saw this as a great opportunity.”14 Giap ordered the 316th Division and the 148th Regiment to speed up their preparations for an attack on Lai Chau and ordered four other divisions, more than three-quarters of his total first line battle force, to converge on Dien Bien Phu.

Radio intelligence intercepts of Giap’s orders immediately alerted the French that sizable forces, perhaps as many as four divisions, were on the move toward the northwest. At the end of November, Cogny instructed his forces at Dien Bien Phu to prepare for a major battle. The airfield was to be kept operational at all costs. The base was to use at least half its strength in offensive patrols and sweeps designed to inflict heavy casualties on the enemy and delay the Viet Minh from establishing a tight siege ring around the valley. Additionally, the garrison at Lai Chau would withdraw into Dien Bien Phu, supported by forces there, and the “whole defensive position of Dien Bien Phu [would] be held without any thought of withdrawal.”15

A few days later, Navarre issued Personal and Secret Instruction No. 949, which contained the phrase, “I have decided to accept battle in the northwest,” and ordered that Dien Bien Phu “must be held at all costs.”16 At the time he issued this order, Navarre was also planning a major operation in central Vietnam, “Operation Atlante,” involving twenty-five to thirty-four infantry battalions and three artillery battalions. Such an offensive had been a major component of the Navarre Plan.

The objective of Atlante was to counter and eventually eliminate the growing Viet Minh hold on the region stretching from Danang in the north to Tuy Hoa and Nha Trang in the south. The heavily populated agricultural portion of this area that the Viet Min called Military Region 5 was a relatively narrow coastal belt between the mountains and the South China Sea. It appeared ideal for amphibious operations, of which Navarre planned many.

The major proportion of the troops involved in Atlante would be soldiers of the Vietnamese National Army.17 A part of the Navarre Plan had called for greatly increased employment of National Army forces. Navarre had also assured the government in Paris that they would play a greater role. The National Army was still far from ready to take on the veteran regular units of the People’s Army in the Red River Delta or the Northwest, but they might possibly hold their own against the regional forces and local guerrilla units in central Vietnam. Navarre saw this projected six-month effort to drive the Viet Minh out of Region 5 as the most important part of the dry season campaigns.18

But then what about Dien Bien Phu? To Navarre it seemed perfectly possible to accomplish both missions. The National Army troops could never be used in the distant Northwest, and the naval and riverine support for Operation Atlante could have no role in the mountainous Dien Bien Phu region.

On December 8, Colonel Christian de Castries arrived at Dien Bien Phu to relieve General Gilles, who was suffering health problems and returning to France. By this time the base’s airstrip was fully operational, with cargoes arriving daily and engineers laying out permanent bunkers, communications trenches, and artillery firing positions. Four fighter bombers, a helicopter, and some light observation planes were now based at the airstrip.

Colonel de Castries was a cavalry officer who had served under Navarre in World War II and under de Lattre in Indochina. In the 1930s, he had been a champion horseman and held a world record in the high jump. One of his ancestors had been bishop of Albi, and another, Charles Eugene Gabriel de La Croix de Castries, had been minister of Marine under Louis XVI and a marshall of France. The family chateau near Montpelier dated to 1565.

De Castries was not simply an aristocratic playboy, however. During the Battle of France in 1940, his scratch company of sixty men had held off a German battalion for three days. Taken prisoner, he had tunneled his way out of prison camp to join the Free French and serve with distinction in Italy and Germany. By the time he took command at Dien Bien Phu, he had been wounded three times.19

Historian Jules Roy has suggested that de Castries owed his appointment to his long association with Navarre, who liked and trusted him, as well as to Cogny, who disliked him and was happy to see him far from Hanoi.20 Yet there were other reasons as well. Navarre intended Dien Bien Phu to be a base for offensive patrols and sweeps against the Viet Minh. De Castries’s tanks and armored cars would range the long valley, while infantry would root out any Viet Minh strongpoints in the hills.

One day after the Dien Bien Phu operation began, General Navarre assured the American ambassador in Saigon that “there is no intention of establishing a new Na San at Dien Bien Phu” but rather “a base for positive and offensive operations.”21 Two weeks later, Cogny made similar remarks to the American consul in Hanoi. The forces at Dien Bien Phu, he said, “could be counted on to seize the initiative and not remain behind defensive positions.”22

At Dien Bien Phu, Gilles’s paratroopers reacted with amused skepticism to word that the new commander intended to crush the Viet Minh with tanks.23 So far there were no signs of preparations for a blitzkrieg. French engineers were directing the construction of seven strongpoints stretching north to south along the line of the airstrip. “Gabrielle” was farthest north on a small hill bordering the “Piste Pavie,” an old colonial road, at places too narrow for even a jeep, that linked Dien Bien Phu and Lai Chau. Southeast of “Gabrielle,” on the opposite side of Nam Rom River, was “Beatrice.”

Most strongpoints were actually groups of mutually supporting positions located on the most defensible terrain. Each strongpoint was garrisoned by one or more French Union battalions. During the course of the coming siege, the size and composition of the units manning the strongpoints would vary according to battlefield developments.

“Anne Marie,” directly south of “Gabrielle” on the west side of the river, was held by Tai troops. The Tai soldiers had no experience in siege warfare under artillery fire, and Navarre was doubtful about using these types of suppletifs at Dien Bien Phu, but General Cogny “believed in the moral importance of letting the Tais help to defend their own region.” Many of those Tais had relatives in villages near the base, and some would periodically absent themselves to make visits to their families. While they were at home, their conversations provided useful intelligence to Viet Minh agents located in the villages.24

A mile and a half to the south of “Anne Marie” were the strongest positions, paralleling the airstrip: “Hugette” and “Claudine” on the west, “Dominique” and “Eliane” to the east. Garrisoned by five infantry battalions and two artillery battalions with 105s and 155s respectively, they contained de Castries’s headquarters, the communications center, and the hospital. The central reserve of two parachute battalions and seven tanks was also located here. Another smaller position, “Francois,” would eventually be abandoned.

At the Dien Bien Phu base, French engineers also constructed a water filtration plant capable of providing purified drinking water to 10,000 men, two heavy-duty bridges, and fifteen power generators to provide electricity to the strongpoints and for radio and telephone communications.25 Despite the introduction of these modern facilities, life at Dien Bien Phu remained primitive and unhealthy. The nearby Nam Rom River soon became polluted by junk and garbage dumped into it by the garrison.

“The polluted state of the river did not stop the troops from using it as their primary source of drinking and cooking water. Efforts to stop people using the river as a bathroom failed and even after the water purification system was established, many still used the un-sanitized drinking water.” Despite endemic malaria in the area, little mosquito netting was in use and many troops failed to take their daily dose of malaria pills.26

By January, the fortifications at Dien Bien Phu appeared formidable. A parade of French and American officials paid brief visits to the base during late December, January, and February. Most departed after their short tours, impressed by the strength of the position, with its airfield, tanks, and heavy artillery support.

In fact, the French preparations for battle at Dien Bien Phu suffered from grave defects. All positions within the fortress were intended to be capable of resisting artillery fire. That required at least two layers of heavy wooden beams separated by at least three feet of closely packed earth. Very little timber was available locally, so most of it would have to be flown in, along with barbed wire and engineering materials.

Major Andre Sudrat of the Thirty-First Engineers, de Castries’s principal engineering advisor, estimated that to fully protect all positions at Dien Bien Phu would require 36,000 tons of supplies. To provide those supplies, the eighty cargo aircraft supporting Dien Bien Phu would have to make daily flights carrying nothing but timber and other engineering supplies for a period of five months. In the end, Sudrat received or collected only about 2,200 tons of wood, obliging him to limit full artillery protection to de Castries’s headquarters command post, the communications center, and the X-ray room of the underground hospital. “The rest of Dien Bien Phu,” he told de Castries, “will have to get on as best as it can.”27 In the end, some strongpoints lacked even sufficient barbed wire.

Dien Bien Phu’s artillery pieces were in open emplacements protected only by sandbags. This was believed to be necessary so that the batteries could train 360 degrees to engage any target in the surrounding hills. French positions were not camouflaged, and much of the surrounding vegetation that might have made them harder to spot had been cleared away to provide clear fields of fire. Some of the strongpoints would also be subject to flooding once the rainy season began.

Navarre spent Christmas of 1953 at Dien Bien Phu. The troops were pleased at the gesture, but many officers who met with him found him less than inspiring.28 Two weeks later, Giap and his chief of staff, General Hoang Van Thai, established a new command post in a deep rock cave near the village of Tuan Giao about thirty miles from Dien Bien Phu.29 Early in December, Giap had issued his “Order of Encouragement to the Fighters at the Dien Bien Phu Front.” The People’s Army was tasked with destroying the enemy forces, winning over the population, and liberating the Northwest. More significantly, he warned that “we must repair roads, overcome difficulties and hardships . . . cover long distances and carry heavy loads to find the enemy in his refuge, to destroy him and liberate our compatriots.”30

The “hardships and difficulties” of carrying heavy loads over long distances were well known after eight years of war; and the Viet Minh had never completely overcome them. Their failure had led to not a few defeats and limited not a few victories. This time the People’s Army was determined to win the logistics battle. They would have to win it in an area of mountainous terrain, primitive or nonexistent roads, and thick jungle. The French could simply fly over these obstacles; the Viet Minh could not.

The Viet Minh now had several hundred trucks. There were Molotova trucks supplied by the Soviets as well as American General Motors trucks captured from the French or captured in Korea and transferred by the Chinese. These trucks were used to move the heaviest items, such as artillery pieces and ammunition, leaving the transport of other supplies to porters. Unlike porters, however, the trucks required real roads which had to be constructed out of primitive tracks by Viet Minh engineers. Streams and rivers had to be spanned by bridges strong enough to support loaded trucks and towed artillery.

Colonel Ung Rang’s combat engineer regiment was ordered to quickly construct a road over a twenty-kilometer pass between Tuan Giao and Dien Bien Phu. “There were many streams and rivers on the road to Dien Bien Phu. We had to make many bridges. . . . Each regiment had its own hammer unit. They burned trees to forge nails.”

Explosives for demolition had been supplied by the Soviets. All other work had to be done by hand. “We had to work at night. Rock digging required that workers work closely together in pairs.” One worker held the nail while the other beat on it using an eleven-pound hammer. Most soldiers could only deliver about twenty hammer blows at a time.31

A “volunteer” civilian labor force estimated to number at least 50,000 men and women supported the People’s Army engineers. The civilian laborers were of two types, locally recruited workers and members of the Youth Shock Brigades. The Shock Brigades were recruited from young farmworkers and students, mostly teenagers between fifteen and nineteen, but some as young as thirteen.32 At least one-half and eventually most of the members of the brigades were women. “Many of the young female recruits had never left home before,” recorded two Vietnamese historians. “Many of them were country girls not used to walking more than five to seven kilometers and now they had to set out carrying a heavy load and crossing mountain passes, rivers and long stretches that went on forever. Units would be sent out without any sandals and if they had them they were the wrong size. So most girls had to walk barefoot with blistered or swollen feet.”33 Colonel Ung rated his female volunteers as more effective than his male laborers.34

Eventually an estimated eight thousand members of the Youth Shock Brigades would serve directly in the Dien Bien Phu battles.35 Over five thousand were incorporated into People’s Army infantry units. Three hundred became combat engineers, and four hundred became drivers. After the battle, many members of the Youth Shock Brigades were assigned to clear the area of mines and undetonated bombs.36

Once the roads were completed, they had to be hidden and protected from French air attack. Treetops were tied together by cables to conceal the roads. Bridges were built a few inches under the surface of the water to make them hard to spot from above. Trucks were covered with leafy branches. In early January Colonel Ung’s engineers watched excitedly as the first artillery batteries passed along the newly built roads. “Everyone wanted to see the real 105s. The first two trucks were carrying only ammunition; finally the third truck was the one, but it was disguised fully with branches and looked like it was dragging a tree.”37

The trucks drove at night without lights. A single mistake on the narrow primitive roads could spell disaster. Colonel Ung recalled an incident where the driver of a truck made an error changing gears on a dangerous curve and went plunging into a ravine, killing seven men riding on top.

Trucks operated in sections over only a single part of the road bounded by natural obstacles such as streams or narrow passes. If the French Air Force attacked these obvious choke points, porters assigned to each choke point were available to transfer the trucks’ cargoes to vehicles on the next segment and also repair whatever damage the air attack had done to the road.38 The choke points were also protected by well-concealed 37 mm antiaircraft guns.

Where the roads ended, the artillery had to be pulled by hand. “Along that terrible twelve kilometer track hundreds of tons were pulled by human strength,” recalled General Tran Do. “Every evening . . . columns of human beings, still drowsy, encouraging one another, set out on the road. In a moment, all along the road, pieces of artillery were moving again. To climb a slope, hundreds of men crept before the gun pulling the piece up inch by inch. The gunners held the shaft of the piece, biting their lips, clenching their teeth, jerked it to the right and to the left, taking care that it did not plunge into holes.”39 On the crest, a windlass was creaking, helping prevent the piece from slipping. On level ground, an artillery piece could be pulled by thirty men; on steeper ground fifty to one hundred men were required. The best speed for a team pulling an artillery piece was a little over two hundred yards an hour.40

The Viet Minh’s main supply route stretched from the Chinese border at Lao Cai almost five hundred miles to the Dien Bien Phu area. At least 260,000 people were mobilized for labor and supply duties under the slogan, “Everything for the Front.”41Along some parts of the long supply route, everything had to be carried by porters. Bicycles, used as two-wheeled trolleys, could carry up to two hundred pounds of rice in sacks. “One man with a bamboo back frame could carry a mortar baseplate, two a gun wheel; there are photos of four men carrying the barrels and the breach blocks of 75 mm Japanese mountain guns up forested hillsides slung from two shoulder poles.”42 To supply Dien Bien Phu, the Viet Minh employed almost 21,000 bicycles and 11,000 small boats.43 French intelligence had estimated that the Viet Minh could never supply a force much larger than two divisions at Dien Bien Phu. By February 1954, there were five divisions present plus an independent regiment.

By that date also, Operation Atlante, begun on January 20, had already bogged down. The Vietnamese National Army troops proved no match for even the regional and local Viet Minh forces. Bao Dai’s civil administrators, assigned to pacify the newly occupied villages, proved even less effective. Meanwhile a People’s Army regiment attacked French posts in the Central Highlands, capturing the town of Dak To and forcing Navarre to evacuate the provincial capital of Kontum thirty-one miles to the south. Further to the south, the area around the town of Pleiku was the scene of a prolonged battle between a French mobile group and two People’s Army regiments, which lasted into the beginning of March.44

At Dien Bien Phu there were increasing signs that the noose was tightening. Routine patrols a few kilometers outside the defense perimeter were running into stiff resistance. An operation in mid-December to relieve a small Tai garrison at the village of Muong Pon eighteen kilometers from Dien Bien Phu resulted in over fifty casualties to a single parachute battalion. They had arrived at Moung Pon only after the garrison had been overrun, and then had to fight their way back.45

Another operation during the following weeks by a parachute battalion from Dien Bien Phu, sent southwest into Laos to link up with a column of French, Moroccan, and Laotian troops under Lieutenant Colonel Vaudrey and then move north toward the Laotian town of Sop Nao, proved equally fruitless. The planned linkup was successful, but Vaudrey’s men, as they stumbled into Sop Nao, thin and haggard with many suffering from typhoid or dengue fever, reminded French war correspondent Brigitte Friang, a veteran of the French Resistance in World War II, of the inmates at Ravensbruck concentration camp where she had been imprisoned.

Both forces experienced a harrowing journey back to Dien Bien Phu, harassed by an entire Viet Minh regiment.46 In his report at the end of December, Lieutenant Colonel Pierre Langlais, commander of the parachute battalions, bluntly pointed out that further long-distance reconnaissance and raids from Dien Bien Phu through the surrounding Viet Minh–held jungles and mountains would be costly and futile.47 The French would continue their patrols from Dien Bien Phu into January and February, but they were now confined to the hills immediately adjacent to the base.

Away from Dien Bien Phu, in Saigon, Paris, and Washington, there was as yet little real concern. As late as mid-December, the US Army assistant chief of staff for intelligence still considered Dien Bien Phu just another French operation to keep the enemy off balance while the big offensive in south and central Vietnam called for in the Navarre Plan was being prepared.48 By the end of that month, however, General Trapnell was becoming seriously worried about Navarre’s super base. The French, he warned, were in serious danger, “operating from an inferior defensive position, facing a superior enemy battle corps,” and “entirely dependent upon overtaxed air facilities for resupply.” He gave de Castries’s forces only a fifty-fifty chance of survival.49

Washington remained unperturbed. NSC 177, “U.S. Objectives and Courses of Action in Southeast Asia,” approved by President Eisenhower in mid-January 1954, concluded, “with continued U.S. economic and material support, the Franco-Vietnamese forces are not in danger of being militarily defeated by the Viet Minh.”50 On February 3, General O’Daniel, on his third trip to Vietnam, visited Dien Bien Phu. He accepted Navarre’s explanation that the base was a blocking position astride the main invasion route to Laos, and that French forces there could maneuver at will. The French, he reported, were “in no danger of suffering a major military reverse,” although he did concede that “a force with two or three battalions of medium artillery could make the [Dien Bien Phu] area untenable.”51

At his command post, General Giap had already ordered an all-out attack a week before O’Daniel’s visit, but then changed his mind. Ho Chi Minh had given Giap full authority to direct the battle “on one condition, if an attack is launched, you must win. If you are not certain of victory, do not launch the attack.”

Giap later told correspondent Bui Tin that he was unable to sleep on the night before the attack scheduled for January 26. The People’s Army had never fought on so extensive a battlefield. Dien Bien Phu was fifteen times the size of Na San. The longest battle the Viet Minh had ever fought had been less than two days in length. Nor had Giap ever deployed more than two divisions in the same battle. The French positions were now much stronger than they had been in December, when the original plans had been laid.

On the morning of January 26, Wei Guoqing, the senior Chinese advisor, arrived at Giap’s office to find the Vietnamese commander with a compress around his head because of a severe headache. Giap told a surprised Wei that he had decided on a delay.52 Six hours before the attack was to begin, Giap called it off.53

“This decision almost led to a mutiny,” recalled Bui Tin. “Everybody from the highest ranking generals right down to ordinary soldiers protested because they were all prepared to accept hardship and had already written letters in their own blood about their readiness to sacrifice everything, even their own lives, for complete victory. Even the three other [generals and] members of the Party Committee in charge of the battlefront, Hoang Van Thai, Le Liem and Dang Kim Giang were opposed.”54

Despite the protests, General Giap, who had gambled so often in the past, was unwilling to roll the dice on this occasion. Instead he called for still more supplies and artillery ammunition to be moved to Dien Bien Phu. He also detached the 308th Division from its positions in the mountains and sent it on a diversionary swing into Laos, pointing toward Luang Prabang. Giap’s aim was to draw French units away from Dien Bien Phu, to cooperate with the Pathet Lao in neutralizing any mobile French units in the area, and to ensure that de Castries could not withdraw through Laos.55 By the end of February, the 308th was back at Dien Bien Phu.

During this period, Viet Minh artillery was being laboriously relocated to the forward slopes of the surrounding mountains directly facing the French base. Colonel Ung’s engineers were given fifteen days to dig a concealed track to move the guns to their new positions. “Every day there were many patrol aircraft searching around. We had to build a net covered with weeds to cover the road. The weeds were very strong and thus people and vehicles could work underneath while from aircraft the pilot wouldn’t be able to see us at all.”56

The repositioning allowed each gun crew to aim and adjust its fire at targets that it could see directly. That “direct fire” method had long been out of favor with artillerists in US and European armies. Their standard practice was to position four to six gun batteries on the reverse slope of a hill, if one were available. In that position the artillery pieces would be invisible to the enemy and much harder to hit. Of course, enemy targets would also be out of sight, but forward observers at the top of the high ground could relay target information to the gun batteries. Their fire controllers could then concentrate all four or more of their guns on the objective. But all that was far too complicated for the inexperienced gunners and rudimentary communications equipment of the People’s Army.

Instead, Giap placed his guns in caves cut deep into the rock of the hills overlooking Dien Bien Phu. Each cave had to be large enough to house at least one gun plus a platoon.57 The guns were fired from narrow portholes or were pulled out and back by their crews. Artillery positions followed the contours of the rock and some had only a single gun. All positions were heavily camouflaged, and dummy guns were also installed around the hills so as to divert enemy fire from the real emplacements. By contrast, the French artillery and command posts were clearly visible, since the French had cleared away much of the surrounding vegetation to achieve better fields of fire. Viet Minh artillerymen, with their Chinese advisors, had mapped and diagrammed all of the major French installations so that individual Viet Minh guns were already sighted on their targets.

Beginning the last week of January, a few Viet Minh 75 mm guns began to periodically shell various points at Dien Bien Phu. French artillery replied but was unable to put a stop to the shelling. On February 3, the beginning of Tet, the Lunar New Year holiday, a battery of 75s opened a thirty-minute bombardment of the French base. In reply the French artillery fired 1,650 rounds (sixteen times the number of Viet Minh shells expended), and French aircraft dropped 158 bombs on supposed Viet Minh positions but failed to knock out any of the enemy guns.58

Four days later, Pierre de Chevigne, the state secretary of the Defense Ministry, visited Dien Bien Phu. His plane had to make a steep dive into the valley to avoid antiaircraft fire. De Chevigne’s ceremonial reception at the airstrip was also canceled because the field was under mortar fire.59

During the next three weeks, Viet Minh gunners concentrated on Dien Bien Phu’s airfield, damaging or destroying several aircraft. French radio intercepts during early March indicated that the Viet Minh were preparing a major attack around mid-month. It came on the afternoon of March 13 with an attack on strongpoints Beatrice and Gabrielle at the northern end of Dien Bien Phu’s line of fortifications.

Beatrice was first. The single battalion holding the strongpoint was attacked by two full People’s Army regiments. But even the disparity in numbers was not as lethal as the rain of shells that the Viet Minh howitzers and heavy mortars now unleashed on the French positions. Some parts of the fortifications simply disappeared in a hail of fire and dust. “Shells rained down on us like a rainstorm on a fall evening,” recalled a Legionnaire sergeant. “Bunker after bunker, trench after trench, collapsed burying under them men and weapons.”60

At 5:00 p.m., two regiments of the People’s Army 312th Division attacked the French strongpoints on Beatrice, each of which was held by a single company. In the next ninety minutes, both Major Paul Pegot, overall commander at Beatrice, and his superior, Lieutenant Colonel Jules Gauchier, commander of the northern defense sector, were killed. Over the next six hours, all four of the company strongpoints defending Beatrice were overrun.

Special Viet Minh assault squads carrying Bangalore torpedoes at the end of long bamboo poles went forward against heavy machine gun fire to blow away obstacles, barbed wire, and mines. At one point, Phan Dinh Giot, a young sapper NCO, who had already been wounded twice, crawled toward a blockhouse and threw his body across the machine gun portal, blocking its fire.61 Giot was posthumously declared a “Hero of the People’s Armed Forces,” one of six hundred men of the 312th division to lose their lives in the attacks on Beatrice. French casualties were at least four hundred men killed.62

The following morning, March 14, the French attempted unsuccessfully to retake Beatrice in a counterattack. As a pouring rain engulfed Dien Bien Phu, thirty C-47s dropped the Fifth Vietnamese Parachute Battalion as reinforcements for the beleaguered fortress. Landing about six miles from their assigned position, the Vietnamese paratroopers had to make their way under enemy fire through the thick mud before reaching their destination at strongpoint Eliane. During that same afternoon, Viet Minh artillery completed the destruction of the main Dien Bien Phu airfield. For the remainder of the seven-week battle, the fortress had to be supplied and reinforced almost entirely by parachute drops.

That evening came another major Viet Minh assault aimed at strongpoint Gabrielle. The strongpoint was defended by the Fifth Battalion of the Seventh Algerian Rifle Regiment under Major Roland de Mecquenem. At 6:00 p.m., Viet Minh 120 mm heavy mortars, positioned a little over a mile away, opened fire on Gabrielle, to be joined an hour later by 105 mm artillery. “The artillery preparation [was] a damned deluge,” recalled an officer of the Fifth Battalion. “Our mortars were put out of action.”63

By the time the Viet Minh launched their first ground assault, Gabrielle’s command post, like that of Beatrice, had been buried under a storm of 105 mm shells. That first attack was met by the Fourth Company of the Algerians defending the peak of a steep slope surrounded by a sea of barbed wire. “The Viets came straight on like Alpinists,” recalled one of the defenders. “For ten that fell, mowed down by the 4th [company’s] fire, fifty were still climbing. . . . Then a respite. They were waiting for the moon to set.”64

At 3:30 a.m., with no moon, the attacks resumed. People’s Army troops of the 308th Division, which had carried out the earlier attacks at the cost of twelve hundred dead and many more wounded, were relieved by a fresh regiment from the 312th Division who were supported by a heavy artillery barrage. Nevertheless, the Algerians, who had lost most of their officers and were now largely commanded by their own NCOs, grimly hung on.

During the previous night, Colonel de Castries had ordered a dawn counterattack against the enemy forces at Gabrielle. The French had already prepared a plan for this contingency. Two parachute battalions supported by tanks were to advance north along the Piste Pavie and blast their way through to Gabrielle. At the last moment, however, Colonel Langlais made a sudden change in the units assigned to the counterattack force. He held back one of the veteran parachute battalions scheduled to carry out the operation and withheld one company from the other. The main weight of the counterattack was now assigned to the newly arrived Fifth Vietnamese Parachute Battalion.

Historians have speculated about the reasons behind Langlais’s decision, but whatever they may have been, they doomed the operation to failure.65 The less experienced and exhausted troops of the Fifth Vietnamese Battalion were now obliged to complete a long approach march in darkness from their positions near Eliane at the southernmost strongpoint to reach their jumping-off point by dawn. Making their way north toward Gabrielle under artillery fire, the Fifth Vietnamese finally arrived at Gabrielle an hour late to find the French in full retreat. Captain Gendre, who had assumed command at Gabrielle after Mecquenem was wounded, misinterpreted a garbled radio transmission from de Castries’s headquarters as an order to withdraw. By the time the first companies of the relief force reached Gabrielle, the Algerians had already begun their retreat. The paratroopers had no choice but to join them.

From Ann Marie, the Tai Battalion watched the fall of Beatrice and Gabrielle. Nothing in their experience of warfare had prepared them for the practice of holding a static position under fire from a rain of heavy explosive shells. They were far from their own villages and had been subject to incessant propaganda from pro–Viet Minh Tais urging them to desert. Two days after the battle for Beatrice and Gabrielle, two of the Tai battalions’ three companies quietly slipped away in the fog, forcing the abandonment of Ann Marie.
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“We Must Not Lose Asia”

During the battle for Gabrielle, Colonel Charles Piroth, de Castries’s artillery commander, had wandered despondently from one staff office to another apologizing for his failure to silence the Viet Minh guns. “We’re done for, he told Colonel Langlais. “I’ve told Castries he must put a stop to it all. We’re heading for a massacre and it’s all my fault.”1 Early on March 15, Piroth committed suicide.

One French officer drily remarked that “if everyone responsible for the mess they were in chose to take [Piroth’s] way out, then Dien Bien Phu was going to be pretty damn empty—and Paris also.”2 Like Piroth, de Castries’s chief of staff was completely shattered by the events of the previous two days. He suffered a nervous breakdown and spent the rest of his days at Dien Bien Phu sitting in the deepest dugout wearing a steel helmet.3

On March 16, a more determined officer arrived at the besieged fortress when Major Marcel Bigeard’s Sixth Parachute Battalion was dropped into Dien Bien Phu. The Sixth, about half of whose personnel were Vietnamese, was regarded as the best paratroop unit in Indochina, and Bigeard was already a legend among French Union troops.

In contrast to the aristocratic graduates of the Military Academy at Saint Cyr, Bigeard was a former bank clerk, the son of a railway worker who had entered the army as an enlisted man and earned a reputation for cool heroism and determination. Since 1945, he had spent most of his time in Indochina, where he was widely admired for his daring, decisiveness, and concern for his troops. American journalist Howard Simpson claimed that he “was one of the few French officers the Vietminh respected and feared.”4 Though de Castries eventually received a new chief of staff, Langlais and Bigeard now assumed much of the responsibility for the day-to-day planning and operations at Dien Bien Phu. De Castries remained in overall command and continued as the fortress’s link to higher headquarters.5

Four days after Bigeard’s arrival at Dien Bien Phu, a French airliner bearing the chief of the French Armed Forces Staff, General Paul Ely, landed in New York. The general immediately proceeded to Washington, DC, aboard a personal plane provided by his American counterpart, JCS chairman Admiral Arthur Radford. Radford was a pioneer naval aviator but had made his career mainly on the ground as a superb administrator and bureaucratic infighter. He had participated in none of the major naval battles of World War II, but had helped lead one in Washington during 1947, when the navy brass unsuccessfully battled against passage of the National Security Act and unification of the armed forces.

Despite Radford’s reputation as a strong service partisan, he had succeeded in convincing the newly elected President Eisenhower of his support for Eisenhower’s defense policy. That policy was designed to save money and avoid further quagmires like the Korean War by relying on nuclear weapons to deter Soviet and Chinese aggression. That the Soviets also had nuclear weapons appeared never to bother Eisenhower and Secretary of State John Foster Dulles. For them the important consideration was that the New Look enabled the new administration to cut spending on conventional army and navy forces while still talking tough about confronting Communist expansionism. Ely’s visit was to initiate a succession of events that would expose the hollowness of the New Look a few months after it was publicly announced.

All that was far from the French general’s mind as he made the rounds of meetings and formal dinners with US officials in Washington. Both Ely and his American interlocutors were aware that in the previous month, the Americans, British, French, and Soviets had agreed at a meeting in Berlin to hold an international conference at Geneva to attempt to resolve unsettled questions remaining from the Korean War “and the problem of restoring peace to Indochina.” The conferees had also agreed, over Dulles’s vociferous objections, that China would also be invited to the conference scheduled for April 1954.

Ely had brought with him a long list of additional American military equipment and supplies that Paris believed was urgently needed in Indochina. The French military had also become increasingly concerned about the possibility of Chinese intervention in Indochina now that the Korean War had ended.6

As for Navarre’s campaigns in Vietnam, Ely was aware that they rested on quicksand. The French government and public opinion were becoming progressively more pessimistic about their war in Southeast Asia. A public opinion poll carried out in February 1954 found that only 7 percent of French citizens polled favored continuing the military effort in Indochina. Even Charles de Gaulle, the hardest of hardliners on colonial affairs in 1945–1946, had written off Indochina. “What is taking place there now,” he told American correspondent C. L. Sulzberger, “is merely a prestige war. Not even the prestige of France is involved anymore. Indochina is of international interest more and more and French interest less and less.”7

In mid-February 1954, Ely and the French service chiefs had accompanied Minister of National Defense Rene Pleven on an inspection tour of military installations in Vietnam, including Dien Bien Phu. Despite the continued optimism of Navarre and his commanders, they had returned convinced that the best that could be hoped for was a battlefield situation favorable enough to give France a tenable bargaining position at the forthcoming Geneva conference.8 Recent developments at Dien Bien Phu appeared to make the attainment of even that limited goal uncertain.

On his first night in Washington, Ely attended a working dinner with Vice President Richard Nixon, Admiral Radford, Army Chief of Staff General Matthew Ridgway, and CIA Director Allen Dulles. Ely sensed that, unlike his own government, the Americans were far from ready to wash their hands of their war in Indochina. They were, however, greatly worried about Dien Bien Phu, based in part on General de Castries’s recent loss of the three strongpoints and on earlier reports from General Trapnell and army attaché Lieutenant Colonel Robert Tabor, who had taken pains to question O’Daniel’s rosy reports on the Indochina situation.9

Ely astutely played on these concerns to press his case for more military aid, particularly aircraft. At the dinner, General Ridgway acerbically observed that in Korea the UN forces had had complete domination of the air, and that his experience in that conflict afforded no basis for believing that supplying some additional planes in Indochina was going to yield decisive results.10

In fact the United States was already supplying additional airpower to Dien Bien Phu in the form of C-119 “Flying Box Car” transport aircraft. The C-119s had a cargo capacity more than twice that of the C-47s widely used in Indochina. Since January, many were actually being flown by American civilian pilots, air force veterans under contract to Civil Air Transport, General Claire Chennault’s former Chinese airline now based in Taiwan. President Eisenhower had also approved the deployment of two hundred US Air Force mechanics and technicians to “secure” air bases in Indochina to help service American aircraft supplied to the French. “Don’t think I like to send them there,” Eisenhower reflected. “But we can’t get anywhere in Asia just sitting here in Washington doing nothing. My God, we must not lose Asia.”11

The president had not changed his mind when he welcomed Ely to the oval office on March 22. Perhaps attempting to buck up the French envoy, he remarked that things had often appeared bleak during World War II, “but we won in the end and we will win again.” Admiral Radford, who was accompanying Ely, added his conviction that “[T]he French are going to win. It is a fight which is going to be finished with our help.”12

Continuing his campaign for more aid, Ely told Secretary Dulles that a political settlement of the Indochina conflict might be the only way out but that American air support might be required in the interim should China intervene. Dulles was as convinced as the president that “we must not lose Asia,” but his response was relatively restrained. Perhaps thinking of the domestic political difficulties, Dulles cautioned Ely that before the United States committed any of its own forces to Indochina, it would require a far greater degree of partnership with France in the direction of the war, real independence for the Associated States, and proof that both they and the French were determined to fight on to final victory.13

Ely also held lengthy conversations with Radford in which the French general continued to emphasize the dangerous military situation in Indochina and the urgent need for more US assistance. Radford responded with the usual American bromides. The French should allow members of the US Military Assistance Group to help train the Vietnamese National Army. Americans could also help the French plan and carry out a really effective psychological warfare campaign. Ely impatiently dismissed these familiar proposals, observing that American participation in training would have undesirable effects on French prestige in Indochina.14

At Radford’s suggestion, Ely prolonged his visit by a day so that the two could discuss the issue of Dien Bien Phu in more detail. In these talks, Radford discussed the possibility of American air support to relieve the Dien Bien Phu garrison. French and American officers in Saigon had already examined such a scenario and come up with a concept of operations called “Vulture.” The details were still fuzzy, but the plan would involve the use of almost one hundred B-29 and B-47 bombers from bases in the Philippines and Japan as well as naval aircraft from Seventh Fleet carriers in the Pacific to carry out air strikes on Viet Minh positions around Dien Bien Phu. Air strikes using nuclear weapons were also a possibility.15

Although Ely and Radford both later claimed that they were discussing only a possibility that would require higher level approval, Ely appears to have come away with the impression that such approval would be readily forthcoming. He based his conclusion on his talks with Radford (which were conducted without an interpreter present) and on his brief visit with Eisenhower who, as Ely recalled, “instructed the admiral, without seeming to set limits, to furnish us with whatever we needed to save the entrenched camp.”16

The day following Ely’s departure, Eisenhower presided over a meeting of the National Security Council to discuss what could be done in Indochina. Two weeks before, the Joint Chiefs of Staff had urged the NSC to decide whether the United States was willing to commit its own armed forces to Southeast Asia should that become necessary. Around the same time, a working group of the president’s Special Committee on Indochina had concluded “from the perspective of the U.S. strategic position in Asia . . . no solution to the Indochina problem short of victory is possible.”17

Eisenhower reiterated his belief that “the collapse of Indochina would produce a chain reaction which would result in the fall of all Southeast Asia to the Communists.”18 Like the Red Queen in Alice in Wonderland, Eisenhower was capable of “believing six impossible things before breakfast.” Thus following his ringing declaration, the president began to enumerate the conditions that would be necessary to make American intervention feasible. These included a request for assistance from the Associated States, the participation of US allies, and most importantly, the approval of Congress.

How unlikely these conditions were to be met became clear when Dulles and Radford met with eight key congressional leaders at the State Department. Radford outlined the dire situation in Indochina and discussed the possibility of US air action to save Dien Bien Phu. Dulles urged the House and Senate leaders to pass a joint resolution empowering the president to use air and naval power if necessary to stave off a Communist victory in Indochina.

The lawmakers were skeptical, especially after Radford admitted that none of the other three members of the Joint Chiefs backed the idea of intervention to save the French. The congressional leaders also insisted that they would not back any action in Southeast Asia that did not have the support of the British and other allies. Both Democratic and Republican Senate leaders also expressed concern that American intervention might grow into another Korea.19

“On the whole it went pretty well,” Dulles told the president following the meeting, although, he admitted, it “raised some serious problems.” Congress would not be ready to help unless “we were not doing it alone” and “the people of the area were involved too.” Dulles was still confident he could manage all that, and prepared to leave for London to organize a multinational coalition to save Indochina, what he would soon label “united action.”20

Thus despite all evidence to the contrary, Eisenhower and Dulles continued to believe, if not six, then four impossible things about the crisis in Indochina: that Congress would come around; that the Associated States were actually sovereign governments; that US allies would pull together to save Vietnam from Communism; and that the United States could turn the tide in Indochina without committing any ground forces there. They would continue in these beliefs well past the time when the reality of French defeat had become apparent to all.

By the time General Ely concluded his talks in Washington, Dien Bien Phu’s airfield was under almost constant artillery bombardment from the Viet Minh’s newly captured positions, and planes attempting to reach the field were met with dense fire from 37 mm antiaircraft guns. Consequently the French defenders were now dependent on airdrops to receive supplies and reinforcements. The only aircraft still using the field were medical evacuation flights that attempted to bring in medical supplies and evacuate the wounded.

The aircraft were clearly marked with large red crosses, and although the French had notified the Viet Minh that these were solely medical flights, they nevertheless became targets. Some were unable to land or forced to leave empty due to heavy fire. When a C-47 medical transport touched down at the airstrip, its engines running, ambulance crews usually had less than five minutes to load the wounded aboard. To complicate matters, a number of unwounded or lightly wounded men would often try to push their way aboard. A French news photographer attempting to film one of the evacuations, recorded in his notes, “. . . still under V.-M. fire though red cross markings apparent—Atmosphere of anxiety, terror even—Screams, crying—rush of the wounded to the aircraft door—haven’t seen anything like it since the concentration camps.”21

French government spokesmen strongly denounced the Viet Minh’s cruel disregard for the Geneva convention and commonly accepted laws of war in firing on clearly marked hospital planes and ambulances. Radio Hanoi countered with claims that planes with Red Cross markings were actually bringing in ammunition. Whatever the truth of that charge, it was a fact that able-bodied officers had been flown out of Dien Bien Phu, and their replacements flown in, on planes with Red Cross markings.22 “Who respected the laws of war and who broke them?” writes Jules Roy. “It was easy to remain unmoved when French fighters machine-gunned the parties of orderlies and porters who were carrying Viet wounded through the bush on bamboo and nylon stretchers to the hospitals in the rear, but one felt sick with horror when Giap’s gunners fired on planes bearing Red Cross markings.”23

As the possibility of medical evacuation dwindled away, and ceased entirely after March 27, the French medical facilities at Dien Bien Phu faced a task for which they were neither intended nor prepared. The underground hospital manned by a thirteen-man Mobile Surgical Team of two doctors and eleven other medical personnel under Major Paul Grauwin, and a second under Major Jacques Gindrey, were designed primarily to stabilize wounded casualties, operate on urgent cases, and prepare those requiring more extensive treatment for evacuation to full-fledged hospitals elsewhere.

The model, for medical planning purposes, was the battle at Na San where the 120-bed hospital had proved adequate to handle the wounded. Dien Bien Phu was designed to have over four hundred beds, but only sixty of these were bunks in the underground hospital. In addition, the hospital had spaces for 150 stretcher cots. The rest of the “beds” were actually located at various battalion aid stations.24

Inspecting the hospital back in February, the director of medical services in Indochina had expressed concern that the hospital roof was not thick enough to withstand shell fire and that the communications trench leading to the facility was not covered. “If there’s a big scrap here my friend,” he told Grauwin, “it will set you back forty years and you won’t be able to cope with it on your own.”25

By mid-March, the big scrap had come. Over five hundred wounded were crowded into the hospital or awaited treatment in less secure locations outside. “By dawn the unit was already full. The stretchers were placed on the ground wherever there was room between the beds of the wounded already there. The corridor of the [medical] unit, a long tunnel, narrow, muddy and barely lit, was immediately blocked with stretchers that one had to step over to get past. Outside on the rampart at the entry to the unit, men waited on stretchers until room could be found to place them under shelter. Some of them received new wounds and others were killed at the door of the unit. It was utter hell. The sound of artillery was deafening, and the wounds of the injured had dirt mixed with their blood.”26

“It is easy to guess the feelings of a lad of twenty who gets a bullet in the abdomen,” wrote Dr. Grauwin, “he is brought in on a stretcher and put in a line behind others who are waiting their turn. . . . He hears cries and groans. In front of him and behind are stretchers with men wounded just as he is. ‘But what are the orderlies up to? Where are they? Good god, my blood’s running away and I’m in pain. I don’t want to die out here.’”27

At the end of March, Grauwin was joined by Genevieve de Galard, a French Air Force nurse who had been aboard the last evacuation plane to touch down at Dien Bien Phu. On hearing that her daughter’s plane had been disabled and that she was now serving in a hospital, Galard’s mother wrote, “Actually I am not unhappy that you are at DBP; at least you are not in danger of crashing in a plane.”28

Galard, the only French woman at Dien Bien Phu after January 1954, would serve throughout the siege, earning the Croix de Guerre and being appointed a knight of the Legion of Honor. “On her own initiative and despite the violent concentrations of enemy artillery she visited every injured combatant in the center of resistance,” wrote Colonel Langlais. “Living among the wounded, sleeping on a stretcher in the suffocating atmosphere of the [medical] unit, she lavished her attentions at all hours of the day and night. . . . She was a precious assistant to the surgeons and helped save many lives.”29

On the Viet Minh side, where evacuation flights were nonexistent, the prospects for casualties were even more grim. During the attacks on Gabriel and Beatrice, only one-third of the wounded could be transported to a medical station of any type in under six hours.30 “I lived among the dead,” recalled one medic in charge of evacuation teams. “Many had to wait for days before we could bring them to the rear lines, their bodies were often no longer intact. Many could not be identified for we did not even have the time to take down the name, age, or origin of these new recruits. There are still others who stayed forever on that hill for we never succeeded in recovering their bodies.31

Like their French counterparts, Vietnamese medics were overwhelmed by the flood of casualties. The 316th Division’s field hospital, intended to accommodate 600 wounded, actually received 1,500 after the first offensives.32

In earlier large-scale battles with the French, the death rate for Viet Minh combat troops had averaged just over 25 percent. For the Dien Bien Phu campaign, the party had mobilized hundreds of doctors, medical students, nurses, pharmacists, and medical assistants headed by two of the Viet Minh’s best surgeons, Dr. Ton That Tung and Dr.Vu Dinh Tung, French-trained former medical school professors. Many of the other medical personnel, however, had only rudimentary training and experience.

Nguyen Thi Ngoc Toan, still only partway through medical school, was back on active duty at Surgical Unit No. 2. She had also become engaged to Cao Van Khanh, a high-ranking People’s Army officer whose unit was also at Dien Bien Phu. “We lacked medical equipment and we had not received the same level of training,” recalled Toan. “I was only a second year medical student so I could only treat soft tissue wounds and secondary problems. The third and fourth year students worked the surgical cases. And only the seniors and doctors could handle head wounds.”33 There were acute shortages of penicillin and morphine as well as blood for transfusions.34

At first Toan worked in a ward for lightly wounded soldiers, but she was soon transferred to a compound for the seriously wounded. “When I was transferred I was very scared. You had to carry a lamp to check the wounded. It was in a little box with oil to burn and you had to cover it completely with your hand . . . because if you let any light show enemy aircraft would spot it and drop bombs. . . . If we discovered that [any of the wounded] had died . . . . we had to bind their hands and feet so that the mortuary people could handle them properly.” The corpses also had to be guarded since civilian porters in the area would often strip needed clothing or shoes from the dead.35

Following the battles at Beatrice and Gabrielle, Giap began preparations for the next phase of the battle, an assault on the central French points, Dominique and Eliane on the east side of the Nam Rom River and Huguette on the west side. These French positions were gradually encircled by a network of Viet Minh trenches. Additional communications trenches extended from the Viet Minh hill positions to the outer wire of the French positions. Over a ten-day period, the People’s Army completed more than a hundred kilometers of trenches.36

At the end of March, as both sides prepared for the next round of serious fighting, the monsoon rains began. In a few days, trenches, bunkers, and gun pits were flooded, and the earthen walls of many defensive works began to turn to mud. Above Dr. Grauwin’s hospital “the rain liquefied the soil and droplets of rain sometimes fell on the operating table.”37

When the rains came, Nguyen Ngoc Toan was selecting patients for evacuation to rear areas. “All of the wounded had to be evacuated in preparation for the second wave of attacks. . . . We had to select wounded for evacuation by truck. . . . So we sent several waves of wounded back. . . . And then suddenly the road was washed out. It was impassible. The trucks could not travel, because it was raining heavily, it was very muddy, and the road was washed out. So everything backed up. . . . So when this happened, suddenly by the second day we had 200 or 300 patients. And the wounded wondered what was going on. And it was difficult to feed them.”38

Despite the monsoon, Giap’s second round of attacks began as scheduled on March 30. Following a massive artillery barrage, units of the Viet Minh 312th Division were able to quickly overrun Dominique 1 and 2. It appeared likely that the 312th would easily barrel its way through Dominique 3 as well, thus exposing de Castries’s headquarters complex to direct attack.

The defenders of Dominique 3 could clearly see the destruction of Dominique 1 and 2, with their defenders fleeing before the Viet Minh assaults. Dominique 3 had far fewer troops than the lost positions—only a company of Algerian Riflemen—but it did have a battery of 105s manned by the African artillerymen of the Second Battalion, Fourth Colonial Artillery. The battery was commanded by Lieutenant Paul Brunbrouck, only two years out of the military academy at Saint-Cyr. Brunbrouck ordered his guns depressed to minimum elevation and opened a devastating fire into the ranks of the oncoming Viet Minh troops. The assault was halted, then fell apart, as hundreds of Viet Minh soldiers were mowed down or fled. One retreating group ran into a minefield, suffering hundreds more casualties.

Lieutenant Brunbrouck’s actions probably saved Dien Bien Phu from immediate catastrophe, but Giap’s troops continued to punch holes in the French defenses. The 316th Division successfully overran Eliane 1 in forty-five minutes and captured half the positions on Eliane 2. At the same time, the 308th Division was able to capture a portion of Huguette on the west side of the river.

The French counterattacked the following day and were able to temporarily reoccupy Dominque 2 and Eliane 1 and 2. Reinforcements from Isabelle, sent to reinforce the counterattacks, ran into a regiment of the 304th Division and were driven back. With no reinforcements to hold their gains against Viet Minh counterattacks, the French were forced to withdraw from Eliane 1 and Dominique 2, but they still held Eliane 2.

That night, General Giap sent two regiments to regain Eliane 2, whose half-ruined trenches and blockhouses still held the bodies of the dead from the previous day’s fighting. Eliane 2 was defended by only five or six understrength companies, but in the midst of the battle a French tank platoon managed to reach the position. The platoon’s American-made “Chaffee” light tanks were not well-armored, but they managed to survive attacks from numerous Viet Minh grenades and bazookas, while their powerful 75 mm guns, fired at close range, inflicted heavy losses on the attacking Viet Minh troops. At dawn on April 1, most of Eliane 2 remained in French hands. Two Viet Minh assaults on Huguette 7 were also repulsed, but the strongpoint had to be abandoned because the French lacked sufficient troops to hold it against further assaults.

Overnight, Dien Bien Phu received reinforcements. A battalion of the First Parachute Chausser Regiment under Major Jean Brechignac, a veteran airborne commander, was dropped over the base shortly after 10:00 p.m. By this time the area of the drop zone had been so reduced in size that the transport planes had to make several passes over the target area dropping small contingents each time in the face of heavy antiaircraft fire. Consequently, it took three night drops to deliver the entire battalion.

There followed ten more days of intense fighting in which the French managed to hang on to their remaining positions, but at the cost of heavy casualties. Viet Minh losses were even heavier. The battles often took place in knee-deep mud, sometimes amidst the rotting corpses left from previous encounters.

By this point, some troops on both sides were nearing their breaking point. On the French side, there were growing numbers of “internal deserters.” Members of broken units, stragglers, and men who had simply lost their nerve, left their positions and drifted down to the Nam Rom River banks, which were high enough at some points to be burrowed into for shelter against enemy fire. The French Union troops still fighting labeled them the “Nam Yun rats.”39 Estimates of the total number of these internal deserters varied between two thousand and four thousand.40

On the Vietnamese side, where the killed-in-action rate among assault troops varied between 25 and 32 percent, many lightly wounded combatants were disinclined to return to their units. Some Viet Minh had begun to believe that the fighting would never end. In messages to his commanders at the end of April, Giap expressed displeasure at the growing reports of cowardice, insubordination, and combat refusals. “Upon encountering the enemy, [some soldiers] refused to shoot. They had weapons but refused to use them to destroy the enemy.”41

Political officers redoubled their efforts, with intensified propaganda, self-criticism sessions, and public punishment of “rightest deviationists.” A newly arrived political cadre at Toan’s hospital decided, in order “to maintain morale,” to stage a court-martial of Toan and two other medical personnel. They were charged, in front of the patients, with neglecting the wounded. But the patients refused to play along, praising Toan and the others and denouncing the trial.42 Other targets of the political officers’ efforts were less fortunate. One officer, who had survived a near miss from a mortar shell during the battle for Eliane 1, was sent to the rear by his regimental commander, only to be court martialed for deserting his post and barely escaped execution.43

Yet if some of the combatants at Dien Bien Phu may have displayed a lack of courage and determination, at higher levels the French authorities were experiencing a near nervous breakdown. On March 30, Navarre flew to Cogny’s headquarters at Hanoi, and over the next two days the generals engaged in heated shouting matches over Dien Bien Phu strategy. At one point, Cogny is supposed to have told Navarre, “If you weren’t a four star general, I’d slap you across the face.”44 Even General O’Daniel, who had recently replaced Trapnell as head of the US Military Assistance Advisory Group, was losing faith in Navarre. “I have supported him in the past based on his statements and his intentions,” O’Daniel reported, “however circumstances have led me to believe that he fails to measure up to the ability to wage war here on a scale necessary to win.”45

In Paris, Defense Minister Rene Pleven met with other cabinet members and the French service chiefs, who voted to accept what General Ely had told them was an American offer of air strikes at Dien Bien Phu. Navarre had already indicated that the proposed air attacks “could have a decisive impact.” Ironically, the meeting took place on April 4, only a day after congressional leaders had thrown cold water on Dulles and Radford’s proposals for intervention in Indochina.

Close to midnight on April 4, US ambassador C. Douglas Dillon was summoned to meet with Pleven, Foreign Minister Georges Bidault, and Prime Minister Joseph Laniel. The French leaders told him that “only immediate armed intervention of U.S. carrier aircraft could save Dien Bien Phu. Because the Chinese had been supplying the Viet Minh with massive aid for some time, the French government considered that the Chinese had already intervened. It was therefore appropriate that the U.S. initiate the actions that Ely and Radford had already discussed.”46

On the morning of April 5, Dulles telephoned President Eisenhower to report on the French request. The president was still determined not to become involved in military operations in Indochina without congressional approval and the support of the British and other Allied nations. To satisfy the French request, he told Dulles, would be “unconstitutional and indefensible.”47 Dulles agreed, alluding to the insistence of congressional leaders two days before that the United States not act alone, and telling the president he was sure Admiral Radford had made no binding commitment to General Ely.48

Dulles replied to the French request by asserting that the administration was “doing everything possible . . . to prepare public, Congressional and constitutional basis for united action,” but that the United States could not commit acts of war in Indochina without a full political understanding with France, the active cooperation of Great Britain, and the consent of Congress.49 Two days later, the French tried again: Could Washington at least make available ten to twenty B-29s to be flown by French pilots from US bases in the Philippines to attack the Viet Minh positions around Dien Bien Phu? Once again the answer was no, although Washington mentioned the possibility of providing other aircraft to the French, subject to congressional approval.50

Whether any air operation by B-29s would have been effective at Dien Bien Phu was, in any case, highly questionable. In mid-April, Brigadier General Joseph Caldera, commander of the US Far East Air Force Bomber Command, ordered a staff study of proposed air strikes and personally overflew the Dien Bien Phu area. He reported that because of the monsoon weather, B-29s would require the aid of ground-based short-range navigational radar (SHORAN). The French, however, lacked that capability.51

During mid-April, the French had lost the key parts of the Huguette stronghold to the Vietnamese. The loss of these outposts further restricted the area in which airdropped supplies could be delivered to Dien Bien Phu’s defenders. The remaining French-held sections of the original fortress now amounted to about two kilometers on each side. Viet Minh gunners filled the airspace over the drop zone with heavy antiaircraft fire.52

Attempting to deliver supplies to the garrison under these circumstances meant that more than a little of the material dropped would fall outside the target area and into the hands of the enemy. “In 24 hours we have sustained three [friendly] bombing attacks within our defensive perimeter,” de Castries radioed to Cogny in mid-April. “On the other hand the cargo of five C-119s, or a minimum of 800 artillery has been delivered to the enemy.” One Viet Minh regiment reported recovering over fifty tons of French supplies.53

The need for more manpower at Dien Bien Phu had now become so acute that de Castries and Langlais agreed to accept troops who had not qualified as parachutists. Strangely enough, although the desperate situation at Dien Bien Phu was by now widely known, there was never a shortage of volunteers. Some received some abbreviated airborne training, others only an orientation course.

“For days before their departure, for hours before the chosen evening, the volunteers had been able to gauge the folly of their plan, savor the bitter taste left in their mouths by the proximity of death,” wrote Jules Roy. “A flight of an hour and a half on the benches inside the Dakotas finished them off. The pilot throttled back and spiraled down with all lights out toward the darkened basin, jolted now and then by the blast from a salvo of antiaircraft fire. In the framework of the open door appeared fiery gleams and the brief flashes of guns firing and shells exploding. A row of twelve men got up, fastened a snap hook to the cable which would open their first parachute and waited for the order to jump.”54 Altogether almost eight hundred volunteers, Frenchmen, North Africans, Vietnamese, Legionnaires, and African Tirailleurs, usually in small groups, made the jump into the doomed fortress.55

While the French were experiencing an acute shortage of manpower, Giap was able to continue to call up reinforcements and return lightly injured men to battle. French radio intercepts confirmed the arrival of some 25,000 fresh Viet Minh troops at Dien Bien Phu during April.56 Giap was determined to complete the destruction of Dien Bien Phu before the opening of the Geneva conference.

On May 1, as the Viet Minh noisily celebrated May Day with revolutionary songs blaring over loudspeakers and a display of red flags, People’s Army gunners pushed their guns into new positions. That night, after a heavy artillery barrage, Eliane 1 was attacked by the 174th Regiment, which had captured and lost the strongpoint in mid-May. It was now defended by fewer than a hundred men. By 2:00 a.m., Eliane 1 had fallen. Dominique 3 held out a little longer before it was finally overrun at 4:00 a.m. On the opposite side of the river, Huguette 5 had also fallen.

The following day, Dien Bien Phu received its last reinforcements, a company of the First Colonial Parachute Battalion that had just arrived from France. “What the hell have they sent us here for?” its commander asked. “Everybody knows it’s all over.” “Shut your trap!” replied Bigeard. The new company was sent to Eliane 2, which soon became the scene of another stubborn bloody battle before it finally fell to the Viet Minh on the early morning of May 7.

The end came that same day as thousands of Viet Minh swarmed over the remaining French strongpoints. “In his agony the enemy offered his fiercest resistance,” wrote General Tran Do, “concentrating his fire at the junction of our communication trenches. He launched every platoon, every group he could organize against our assault.”57 By mid-morning it was clear that the remaining outposts at Dien Bien Phu would not last the day.

Sometime before 4:00 p.m., de Castries and his commanders agreed that no breakout attempt was feasible. Colonel Langlais’s headquarters contacted the Viet Minh with the announcement that at 5:30 p.m. the defenders would cease fire, and de Castries’s chief of staff Colonel Seguin-Pazzis contacted all units informing them of the decision and instructing them to destroy all weapons and ammunition.

There was no formal surrender. General Cogny had strictly forbidden the display of white flags. As the firing died away, groups of defenders emerged from their trenches and bunkers. Viet Minh troops advanced into the camp, calling on the remaining French Union troops to come out. At 5:40 General de Castries and his staff were herded out, and a large red and gold flag of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam was raised over his command post.

The number of soldiers and civilians who died in the battle for Dien Bien Phu is unknown. Many French records were destroyed or not kept during the last days of the battle. Historian Pierre Rocolle estimated overall French military casualties at about seven thousand, including killed, wounded, and missing in action; or about 47 percent of the troops, including both those present at the fortress when serious fighting began in mid-March and those flown in afterward.58 Taking into account those who died in captivity, Martin Windrow estimates that Dien Bien Phu’s defenders suffered 60 percent killed, making it one of the twentieth century’s bloodiest battles.59 The official Vietnamese casualty figures are 14,000, of whom 4,000 were killed. The French estimated Viet Minh casualties at about 20,000.60

These figures take no account of civilian casualties among the residents of the villages and hamlets of the valley, families of Tai and other French partisans, North African and Vietnamese prostitutes in Dien Bien Phu’s military brothel, or the thousands of Viet Minh civilian porters subject to illness, accidents, and French air attacks. Around 10,000 French Union prisoners of war were collected and marched off to distant POW camps. Many died along the way from previous wounds, disease, malnutrition, and exhaustion.

Two weeks after the conclusion of the battle, Nguyen Thi Ngoc Toan and General Cao Van Khanh were married in de Castries’s former command bunker. “The command bunker was closer than anywhere else and they cleaned everything up and strung up parachutes and there were a few dozen people there. . . . The bride’s side of the wedding consisted entirely of medical people and the groom’s side were all combat soldiers. . . . [General] Tran Luong [Khanh’s superior] signed an authorization to use some captured war booty for the wedding. There was candy, delicious candy and liquor and cigarettes. They said it’s like a promotion to general.”61




Epilogue

On April 26, 1954, representatives of Britain, the People’s Republic of China, France, the Soviet Union, and the United States gathered at Geneva to discuss means of resolving unsettled issues remaining from the Korean Conflict and the means to end the war in Indochina. The Korea phase of the conference brought together North and South Korea, China, the Soviet Union, and the United States along with most of the countries that had contributed troops to the UN command.1

Because the United States did not legally recognize the existence of the People’s Republic of China or the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, the seating arrangements proved difficult. In addition, there was the issue of who would chair the conference. The meeting could not be held under UN auspices because the Chinese and North Koreans were not members and considered the UN as having recently waged war against them in Korea. The solution was to have British foreign minister Anthony Eden, Soviet foreign minister Vyacheshlav Molotov, and Thai foreign minister Prince Wan Waithayakon act as conveners. The Soviets and the United States would “invite” the other nations concerned to the conference.

Despite their mutual distrust, both the Americans and Chinese came to the conference willing to make a serious effort to settle the many lingering political issues remaining after the Korean armistice. All conferees agreed on the goal of an independent unified Korea, the withdrawal of all foreign troops, and “free” elections, but they were unable to agree on mechanisms and procedures to achieve these laudable goals. This despite a surprising proposal by the South Korean foreign minister that called for mutual withdrawals of all foreign troops, to be followed by the election of an all-Korea legislature with power to amend the South Korean constitution.

The South Korean proposal had not, in fact, been approved by President Rhee. The British and some other US allies viewed the proposal as promising; the United States saw it as highly risky. Whether Rhee would have ever approved it is a matter of conjecture. As it turned out, he was spared that decision. The Communists rejected the proposal because it called for the elections to be held under UN supervision.

Unable to reach agreement, even on a joint declaration, the Geneva talks on Korea adjourned on June 15. The 38th parallel, devised as an armistice line, had now become an international boundary dividing one people into two nations.

By contrast to its cautious hopes for the Korean phase of the conference, the Eisenhower administration approached the negotiations on Indochina with dread. France appeared to have few cards to play after the fall of Dien Bien Phu and no inclination to play them. Shortly before the conference opened, the US Army attaché in Saigon had predicted that the People’s Army would probably be ready to launch an attack on the Red River Delta area by mid-June. The head of French intelligence in Indochina confided to a CIA representative that Bao Dai’s officials “were almost hypnotized by the Geneva Conference” and unable to maintain order.2 Foreign Minister Eden had made clear Britain’s lack of interest in a united front to save Indochina.

In the 1952 elections, the Republicans had vociferously criticized the Truman administration for allowing China and the nations of Eastern Europe to be “lost” to Communism. At the same time, they called attention to “the mess in Korea” and promised not to send American boys to fight any more fruitless wars. Now, a bare sixteen months after Ike’s inaugural, another country, possibly three countries, appeared about to be lost to Communism.

Eisenhower and Dulles would have to put up or shut up. They did neither. Dulles appeared only briefly at the Geneva Conference, during which he made a hardline speech, denounced the Communists, and cautioned American representatives to have no contact whatsoever with members of the Chinese delegation. “One major worry is the almost pathological rage and gloom of Foster Dulles,” a British diplomat recorded in his diary.3

While he refused to shut up, Dulles also found it impossible to “put up.” Even though the British had brushed off American proposals for “united action,” senior American military officers continued to meet with their French counterparts in extended, but ultimately fruitless, talks on the possibility of American military intervention.4 The French were not wholly displeased with these military talks, however, because they knew word of them would reach the Chinese, Soviets, and Vietnamese, thus strengthening France’s bargaining position.

After almost ten weeks of often heated exchanges, behind-the-scenes deal-making, posturing, delays, and near breakdowns, the conferees reached agreement. The “Geneva Accords” provided for a cease-fire and a military demarcation line at the 17th parallel. The opposing military forces were to regroup behind this demarcation line, separated by a demilitarized zone of three miles. French forces were to regroup to the south of the line, DRV forces to the north. No additional foreign troops were to enter Indochina once the agreement was in effect. The civilian population was free to move to either side within a period of three hundred days.

Cambodia and Laos received their independence and were precluded from joining any foreign military alliance or allowing foreign military bases on their soil. Bao Dai’s State of Vietnam, which finally received complete independence in June, and the Democratic Republic of Vietnam were each to participate in nationwide elections scheduled for 1956 to reunify the country.

Both the United States and the State of Vietnam refused to associate themselves with the agreements. Nevertheless, Washington issued a declaration warning everyone else to abide by them. Two months later, Dulles finally succeeded in organizing a post-Geneva alliance intended to protect Asia against the further spread of Communism. Australia, New Zealand, France, Britain, Pakistan, the Philippines, and Thailand all joined the new Southeast Asia Treaty Organization, though only the latter two nations were actually located in Southeast Asia. In the Southeast Asia Collective Defense Treaty, signed at Manila, the signatories agreed that in the event of “armed aggression” against a member state, the others would do—nothing specific. While critics called SEATO a paper tiger, a British diplomat insisted it should more properly be considered a zoo of paper tigers.

Nevertheless SEATO, with its superficial resemblance to NATO, appeared to satisfy many anticommunist crusaders in Washington and could be used as a political and legal rationale for continued US involvement in Southeast Asia. Within weeks after the conclusion of the Geneva Conference, Dulles, with Eisenhower’s support, had pressured the French into allowing the United States to assume the major role in training Bao Dai’s army. By the autumn of 1954, Eisenhower had approved a crash program to “save” southern Vietnam and dispatched former Army Chief of Staff J. Lawton Collins as special representative to head up that effort. The foundations for a second war in Indochina had been laid.

While the Geneva Conference was concluding, Abdullah CD, a military commander in the Communist “Malayan National Liberation Army,” was leading his men in a desperate retreat toward the Thai border, dogged by British aircraft. Abdullah later recalled that his troops were too preoccupied with their own survival to take much note of international developments or derive much comfort from the Viet Minh victories against the French.5

The Communist insurrection in Malaya, called “The Emergency,” which had terrified and perplexed the British and colonial authorities between 1948 and 1952, had, by 1954, turned decisively against the insurgents. The Communists were now in an increasingly precarious position politically and militarily, so much so that by 1954, Chin Peng, the Communist leader, was proposing peace talks.

Eighteen months after Geneva, a somewhat different peace conference was held in the Malay Sultanate of Kedah. In contrast to the ornate and stately Palace of Nations in Geneva, the Malayan peace talks were held in an abandoned schoolhouse in the town of Baling near the Thai border.

Across the table from Chin Peng sat Tunku Abdul Rahmun, the first elected chief minister of the Federation of Malaya, and David Marshall, the first elected chief minister of Singapore. Both were British-educated and had been called to the bar in the Inner Temple in London. The Tunku was the seventh son of the Sultan of Kedah. David Marshall was the son of Jewish immigrants from Iraq and the most renowned barrister in Singapore. That either of these unlikely figures would have been entrusted ten or even five years before with negotiating the future of Britain’s wealthiest colony in Southeast Asia would have seemed incredible.

But times had changed. The Tunku’s Alliance Party, composed of the United Malay National Organization and the Malayan Chinese Association, had recently won a sweeping victory in the parliamentary elections in May, and was in the last stages of negotiations with the British for final independence.

No officials of the British colonial government were present, and the Tunku made it clear that he was there as a representative of Malaya, not the British Empire. Any agreements reached at the conference would not require approval by the British. “If I decide and Mr. Marshall agrees with me that will be all.”6

Having established their position, the Tunku and Marshall then adopted a hard line anticommunist stance that would have gladdened the heart of John Foster Dulles. All members of the Malayan Communist Party must lay down their arms. They would be granted amnesty but the party itself would not be permitted to continue as an organization in an independent Malaya, and independence was very near.

In the end, the talks led to no agreement. The Communists returned to their jungle bases and The Emergency continued into 1960, though with increasing defeats for the Communists. Less than two months after the Baling Conference, on February 8, 1956, the Tunku’s fifty-sixth birthday, he and British Secretary of State for the Colonies Alan Lenox-Boyd signed the Independence Agreement for Malaya.
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In a little over a decade, almost all of the colonies and territories of the former British, French, Dutch, and Japanese Empires had achieved independence. This process of decolonization had been accompanied by an extraordinary amount of violence, ranging from localized terrorism and communal massacres to large-scale insurgency to major military campaigns that rivaled in size, duration, and lethality some of the major battles of World War II.

These major conflicts, such as the wars in China, Indochina, and Korea have often been viewed as products of the intensifying Cold War between the Soviets and the United States. Yet it might be more accurate to say that the Cold War did not spread to Asia; it was invited in. All sides in these civil wars sought the support and material aid of one or another great power. In none of these cases did the Soviets or Americans desire to see these internal conflicts escalate into major wars.

For more than three decades before 1945, the people of East and Southeast Asia had thought hard, struggled long, and sacrificed much to achieve independence. Over time they had developed effective organizations, methods, and tactics to end the era of foreign domination and colonization. Yet in achieving home rule, they had failed to settle the question of who would rule at home. Regional, religious, ethnic, and ideological differences turned out to be, in many cases, as potent as the desire for social justice and national emancipation or the struggle against racism and colonial exploitation.

This helps to explain why almost all of the major conflicts described in this book, while begun as, or immediately following, struggles for independence and against foreign domination, quickly took on some of the characteristics of civil wars. In some of these conflicts, portions of the colonized population would actually side with the colonizers in order to preserve or achieve regional, religious, or ethnic autonomy against the anticolonial majority.

The impact of the wars of the first decade of decolonization was long lasting. These wars’ outcomes left many of the protagonists with feelings of disappointment, dissatisfaction, and betrayal. Korea and Vietnam had been partitioned. An independent Taiwan reminded the leaders of the PRC that their victory, however sweeping, had failed to unify all of China. In the same month that the SEATO Pact was signed at Manila, the PRC opened a heavy bombardment of the Taiwan-controlled islands of Quemoy and Matsu (Mazu) off the coast of China. There was a second “Taiwan Straits Crisis” in 1958 and a third in 1995–1996.

The Republic of Indonesia experienced repeated internal upheavals during the 1950s and early 1960s. The adherents of Darul Islam proclaimed their own Islamic Republic of Indonesia and waged guerrilla war from their strongholds in Aceh and Sulawesi. The Protestant Amboinese in the South Molucca Islands also proclaimed their independence, and there were additional uprisings in Sumatra.

While Europe was entering the second decade of what historian John Gaddis has called “the long peace,” a newly independent Asia was entering its second decade of war and massacre. By 1961 a new war was under way between the DRV in northern Vietnam and Ngo Dinh Diem’s Republic of Vietnam in the south, with the United States increasingly involved in supporting South Vietnam. In 1965, the year that the United States first committed combat troops to Vietnam, between half a million and a million people in Indonesia lost their lives in massacres carried out or encouraged by the military following an alleged coup attempt by the Indonesian Communist Party. The 1965 upheavals in Indonesia ushered in a period of dictatorship by General Suharto that lasted until the end of the century.

The Vietnam War ground on until 1975 and was followed by the Sino-Vietnamese War of 1979. Today, two of the world’s most dangerous flash points, the Taiwan Straits and the Korean Peninsula, remain as part of the long-term legacy of the decade of decolonization in Asia.
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Sukarno reads the Declaration of Independence of the Republic of Indonesia on August 17, 1945.
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Dutch troops with suspected Indonesian resistance fighters (most likely from one of the pro-nationalist youth gangs) in April 1946. (Fotograaf Onbekend / DLC, Nationaal Archief / Fotocollectie Dienst voor Legercontacten Indonesië)
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Attack Amphibious Transport USS Renville (APA-277), the venue for the Dutch-Indonesian talks that led to the highly problematic “Renville Agreement” in 1948. (US Navy)
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Indonesian Nationalist soldiers drill with sharpened staves, probably in 1945. The sight of several hundred or a few thousand Indonesian fighters armed with sharpened staves advancing on their position in close ranks was sometimes enough to persuade surrendered Japanese soldiers to turn over their arms supplies and warehouses to the Nationalists. (INTERFOTO / Alamy Stock Photo)
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General Sudirman, commander in chief of the Indonesian Armed Forces, ca. 1947–1948.
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Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek, president of the Republic of China, in 1945. The defeat of Japan and China’s recent conclusion of a “Treaty of Friendship and Alliance” with the Soviets in August 1945 appeared to put him in an unassailable position as the postwar era began. (Library of Congress)
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Mao Zedong at the Seventh Plenum of the Chinese Communist Party in May 1949. By this point the impending doom of Chiang Kai-shek’s regime on the Chinese mainland seemed only a matter of time. (World History Archive / Alamy Stock Photo)
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Zhu De, commander in chief of the Communist Chinese “People’s Liberation Army,” at Yenan during World War II. (Harrison Forman Collection / From the American Geographical Society Library, University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee Libraries)
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Peng Dehuai, who played an important role in the Chinese Civil War and later commanded the Chinese People’s Volunteers in Korea, at Yenan during World War II. (Harrison Forman Collection / From the American Geographical Society Library, University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee Libraries)
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Ho Chi Minh, president of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam, in 1953, the sixth year of the Republic’s war against the French. (INTERFOTO / Alamy Stock Photo)
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Nationalist soldiers during the Huahai Campaign pass by litters with wounded soldiers laid out beside the road at the beginning of December 1948. The defeat and near destruction of Chiang’s forces in the series of battles around the city of Xuzhou between late November 1948 and early January 1949 was called “China’s Gettysburg” by Mao Zedong. (Everett Collection Historical / Alamy Stock Photo)
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Emperor Bao Dai on an inspection tour, greeted by a less than enthusiastic audience, 1952. (Harrison Forman Collection / From the American Geographical Society Library, University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee Libraries)
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Lieutenant Colonel Julius Ireland, commanding officer of Marine Attack Squadron 324 (VMA 324), is greeted by a French aviator during the delivery of a load of F4U Corsair aircraft to the French at Tourane (Danang) in 1954. After 1950, the majority of French aircraft used in the Indochina War were supplied by the United States. (US Navy)
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Cao Dai troops drawn up for inspection at Tay Ninh. (Harrison Forman Collection / From the American Geographical Society Library, University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee Libraries)
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Vietnamese troops of the French Expeditionary Corps. Vietnamese troops made up the largest proportion of non-European troops in the Expeditionary Corps. (Harrison Forman Collection / From the American Geographical Society Library, University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee Libraries)
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Senegalese troops of the French Expeditionary Corps. Troops from all parts of West Africa (“Tirailleurs Senegalese”) made up a substantial portion of French forces in Indochina. (Harrison Forman Collection / From the American Geographical Society Library, University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee Libraries)
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Vietnamese and French troops build fortifications at the French strongpoint at Nha San, ca. October–November 1952. (Harrison Forman Collection / From the American Geographical Society Library, University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee Libraries)
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General Vo Nguyen Giap, the victor at Dien Bien Phu. (Photo 12 / Alamy Stock Photo)
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The crew of a 105 mm howitzer of the US Army’s 64th Field Artillery Battalion, 25th Infantry Division, in action during the Pusan Campaign, August 27, 1950. (Photo by PFC Wayne Weidner, US Army Signal Corps)
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The two architects of the successful landing at Inchon and the successful withdrawal from Hungnam, Rear Admiral James Doyle, Commander Task Force 90, and Major General Oliver P. Smith, Commanding General First Marine Division. (US Navy)
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President Truman and General MacArthur at Wake Island, October 15, 1960. (US Army War College)
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A Korean woman pauses in her search for salvageable materials among the ruins of Seoul, Korea, November 1, 1950. The city changed hands four times during the Korean War. (Everett Collection Inc. / Alamy Stock Photo)
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Troops of the Chinese People’s Volunteers in Korea. (US Army War College)
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The forbidding terrain around the “Frozen Chosin” Reservoir. (US Army War College)

[image: ]

A Vought F4U Corsair of Squadron VF791 aboard the USS Boxer in July 1951. The Corsair was the leading close-air-support aircraft employed by the navy and Marines during 1950–1951. (US Navy)
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African American soldiers in action in Korea. During 1951, under General Ridgway, the Eighth Army ended segregation in all its units. The rest of the army followed suit. (US Army War College)
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