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The Decision for War in Korea

On June 25, 1950, less than five months after the signing of the Sino-Soviet
treaty, war shattered the uneasy peace in Korea. Move by countermove the
war escalated, and in mid-September, when the United Nations forces
launched their counteroffensive at Inchon, a few miles west of Secul, Bei-
jing increased its commitment to backstopping the North Korean regime.

As we shall see, senior leaders in both Moscow and Beijing knew at least
as early as the end of 1949 that the North Korean leader Kim 1l Sung was
aiming to attack the South, though none of the principals, including Kim
himself, then had in mind the precise timing or conditions of the assault.!
Khrushchev remembers that during Mao Zedong's visit to Moscow, Stalin
asked the Chinese Chairman “what he thought about the essence behind
such an action [by the North Koreans). . . . Mao answered with approval
and also expressed the opinion that the United States wouldn't interfere in
an internal matter which the Korean people would decide for themselves.”
A Chinese source quotes Mao as saying, “We still should help ‘Xiao’ Kim.
Korea now faces a complicated situation.™

After providing some new information on the rise of Kim Il Sung, we
will analyze how Soviet and Chinese views on Korea were affected by the
just-concluded Sino-Soviet negotiations on the alliance and broader stra-
tegic goals. In doing so, we will be revisiting as well as adding to the many
explanations of the origins of the war. We do not seek to develop an entirely
original account of the genesis of the war or to deal systematically with the
major {and still conflicting) interpretations of other scholars?

Any specialist writing on this topic is immediately confronted by the
scarcity of reliable sources. Because of extreme secrecy, even the head of
the Soviet secret police learned nothing about Kim’s decision to cross the
38th Parallel. During a meeting of the Central Committee in mid-19353,
‘Minister of Internal Affairs Kruglov acknowledged that “we were not
aware of the decision on the Korean problem.™
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However, the documentary gap is partially filled by eyewitness accounts,
and we expect the opening of the many Russian archives to produce new
troves of information over the coming years.” Hundreds of articles and
memoirs by Chinese, Soviet Koreans, and Russians have been published
since 1989, and a handful of these, we believe, are reasonably reliable
{though it should be kept in mind that virtually all sources on the war are
biased in varying degrees). Moreover, many high-ranking participants are
now willing to share their knowledge and have done so with us on the
promise of anonymity. We will use these sources, bath old and new, in an
attempt to present a coherent and consistent version of the chain of events
leading to the North Korean assault on the South that fateful Sunday in
June. We recognize, however, that the full story of those events is yet to be
told.

Over the past four decades, the genesis of the Korean War has been ex-
amined from quite contrasting vantage points. At first, attention was fo-
cused on high-level politics, on the contacts between Stalin, Kim I Sung,
and Mao. Later, the focus shifted to analyzing the domestic Korean and
Cold War factors that contributed to the outbreak of the conflict. Qur own
evidence indicates that we need to concentrate once again on high politics.

The Soviet Union and Korea

The search for the origins of the decision to start the war leads inexor-
ably back to the relationship between the Soviet Union and Kim Il Sung’s
Korea. Throughout the early postwar years, Kim was wholly dependent on
Moscow, and North Karea can be justly called a Soviert satellite.” The his-
tory of that relationship has been extensively treated and is not directly
relevant to this study.® Here, we simply wish to introduce the Soviet sources
that shed additional light on it.

Sometime in 1939 or 1940, Kim Il Sung arrived in the Soviet Far East
and was assigned to the Khabarovsk Infantry Officers School. In the sum-
mer of 1942, the Soviet General Staff ordered the crearion of the 88th Bri-
gade, consisting of four battalions: one Chinese, one of the lacal peoples
of the Far East, one Russian, and one Korean? Stationed in the village of
Viatskoe in the Khabarovsk district, the Korean battalion was specifically
tasked to train cadres for a future Korean People’s Army (KPA). Kim 1
Sung was given the rank of captain in the battalion and appointed its com-
mander. He quickly gained a reputation for discipline; Soviet officers recall
his strict rules against heavy drinking."

Even at this early date, Kim shared his vision of a united Korea with his
brigade comrades. One of them recalls that the new bartalion commander
“never believed in peaceful unification; he never had such an idea. He only
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stuck to the idea of armed unification.” During his five years in Khaba-
rovsk, Kim “prepared himself” for the coming battle, and though he “did
not speak to us explicitly about armed unification, . . . he was tefling us
that we were future generals and would fight together.”*

On October 10, 1945, the Russian cargo ship Pugachev carried Kim and
the 66 officers of the 88th from Khabarovsk to the port of Wonsan. These
officers were to serve as the core of the North Korean high command
throughout the coming decades. Later, after Stalin agreed to the ouster of
the local popular leader Cho Man-sik,* Kim, then still only in his mid-
thirties, became the Soviet commanders’ choice for national leader. Stalin
thoroughly approved of the selection. For him, Kim’s experience in the
USSR and training under Soviet commanders made him much more trust-
worthy than any potential rivals.”” Kim himself was less certain and at first
refused the assignment. But he finally relented after Col: Gen. Ivan Chis-
tiakov, commander of the Soviet 25th Army, urged him strongly to recon-
sider.

As all this suggests, the Soviets were by this time firmly in the saddle in
North Korea. But earlier, in 1945, just as Stalin’s troops were entering the
country, Mao had made his own attempt to establish a foothald on the
peninsula, ordering a Yan'an-controlled Korean detachment fighting the
Japanese in North China to break off and head for Korea.' Now he sum-
moned some ten or so prominent Koreans who were serving in his revo-
lutionary army and informed them of his decision to send them to Korea.
“Kim Il Sung has said that Korea was liberated by the Soviet army,” he told
them. “If Soviet headquarters does not nominate reliable people, it would
be bad.” As members of the so-called Yan’an faction, some of these men
eventually rose to prominence in the North Korean hierarchy. Neverthe-
less, virtually all the dominant positions and the real power remained in
the hands of Soviet-oriented Koreans and their Soviet advisers.'

But this is not to say that the Soviets had things all their own way. Al-
though Stalin may have regarded Kim as a puppet, the reality turned out
to be far more complex. In fact, Kim was able to use Stalin’s trust for his
own aims even as Stalin was using him.

The emerging Cold War had a direct bearing on their relations. In his
memoirs, V. I. Petukhov, a well-informed Soviet diplomat, describes the at-
mosphere of profound distrust that surrounded the work of the Soviet-
American commission on Korea in 1547. On the Soviet side, even the most
innocent American actions, he writes, were interpreted as a provocation,’”
The Russians very quickly concluded that their interests on the peninsula
were irreconcilable with those of the United States; the Americans had by
then already drawn the same conclusion.

i
i
i
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The two sides were most at odds about which political parties or or-
ganizations should participate in a government for a unified Korea.
Though Kim Il Sung and the South Korean leader Syngman Rhee were both
claiming to have the broad support of the Korean people, the Soviets were
convinced that Kim was correct in his assertions that the “progressive
forces” in the South were powerful, and that the “revolutionary situation”
there was ripe.' In any case, even without the evidence of their own eyes
in the mounting uprisings, protests, and strikes against the Seoul govern-
ment, the Soviets could be expected to side with Kim and support his claim
to national leadership,'?

Over time, Soviet reports on the South became interchangeable with the
reports Stalin was receiving from Kim himself. All optimistically assessed
the South’s “revolutionary readiness.”* The Soviet ambassador to Pyong-
yang, Terentii Shtykov, embraced Kim’s claims. He invariably accompa-
nied Kim on his trips to Moscow and helped him persuade Stalin of the
validity of his assessments.?* Skillfully playing on the firm Soviet commit-
ment to his regime and on the ever more bitter U.S.-Soviet global hostili-
ties, Kim managed to make Moscow see the situation on the peninsula
through his own eyes, His success in this regard was to have a profound
effect on the developments in Korea thereafter. By 1949, the contrived sim-
ilarity of Soviet and Korean views helped set the context for the process
that led to the Korean War.,

While Soviet troops were still stationed in Korea, the formation of the
Republic of Korea (ROK) in August 1948 and of the Democratic People’s
Republic of Korea (DPRK) that September formalized the de facto division
of the peninsula at the 38th parallel. Each state claimed to represent the
entire nation and remained adamantly antagonistic to the other. From then
on, each worked to unite Korea on its own terms and with the assistance
of its principal foreign patron.

In Kim’s case, that assistance included massive amounts of military
hardware, for when the Soviet 25th Army, then numbering more than
120,000 men, pulled out at the end of the year, it handed over all its weap-
ons to the newly formed Korean People’s Army (KPA). Additionally, the
KPA inherited the armaments seized from Japan’s defeated 3 4th and 58th
armies.* According to a Soviet source, Moscow's military assistance to the
KPA in the late 19405 and early 19505 exceeded that given to Mao’s PLA
during the same period =

This conspicuous difference in Stalin's treatment of Chifia and the DPRK
had much to do with their respective positions in the Soviet orbit. During
most of this period, the Chinese were still in the throes of a life-and-death
civil war, whereas North Korea was well on the way to building a Com-



134 The Decision for War in Korea

munist regime under Soviet tutelage. Direct Soviet involvement in the rise
of Kim Il Sung and the formation of the DPRK helped mold both Stalin’s
stance toward the need for combat on the peninsnla and Kim’s view of the
irrelevance of China in his own sphere of operations.

In fact, the Chinese and Korean Communists did not engage in any se-
rious talks until August 1948, and even then these discussions, between the
representative of the People’s Government of the Northeast, Li Fuchun of
the CCP Central Committee’s Northeast Bureau, and members of Kim's
government, concentrated solely on economic matters of bilateral inter-
est.?* The Northeast government did not station a full-fledged trade rep-
resentative in Pyongyang until the spring of 1949.* Despite the arguments
put forward by some Western scholars, China was a bit player in the drama
being played out on the Korean Peninsula until a few months before the
war began

Nevertheless, relations between the Chinese and Korean Communists
were quite close. When Kim left Manchuria for the Soviet Union, probably
in 1940, he was a member of the Chinese Communist Party, though, at
heart, Kim remained Korean.® At the end of 1946, as Lin Biao’s forces fell
back before the Nationalists’ offensive in South Manchuria, most of the
families of the Communist troops from the region fled to North Korea. Kim
Il Sung ordered special camps built to house them until it was safe to return
ta China. The Chinese Communists, including Mao, often expressed their
personal gratitude for this assistance. Moreover, the Northeast Field.Army
{predecessor of the Fourth Field Army} recruited thousands of soldiers of
Korean nationality living in Northeast China, and most of these were sub-
sequently transferred to the North Korean army.?®

These ties influenced Kim as well as the Chinese, but nor always in a
positive way. Even as he ordered the local Korean authorities to provide
sanctuary to the Chinese, he told these officials, “We will help them, but
we don’t have to give them full support. We’d better help them properly.
These Chinese are too sluggish. If [ had only one division, I could destroy
the Central [Nationalist] army right now.”* During the period preceding
the Korean War, personal relations and experiences affected the Sino-
Korean relationship in notable but often complex ways.

Asinfluential as these experiences and relations were, the main story was
unfolding within Korea itself. Despite the North Koreans' distinct military
advantage after the Soviet evacuation, and the widespread discontent
against Rhee’s government, Kim apparently did not consider the time ripe
for war. He could not be sure of victory in an all-out conflict because he
had no assurance of Soviet support, and there were still U.S. troops in the

- South.
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Still, Stalin was not averse to egging Kim on when the two got together
for talks in the spring of 1949.> According to Stalin’s interpreter, in the
course of their meetings, “Stalin asked: ‘How is it going, Comrade Kim?’
‘Everything will be all right,” [Kim said, but} he complained, ‘Only the
southerners are making trouble all the time. They are violating the border;
there are continuous small clashes.’ Stalin became gloomy: “What are you
talking about? Are you short of arms? We shall give them to you. You must
strike the southerners in the teeth.” After thinking for a while, he repeated,
‘Strike them, strike them.’*

Stalin’s response must be understood in the context of the overall situ-
ation of the moment. Kim was talking only about “small clashes” and how
he should cope with them. Stalin’s puzzlement stemmed from his knowl-
edge that Kim had ample arms to counter virtually any southern incursion;
the scale of Soviet military assistance to Kim had been immense, as both
knew. Their conversation was not about an all-out offensive against the
South, and Stalin did not give Kim the go-ahead for one* Stalin, as we
have so often remarked, remained cautious so long as the possibility of a
major conflict with the United States existed. With U.S. troops still on sta-
tion in the South, Stalin would not risk a move that would engage them.

After Kim returned home, the essence of Stalin’s advice or at least its
general spirit leaked to the top Soviet military advisers in Korea. Picking
up on the idea of “striking the southerners in the teeth,” they began ex-
horting Kim to take more aggressive action along and below the 38th par-
allel. The resulting clashes, they forecast, would undermine the morale of
Rhee’s government and help ensure Kim’s ascendancy.’* Kim gladly com-
plied.

In short order, “large, well-equipped guerrilla bands, trained at the
camp near the Korean capital [Pyongyang], infiltrated into the South to
establish bases in the rugged mountains along the ROK's eastern coast.”™
Kim clearly hoped that these bands would overthrow the Seoul regime and
unify the country under his rule. His target date was the fall of 194925 Al-
though this guerrilla struggle was organized and supported from the
North, Kim in public was calling for unification by peaceful means and
eschewing all overt military action*® His strategy was fully in accord with
the guidelines laid down in his conversation with Stalin,

Initially, Kim’s strategy of provoking border clashes and employing guer-
rilla tactics appeared to succeed. In glowing reports to Moscow, Soviet mil-
itary advisers held up the KPA's performance in a battle in July 1949 near
Kaesong as evidence of the winning spirit of the North.? But on both the
political and the military front, the tide soon turned against Kim. Though
the fighting continued, the guerrillas failed to take a single city, let alone
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rally the majority of the South’s people to their side. By the winter of 1 949~
50, the core guerrilla bands were suffering serious defeats and defections,
though many survived to fight in the South after the war broke out.a*.’ One
former North Korean general concludes, “1 know that Kim Il Sung pinned
his hopes on the guerrilla movement in the South. But, by this_time, De-
cember 1949, Syngman Rhee had effectively subdued the guf_'rr1llas‘.“3.9

Consequently, Kim now faced some hard choices. Political negotiations
and the guerrilla option had failed, and Rhee’s government was paining
vitality. If he was going to unite the country under Communist rule,_ Kim
would have to resort to a full-scale offensive, and soon. To do this, he
needed Stalin’s consent and pledge of support, But even with the advantage
of his proven loyalty to the Soviet leader, it would take all his talents. of
persuasion to convince the Kremlin that the South would erupt in rebellion
if the North itself attacked. An American specialist on Korea has con-
cluded that the intensifying of guerrilla activity after Kim returned to
Pyongyang in April and the exaggeration of the gu'errillas’ achievements
may have been designed to deceive or convince Stalin.* .

What Kim could not have known, however, was the degree to which Sta-
lin's strategic calculus regarding Asia had changed. Mao now ocF:upied a
principal place in Stalin’s security thinking. After his talks the previous ]u.ly
with Liu Shaoqi on a global division of spheres of responsibility, Stalin
would not take any serious decision in Asia without at a minimum con-
sulting Mao, even though Korea still fell within Moscow’s orbit. During
.the late summer and fall of 1949, the Soviet leader was busily preparing
for the Sino-Soviet summit, and with that foremost in mind, he would not
have contemplated anthorizing any moves toward war by Kim on his own.

Caonsultations for War

Many chroniclers of the events leading up to the war state that befgre
its outbreak on June 25, Kim Il Sung secretly visited Moscow for talks with
Stalin “more than once.™" If few agree on the dates or details of actual
visits,*™ solid evidence exists that Pyongyang, Moscow, and Beijing actively
exchanged views and proposals in the year preceding the war.*

*In 1966, the Sovier Ministry of Foreign Affairs prepared a top secret report for Gen-
eral Secretary L. I, Brezhnev and Prime Minister A. N. Kosygin on events leading up to
and through the Korean War. Written at a time of hlmghte_ned Sino-Saviet tensions, Fhﬂ
document, while biased, substantiates all major points raised in this and the following
chapter on thase events but differs on some important details. It states that Kim and
other North Korean leaders as earlfy as 1948 sought to unify the peninsula by military
means and distegarded proposals for peaceful reunification. By Jan. 1950, the North
was adding to its force of 110,000 men. It also concluded that the United States would
not enter the war, Kim actively sought the backing of Stalin and Mao for his war aims,
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The only visit Kim 11 Sung made to Moscow after his tour in March—
April 1949 came in late March of the following year. In addition, Kim fol-
lowed up this visit with a trip ta Beijing in May (not on his way home from
Moscow in April as is sometimes reported).* These consultations were in-
tegral to the process leading up to the war. Although many sources dwell
on other reported visits by Kim to Moscow between April 1949 and March
1950," we now know from an August 1992 interview with a senior Rus-
sian diplomat who has thoroughly canvassed the Soviet-era archives that
these trips did not occur. It seems likely thar the active flow of communi-
cations between Moscow and Pyongyang at this time has been misinter-
preted as Kim-Stalin meetings. What matters is the evolution of the ex-
changes, not whether specific visits did or did not occur,

Nevertheless, we will review here the accounts of the oft-cited visits by
Kim to Moscow in December 1949 and February 1950. We do so partly
to suggest the kinds of information that appear to have been exchanged
between Moscow and Pyongyang in these months {on which the archives
do have significant documents) and partly to indicate how pseudohistory
can become widely accepted in efforts to explain the origins of one of his-
tory’s tragedies,

but Stalin scressed the need for greater preparation and only approved Kim’s ideas in
principle. Finally, the Soviet leadger approved the plans "during Kim's visit to Moscow
in March—April 1950,” and bepan to supply all needed military aid. During Kim’s visit
to Beijing “in May,” Mao also gave the nod and stressed that the Americans would not
intervene ta save “such a small territory.” Mao promised to send men and matériel noreh
“in case the Japanese entered the war,” a contingency piven by the document as the rea-
son for Mao's movement of troops after June z 5. Continuing, the document scates that
Kim proposed a three-stage approach to war: massing troops at the 38th parallel, pro-
posing a peace plan, and arracking when the plan was rejected. The final operations plan
envisaged a North Korean advance of 15-20 km per day and victory in 22427 days,
After the U.S. landing at Inchon in September, Mao, fearing U.S. attacks on China, re-
buffed Kim's plea for aid. Stalin pressured the Chairman to intervene, but Mao sent
Chinese troops, the “volunteers,” only when China itself was threatened. For their part,
Sovier adviscrs took part in all phases of the operations and helped tarn the ride afrer
October. “O Koreiskoi Voine 1550—1953 Eg. i Peregovorakh o Peremirii™ [On the Ko-
rean War, 1950-1953, and the Armistice Negotiations], Aup. 9, 1966; document from
TsKhSD [Center for the Storage of Ceontemporary Documentation (former Central
Commitee Archives)j, F. o5, Op. §8, d. 45, pp. 12215, The authors are grateful to
David Holloway for providing his notes on this document.

We should note thar the former head of the Korean Section of the CPSU Central Com-
mittee’s International Deparement states that no minutes were taken during the secret
Kim-5Stalin talks. Interview with Vadim P. Thachenko, March 30, 1992, Assessments of
Moscow’s role in decisions concerning the Korean War differ sharply; few of these as-
sessments have dealt with Kim's visits to the Soviet Union. See, for example, Shi Zhe,
Zai Lishi, pp. 506, 511; Sun Lizhong, Peng Zhong Zai Growai, p. 22; Cumings,
Origins of r};e Korean War, 2: Chaps. 10, 18; Merrill, Korea, Chap. 1; Simmons,
Strained Alliance, Chap. s5; and Stueck, “Sovier Union.”
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We turn first to accounts of the December 1949 visit. To repeat, the
reader should keep in mind that this visit did not in fact occur. Allegedly
arriving in Moscow on the eve of Mao’s visit, Kim had in mind something
quite different from the ideas Stalin had suggested in the spring. He had
already told Soviet advisers in Pyongyang that Korea was not a suitable
place for guerrilla warfare and now sought Soviet sanction for a full-scale
conventional attack against the South.* As two Chinese authors put i,
Kim I Sung had gone to Moscow to press Stalin on “his idea of military
unification of Korea.”*® It was logical for Kim to put forward this proposal
at the moment of his disillusionment with the prospects for the guerrilla
struggle in the South. A conventional invasion remained his only viable
option. :

A passage in Khrushchev’s account {in the original Russian version) ap-
pears to relate to this first visit. He quotes Kim as telling Stalin that the
North Koreans “wanted to touch the South with the point of a bayo-
net. . . . After the first impulse from North Korea, there would be an in-
ternal explosion and the people’s power would be established, which
means the same power as exists in North Korea.”" The head of the KPA
Operations Directorate in 1950 recalls “an atmosphere of envy within the
KPA’s hierarchy” over the fact that Mao's armies had defeated the Na-
tionalists and were unifying their country, and this theme undoubtedly was
part of Kim’s case for action.”® In reply, Stalin expressed his general sym-
pathy toward Kirm'’s intentions, a response that Khrushchev finds quite nat-
ural in a convinced Communist like Stalin, who was bound to see the battle
for the South as an internal matter for the Korean people.

The one purportedly direct account we have of this alleged meeting, by
a senior Soviet diplomat, generally coincides with the above but adds some
detail: “After October {1949], the Koreans were inspired by the Chinese
victory and by the fact that the Americans had fled from mainland China
completely; they were sure that the same could be accomplished in Korea
quite quickly. They came with such a proposal to Moscow in November—
December 1949. . . . During this late 1949 visit, Stalin responded to Kim
in the following way: “The Americans abandoned China because they had
been dealing with the problems of this country for a long time. They well
understood how enormous the task was to rescue Chiang Kai-shek and the
limitations of their potential to accomplish it. Korea is a quite different
case. The Americans will never agree to be thrown out of there and because
of that, to lose their reputation as a great power. The Soviet people would
not understand the necessity of a war in Korea, which is a remote place
outside the sphere of the USSR’s vital interests.” ”*

Despite the obvious erroneous dating of this account, we see here what

The Decision for War in Korea 139

was to become a recurrent pattern in the exchanges between Stalin and
Kim before the war. The Korean leader, usually via the Soviet ambassador
in Pyongyang, would present his case for completing “the task of national
liberation,” and Stalin would express his general sympathy for reunifica-
tion bur, until April 1950, refuse to sanction an all-out attack. He feared
any conflict that might provoke an American confrontation with the Soviet
Union.*

At the same time, Stalin’s reluctance to support Kim’s proposal, however
it may have reached the Korean leader, may have been tempered to some
extent by Stalin’s growing preoccupation with drawing a line between
China and the West. He also could see some merit in the proposal within
the framework of his earlier decision to facilitate those offensive actions
toward Asia that could succeed but would not implicate the Sovier Union.
The conquest of South Korea would enable him to widen the buffer zone
along his eastern frontier, to acquire political leverage against Japan or,
perhaps, a springboard for an attack against it, to test American resolve
and capabilities, and to divert American power away from Europe. All
these were pluses so long as the Soviet Union could appear to remain aloof,

For all these reasons, the Sovier leader found Kim’s reunification ideas
interesting enough to discuss them with Mao later in the month. But the
very fact that Stalin had not yet met Mao undoubtedly caused him to avoid
giving Kim a firm yes or no. In essence, the Soviet leader put all Karean
war planning on hold and told Kim to return after the Soviet-Chinese sum-
mit had ended and Mao had left. The summit, he was suggesting, would
provide the basis for further deliberations on the feasibility of a quick mil-
itary victory in Korea. Though we have no information about the nature
of the Mao-Stalin exchanges on the Korean problem beyond the statement
of two Chinese authors that “Mao was more cautious than both Kim and
Stalin. He raised the possibility of American military intervention during
his talk with Stalin in Moscow,”* this statement fits well what we know
of Mao’s thinking at that moment. Even assuming that Acheson and Tru-

*Molotov relates that “it seemed that [the Korean War] was not needed by us. The
Korcans themselves had forced it on us. Stalin was saying that we cannot avoid the na-
tional question concerning a unified Korea.” Lee Sang Jo, who was a North Korean
ambassador to the Soviet Union and defected to it, states, “There, of course, were con-
suleations with Stalin, but the initiative still came from Kim Il Sung, who persuaded the
Sovier leader of the success of the plan for a ‘national liberation war’ personally devised
by himself. Although Stalin worried about the possibility of Washington’s interference,
he at last gave his approval.” According to Gen. Dmitrii Valkogonov, Stalin had fon
been wary of any “aggravation of the sitvation on the Korean Peninsula fand] did what-
ever he could to ayoid a direct confrontation between the USSR and the (LS.A." Sto
Sorok Besed s Molotovym, p. 104; Makhov, “Stalin Had Approved”; Volkogonov, I. V.
Stalin, 2.2: To7-8.
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man had announced the new U.S. position toward Korea and Taiwan be-
fore he and Stalin ever mentioned Korea, the Chairman could hardly be
expected to take the U.S. pullback in aid on faith5* The possibility of be-
coming involved in a shooting war with the Americans in Korea in itself
would have given Mao pause. But beyond that, he had just obtained the
promise of Soviet assistance for the invasion of Taiwan and would not have
wanted an Asian rival for that aid. One Soviet official recalls learning from
the Chinese leadership that Mao’s negative response to Kim’s proposals for
war was dictated by the need to recover from the devastation of the civil
war and to liberate Taiwan 2

Despite their wary attitude toward Kim’s ideas for attacking the South,
Stalin and Mao, one former DPRK general says, did respond to Kim’s ap-
peal for troops. Even though he and his generals knew quite well that Syng-
man Rhee’s army was far weaker than the KPA, Southern-initiated border
clashes and the militant speeches of the South Korean military calling for
Korean unification by force gave Kim the evidence he needed to stress the
“threat from the South.”*? Stalin appears to have been taken in by this evi-
dence. A senior official in Moscow recalls seeing documents at the very end
of the 19405 expressing Stalin’s “great doubts that the North Korean re-
gime could be preserved and would not fall.”s*

The specter of a northern collapse undoubtedly made Stalin more recep-
tive to Kim’s request for troops, Mao learned of the request while he was
in Moscow, suggesting that Stalin raised the matter directly with him. The
. idea was simple: transfer some 14,000 Korean Chinese from the PLA to
the North Korean army.** The Soviet leader was thereby backing the Ko-
rean enterprise but distancing himself from any direct involvement.

Everyone seems to have realized that Kim’s need for additional man-
power hinged on his plan to invade the South. Marshal Nie Rongzhen re-
calls that the KPA had been armed with Soviet weapons but was unable to
recruit enough men to “sustain a large-scale war.” “Therefore,” he writes,
“in January rg5o0, Comrade Kim 1l Song sent Kim Kwang Hyop [com-
mander of the KPA Second Army] and other comrades to China requesting
the return of 14,000 soldiers of Korean nationality, most of whom had
joined our , . . Fourth Field Army.” Kim Kwang Hyop asked the Chinese
to arm these soldiers from China’s own arsenals, since to “negotiate again
with the Soviet Union . . . would lose much time.” On January 22, Mao
ordered Nie to arrange for the return of the Koreans and to provide them
weapons, Nie remarks, the “Korean comrades were quite satisfied,”¢

These troops, many of them battle-hardened, were merged into the KPA
units being readied for the coming offensive. An officer who was later to
become deputy director of North Korea’s NKVD recalls: “They could not
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send the Chinese army, so they just sent [ethnic] Koreans and made them
wear Korean army uniforms. And they were deployed at the 38th parallel.
They were all from China’s Yanbian area, where there are a lot of Koreans.
Kim Il Sung kept everything secret, and he was very good at it, so that the
ordinary Koreans had no idea that these people were from China. In the
trains, all these people were wearing North Korean army uniforms, and
they said that they were just trained there [in China]. They played a very
important role in the attack on South Korea.”s

Let us now turn to the reported February 1950 meeting. Again, it did
not occur, though the exchanges attributed to the alleged encounter sug-
gest the nature of the communications traffic between Moscow and Pyong-
yang. The only bit of direct information we have on an alleged visit at this
point comes from two Soviet military historians, who say that Kim Il Sung
talked with Stalin for two and a haif hours that month, and that Molotov
and the interpreters of the two sides were also present.”® For cbvious rea-
sons, the former head of the Korean section of the International Depart-
ment of the CPSU’s Central Committee has no record of a February meet-
ing,* but the second part of Khrushchev’s well-known account is some-
times said to relate to it. Khrushchev mentions that he attended a reception
in honor of Kim at Stalin’s dacha, and that after the talks with Kim, Stalin
telegraphed Mao in Beijing, asking for his opinion on Kim’s propasals in
writing.* If Mao was now back home, this reception must have been held
sometime between his departure on February 17 and his arrival in Beijing
on March 4.5 Had this meeting occurred, it would have helped explain the
complex relations then developing between the Soviets, Koreans, and
Chinese.

We are left to guess ar what kind of proposals Mao was supposed to react
to, but Kim may well have conveyed some new thinking in those early
months of 1950. A retired North Korean general recalls that about this
time he heard Kim say “he placed great hope on the uprising of 200,000
members of the South Korean Workers’ Party [the counterpart to the Ko-
rean Workers’ Party in the North and now under Pyongyang’s control]. He
also directly stated that we placed great hope on the guerrilla movement
in Chirisan [Chiri Mountain in the Sobaeck Mountains in the southern part
of the peninsula].”s

All this echoed Kim’s messages to Moscow in December, but according
to another former North Korean general, there was a vital new element in
Kim’s views at that moment. Kim and his colleagues were now persuaded
“that the Americans would never participate in the war. We were abso-
lutely sure in this. . . . The argument was the following: the Americans had
not participated in the civil war in China. America was losing the giant,
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China, but still had not intervened. America would not participate in such
a small war on the Korean Peninsula.”

Washington’s recent policy statements apparently did much to encour-
age this view. In the words of one senior North Korean official, after Tru-
man and Acheson had appeared to exclude Korea from the U.S. defensive
perimeter, Kim “was convinced that ‘the U.S. would not enter the Korean
War,’ or ‘even if they did enter the war, they would not hold sway over the
destiny of the war.””® Although considerable controversy surrounds
Pyongyang’s reaction to Acheson’s speech, we believe that Kim used the
speech to bolster his case with Stalin irrespective of what his “true” atti-
tude to the speech may have been.®

Kim presumably considered one more argument at about this time. A
senior Soviet diplomat recalls that during one of Kim's secret visits in 1950
(which can only mean the one in March—April, not February), the Koreans
stated that the Americans would be deterred from intervening by the
Soviet-Chinese alliance® This argument would have flowed narurally in
March, when the treaty had just been concluded.

Despite such Korean assurances and arguments, Stalin could not shake
his serious doubts about the use of force on the peninsula, and we should
recall that he had already cautioned Kim, “The Americans will never agree
ta be thrown out of [Korea and] lose their reputation as a great power,”
Still, according to Khrushchev, when Kim Il Sung reported to Stalin in
Moscow, the Korean “was absolutely sure of success. . . . As [ remember,
Stalin then was expressing his doubts; his worry was whether America
would become involved or would disregard [propustit’ mimo usher} it [the
North's attack on South Korea] completely. [Kim and Stalin] were inclined
to think that if [the war] would come quickly (and Kim Il Sung was sure
that it would be ended quickly), then the USA’s involvement already would
be excluded.”s Stalin wanted to box any conflict on the peninsula between
the extremes of escalation into a global conflict and Washington’s rotal dis-
missal of the matter as irrelevant to its interests.

Simply put, Kim [l Sung was merely a pawn in Stalin’s grand chess game.
Stalin was principally interested in how a war in Korea would affect his
relations with the United States. Only if that war would promote his larger
schemes would he agree to it. Kim's assertions that a rebeilion would follow
a shock invasion of the South would have been a positive factor for Stalin
in this regard. Although he welcomed the idea that direct U.S. involvement
would be excluded, Stalin was ambivalent about the potential value of the
conflict should Washington “disregard” it. The trick was how to keep the
Americans out while making them appear to be the loser,
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Central People’s Government, held in
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Zhou Enlai, Liu Shaoqi, unidentified
man, Mao, Zhu De, Peng Dehuai, and
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2.9. (left) Zhou Enlai at the meeting of the
Chinese People’s Political Consultative
Conference where he issned China’s
warning against sending U.S. troops north
of the 38th parallel, Sept. 30, 1950

30, Zhou Enlai and Soviet Ambassador N. V. Roshchin exchanging
instruments of ratification on the Feb. 14 treaty and agreements, Beijing,
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the Soviet embassy and translator at the Mao-Stalin talks.

31. Chinese delivering provisions and ammunition to North Korea
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32. War matériel being trucked to North Korea, Oct. 1950
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25, 1950.

34. Chinese People’s
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36, CPV soldiers moving
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37. CPV Commander Peng Dehuai inspecting the front line positions,
1951

38. Korean women placing a wreath
at the tomb of Mao Anying, Mao's
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North Korea, Nov. 1950
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and Peng Dehuai meetin,
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41. Left to right, CPV Chief of Staff Xie Fang, Peng Dehuai, and CPV
First Deputy Commander Deng Hua in the CPV's cave headquarters in
Karea, early 1952

42. Mao and Kim Il Sung at war consultations in Beijing, date uncertain

The Decision for War in Korea 143

Because Stalin did not want to commit the Soviet Union itself to an ac-
tion that could result in war with the United States, he sought to induce
Mao to back the North Koreans. His desire to draw China into the deci-
sions on Korea was undoubtedly intensified after Acheson’s speech on Jan-
uary 12 and as part of his quest to draw a line between Beijing and the West.
Khrushchev recalls that in answer to Stalin’s request for an opinion on
probable U.S. reactions to a North Korean attack, Mao ventured “that the
USA, perhaps, would not be involved, because this was an internal ques-
tion that would be solved by the Korean people themselves.,”® This ex-
change took place shortly after Mao’s departure from Moscow. Because
Mao had earlier expressed his doubts about how the United States would
react to Kim’s attack, it was quite natural for the Soviet leader to have
raised the matter again,

The very fact that Kim had not yet received a definite yes or no from
Stalin forced him to make a secret visit to the Soviet capital from March
30 to April 25.° The Korean leader had used the early months of 1550 to
mobilize convincing evidence for his arguments that the victory of his pro-
posed blitzkrieg was assured.

In the spring, the KPA undertook combat reconnaissance missions in the
region of Ongjin Peninsula and to the north of Kaesong, From the inter-
rogation of the many southerners taken prisoner in these actions, the North
Korean high command concluded that Kim’s forces enjoyed overwhelming
superiority in tanks and airplanes, and that the South's state of military
readiness was poor. The optimism seems justified, for as three former high
officials in the DPRK state, “Kim Il Sung had already prepared everything
for this attack. There was a 100,000-man army, tanks, airplanes, artil-
lery—everything was ready.”® Stalin was known to prefer solid facts over
“empty talk,” and facts like these obviously resonated in his mind.

A former high-ranking North Korean diplomat has provided the most
detailed account of the April meeting, which took place in Stalin’s so-called
“near” dacha and included Pak Hon Yong, the leader of the South Korean
Communists. When Stalin asked about events in Korea, “Kim Il Sung an-
swered that the situation was not bad, and that the North and South were
getting ready for unification,” But he could not predict how the Koreans
would respond to “decisive measures,” he said. This did not seem to bother
Stalin much. People were like Panurge’s flock, he replied: “they would fol-
low the leading ram wherever he might go.” Pak Hon Yong then spoke tp.
He described in glowing terms the conditions of the resistance movement
against the regime of Syngman Rhee. He said that a “2.00,000-strong de-
tachment of Communists in South Korea was ready to rebel at the first
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signal from the North, and that the population of the South was waiting
for land reform and other democraric transformations such as those al-
ready conducted in the North,”™®

According to Yoo Sung Chul, who was present at the meeting, Kim rec-
ognized that his main task was to calm Stalin’s fears of U.S. intervention.
To this end, “he made four points to persuade Stalin that the Unired States
would not participate in the war: (1) it would be a decisive surprise attack
and the war would be won in three days; (2) there would be an uprising of
200,000 Party members in South Korea; (3) there were guerrillas in the
southern provinces of South Korea; and (4) the United States would not
have time to participate. Stalin bought the plan.””

Afrer listening to the Koreans' presentations, Stalin remarked that “the
Korean friends should not expect great assistance and support from the
SovietUnion, because it had more important challenges to meet than the
Korean problem.” Stalin stressed his preoccupation with “the situation in
the West” and urged the Koreans to consult with Mao because he had “a
good understanding of Oriental martters.” The Soviet leader was bluntly
telling the Koreans that China was now first among equals within the rev-
olutionary movement in Asia.”?

Another former North Korean official expands on this last point, Bom-
barded by Kim'’s “persistent assertions and requests,” he writes, Stalin “re-
luctantly consented” to his proposals for the attack, Stalin “could not find
any excuse for refusal,” since Kim had insisted that *he would liberate the
people groaning under the dictatorship of Syngman Rhee.” Still, Stalin told
Kim that even if the United States participated in the war, the Soviet Union
had no intention of joining the fray.” “Consented,” it must be emphasized,
did not mean final approval. Stalin was giving a nod to the general idea of
an invasion but had made consultations with Mag a condition for his un-
equivocal assent to any future detailed plan of action.

We find something of the same kind of sliding out from full responsibility
in Kim’s cautious response to Stalin’s question about the situation in the
South. Kim could not argue against his own earlier prediction that a
“southern rebellion” would result from a shock offensive. from the North,
but he feared the consequences if that prediction should prove wrong. He
thus assigned Pak Hon Yong the task of replying to Stalin, making his col-
league the likely scapegoart if the rebellion failed. Less than three years after
the end of the war, Pak was tried and executed, though he was not publicly
charged with misleading Kim on the revolutionary readiness of the South,
for that might have reflected badly on Kim's own judgment and be taken
as an admission that Kim had started the war.™

Just as Kim was making Pak accountable, so too was Stalin making Mao
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responsible for the outcome in case of Kim’s catastrophic failure. He had
to obligate the Chinese, and this is why he told the Koreans to consult Mao.
As Stalin evidently judged the Korean situation, Beijing’s involvement there
would be perceived quite differently in the West from a PLA invasion of
Taiwan. If required, Chinese military actions in Korea had the best chance
of sharpening the line between China and the West, and Stalin now put a
more Machiavellian construction on his earlier prediction that the Amer-
icans would “never agree to be thrown out” of Korea or to lose “their rep-
utation as a great power.” Later, this American obsession with reputation
would fall under the heading of “credibility,” and Stalin had thought of a
way to use it against them.

When he emphasized that he was mainly preoccupied with the West, and
that he would never fight the Americans in Korea, Stalin was reiterating
his consistent stance on the matter. This posture excluded any possibility
that he would personally give Kim the green light for the invasion. Instead,
the Soviet leader told Kim, “‘Since I alone cannot decide, I will pass your
war plans and military assistance request on to the Party political com-
mittee [Polithuro] for decision.” Accordingly, Kim Il-song simply returned
[home to Korea].”” During his final conversation with Kim in April, Stalin
once again urged Kim to consult Mao and gave him at least a tacit but still
conditional go-ahead before they parted. The Soviet leader said, “If you
should get kicked in the teeth, I shall not lift a finger. You have to ask Mao
for all the help,”?

Stalin here maneuvered himself into the enviable position of having
everything to zain and nothing to-lose. By forcing Mao to affirm Kim’s
scheme, Stalin forever after could say that he had left the decision to Mao.
Fully aware of Mao’s determination to seize Taiwan, Stalin could be rea-
sonably sure of Mao’s assent and could be confident that the onus for the
attack, whether successful or not and regardiess of the 1.S. reaction, would
rest solely on Mao {and Kim).

This was the background to Kim’s visit to the PRC after returning home
from Moscow. Despite some Soviet and Korean skepticism about whether
the Beijing meeting actually took place, Shi Zhe has said that Kim stayed
in his house during the visit.”” Other knowledgeable sources, Soviet as well
as Chinese, bear him out, The authors of a recent Chinese account of
China’s decision to enter the war flatly state, “In April 1950, Kim Il Sung
paid a secret visit to Beijing on his way back from Moscow,” though we
now know that Kim flew from Pyongyang to see Mao from May 13 to 16.7

But much as Stalin had badgered Kim about the need to persuade Mao
and to get his guarantee of support for the coming war, these authors say
that the Korean leader “only informed Mao of his determination to reunify
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his country by military means during the visit and released no details of his
military plan, let alone the date of the action.”” In fact, it could hardly have
been otherwise, for no officially approved plan vet existed. Before Kim
could proceed further in his planning, he needed the approval of Stalin,
who in turn was awaiting the results of Kim's approach to Maa.

Some five years later, Marshal Peng Dehuai recalled that Mao disagreed
with Kim's proposed action but had no way of opposing or stopping it,
and a senior Soviet diplomat with knowledge of the archives has told us
that Mao at first expressed considerable skepticism when Kim told him
that Stalin had reassessed the North's potential for a successful assault on
the South.* Still, the Chinese were pursuing the unification of their own
country and could not deny the Koreans the chance to do the same. Mao
offered various arguments in the hope of getting Kim to reconsider, but the
Korean would not listen and “did not take [them] seriously.”® He kept
guaranteeing that the KPA could “solve the Korean problem” on its own.

A Soviet diplomat recalls that throughout the multiple bilateral taiks on
Kim’s proposals for war, the Soviets knew that the Chinese Politburo op-
posed the idea.* This stands in seeming contradiction to Mao’s positive
though noncommittal answer to Kim’s request for backing. The contra-
diction disappears, however, if we take into account Mag’s Ppreoccupation
with Taiwan at this time. By now, the Chinese leader had secured a promise
of Soviet support for the invasion of Taiwan. He could not express his fears
of American intervention in Korea without admitting to Stalin the likeli-
hood of the same U.S. involvement in Taiwan, therchy jeopardizing that
support. Mao had to be positive, ‘

But the Chairman did raise the question of U.S. intervention in Korea
with Kim, and this time in a way that did not exclude the possibility. Mao
asked him whether he would like China to send troops to the Sino-Korean
border if the: Americans did become involved. Kim answered that he would
achieve victory within a month, and that the United States could not deploy
its forces before then. He rejected the need for sending Chinese troops to
the border and appeared confident that the Soviet assistance in hand or in
the pipeline was all that would be needed ®

Stalin was not long in adding his blessing to Mao’s for Kim’s war ob-
jectives. We may never know the exact details of the series of bilateral con-
versations among the three leaders, but what is obvious even from the ma-
terial at hand is how skillfully Kim had achieved his ends by playing on the
complicated relations between Stalin and Mao. We would predict thar if
any transcripts of conversations turn up, they will reveal a pattern of Kim
exaggerating Stalin’s support to Mao, and vice versa. In the process, Kim
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Value of Soviet Military Assistance to North Korea, I949~IG5T

{in ovos of rubles)

Specific recipients

Chief Artillery
Year Genersl® Air force Armored force Department
1949 249,962 195,293 n.a. 51,388
1950 869,677 347,757 1,238 383,164
1951 2,612,822 1,182,044 179,253 ] B81,585

sounrce: Sovier General Staff document in the possession of G, Kuzmin [pseud.].
*The rotal of all military aid, including assistance to the air force, armored force, and Chief Artillery
Department, plus other unspecified recipients,

was restricting his own future options and his ability to hedge against fail-
ure.

Maoreover, even before Mao gave his “approval” of Kim’s intentions, the
soviet leader began to act. According to the North Korean general who

‘headed the Ordnance Directorate of the North’s Ministry of Defense, “Af-

ter [Kim’s] April meeting with Stalin, Moscow . . . began to send addi-
tional weapons. As soon as Kim ] Sung returned home, the weapons began
to arrive in huge numbers at the [DPRK] port of Chongjin. The quarntities
were obviously bigger than before. This was a final stage in the prepara-
tions for war. On arrival, the weapons were immediately distribured
among the troops deployed along the 38th parallel,”*

Two sets of data suggest the scale of this Soviet assistance and, to a lim-
ited extent, the timing of its delivery. The ruble value of the shipments for
the years 1949, 1950, and 19571 is shown in the accompanying table, The
Russian original on which it is based is titled “Actual Deliveries in Indus-
trial Prices,” but neither the table nor the surrounding text explains how
to convert the prices into foreign currency equivalents. Nor do we know
what the prices of Soviet armaments were in this period, though we assume
the figures were for internal use and not charges to the North Koreans. It
is clear, for all this, that Soviet military deliveries to North Korea jumped
dramatically after 1949, and the bulk of these were reportedly put in train
soon after Kim’s return to Korea in April 1g50.

Exactly what was shipped, and when, are unknown, but our second set
of figures shows that the KPA was well equipped to go into battle, On the
eve of the war, it possessed 258 T-3 4 tanks {under the ro5th Tank Brigade),
178 warplanes, roughly 1,600 artillery pieces and mortars, and several de-
tachments of naval vessels. According to Soviet estimates, the North had
a decisive advantage over the South in tanks, personnel, artillery and mor-
tars, and planes. The South had the edge in only one category, naval ves-
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sels.® But that edge bore little on the land battle being planned, and the
overall superiority of the North corresponded to the level prescribed in So-
viet military doctrine for a successful offensive.”

Mao’s Target: Taiwan

Meanwhile, through this whole period of consultations, Mao had been
concentrating on his own invasion plans. On February 4, while he was still
in Moscow, he had ordered the army to orpanize the paratroop units
needed for an assault on Taiwan; a week later, he approved a report from
the Third Field Army designating four divisions to train for the landing
operations. On March 11, following his return to Beijing, Mao endorsed
the efforts of a former Nationalist general, Zhang Zhizhong, to bring Tai-
wan under Beijing’s control through negotiations—the so-called path of
peaceful liberation—as part of the propaganda preparations for the armed
attack that Mao regarded as inevitable, At the end of the month, he set in
motion plans for an assault on the Zhoushan Islands off Zhejiang Province
as a prelude to a landing on Quemoy. After Quemoy, Taiwan would be
next®

As the phased plan for the invasion of Taiwan was coming together,
Mao, on April 21, sanctioned a major demobilization of the People’s Lib-
eration Army. We may never know the full reasoning behind this decision,
which stayed in force even after Kim's visit later in the month and, even
more incredibly, until after the war had begun. Was the Chairman so con-
fident that the civil war, including the occupation of Taiwan, would come
to a snccessful conclusion? Was he so reassured by Kim’s predictions of a
quick victory and lack of interest in a pledge of backup troops that he could
dismiss Korea as China’s problem? Or, was Mao simply positioning him-
self to stay outside the conflict on the peninsula if it got out of hand?
Chinese scholars consider the first question the most relevant one in citing
three reasons for Mao’s decision: the elimination of most of China’s ubig-
uitous bandits, the limited troop requirements for the invasion of Tajwan
and Tibet, and the overriding need to cut military expenses and convert to
a civilian economy.®®

Whatever his thinking, Taiwan was the main target. On April 29, Mao
directed Liu Shaoqi to rewrite a report on the situation at home and abroad
“in a more tactical way” and to deemphasize China’s role in the worldwide
struggle between socialism and imperialism so as not to irritate the United
States.™ Although fierce anti-American propaganda continued to fill the
pages of Chinese newspapers, Beijing made modest conciliatory gestures
toward Washington, including the release of three captured American air-
men and minor diplomatic initiatives.”® On the other hand, on May 11,
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Mao severely criticized the Political Department of the 32nd Corps for per-
mitting contacts between its officers and American missionaries in Fujian
Province opposite Taiwan,”* By this time, the PLA had begun assembling
the invasion force along the coast, from Shandong to Fujian provinces, and
Mago feared that news of these preparations would reach Taipei via the
Americans.

The timing of this buildup was hardly coincidental. Once Mao was cer-
tain of the imminence of war on the Korean Peninsula, he accelerated his
own battle plans. In late April, around the time Kim was in Moscow, Pre-
mier Zhou Enlai sent a cable to the Soviet defense minister, Nikolai Bul-
ganin, requesting a speed-up in the delivery of such naval requisitions as
ships, airplanes, and coastal artillery. Zhou, who among his other duties
was to play a major role in creating China's defense industry, now wanted
a guarantee that these items would be delivered by the summer of 1950,
and no later than the following spring*?

Simultaneously, the CCP Central Committee issued an instruction pro-
claiming “the liberation of Taiwan . . . the most important task for the en-
tire Party” and ordering Party organizations in East China specifically to
provide all necessary assistance in preparation for the Third Field Army to
cross the Taiwan Strait. Tacitly, a race had begun between Mao and Kim.
Each rushed to fire the first volley, an act that could doom the other’s plans,
Neither leader would have acted differently even if he had foreseen that
outcome,

The Decision

For Stalin, Kim had obeyed his request to consult Mao, and Mao had
not opposed the plan for war. Yet Stalin had acted before Mao’s response.

Shortly after Kim’s return to Pyongyang from Moscow, he received con-
firmation of Stalin’s attitude toward an invasion of the South. The “con-
firmation” came in the form of a team of Soviet advisers sent to oversee the
preparations for war. They included Major General Vasiliev (a battle vet-
eran and hero of the Soviet Union who recently had replaced Major Gen-
eral Smirnov as head of the advisory group), Major General Postnikov (ad-
viser to the KPA General Staff), and Major General Marchenko (an adviser
to the KPA General Political Bureau). At this time, a bilateral working
group was formed to consider how to proceed. The Korean members in-
cluded Kim Il Sung, Kang Kon (chief of the KPA General Staff), Kim Chaek
(deputy commander of the KPA), and Ho Ka I {or A. 1. Hegai, a leader of
the Soviet Koreans and member of the Politburo of the Korean Workers’
Party). It was “almost certainly™ in the course of a meeting of this working
group that Kim II Sung “declared his final resolution to start a war,”®



150 The Decision for War in Korea

Yoo Sung Chul, who as head of the KPA Operations Directorate was in
on all the proceedings, provides a revealing picture of the decision-making
process. According to him, the new Soviet advisers were chosen for their
combat experience; all were from the Soviet General Staff in Moscow:

Idid not know, but I thought, that when they sent the advisers, they would have
had to consult first in Moscow how to start the war. But they arrived empty-
handed. They didn’t bring any written order with them. . . . After the May 1st cel-
ebrations, Postnikov summoned me, I went to him, and he asked me if we had a
plan in our staff. [ answered yes. Every army, of course, has an operations plan. We
had composed ours on our own. I translated it from Korean into Russian.

Posmikov said, no, this plan is no good. He did not like the way we treated co-
ordination berween different branches of troops. Moreover, our plan was a defen-
sive ong, and he did not like it. He said thar they [the Soviet military advisers} would
drafr one themselves, After a few days—I do not remember, three or four days—
they drafted a combat order and passed it to Kang Kon, the chief of staff, Kang
Kon summoned me and told me that it was top secret. He ordered me to translate
it [from Russian into Korean]. T translated it and passed it to Kang Kon. Kang Kon
gave this plan to Kim Il Sung. We did not send it to Stalin for approval, though
probably the advisers sent it [to Moscow] themselves. '

When they were writing this operations plan, they did not consult with anybody.
They did everything themselves, They did not study the terrain and did not know
it. . . . Because of that, they made a lot of mistakes, . . .

[This operations plan] was an order for a counterartack and included movement
‘and combat orders for each unit. Another document concerned the coordination
between the different branches of the armed forces, among the army, navy, air force,
artillery, etc. Besides that, there was a document on engineering support. These
were separate documents. There also was a document concerning logistics, on pro-
viding supplies from the rear. , . . The draft in Russian was entitled “Preemptive
Strike Operations Plan.” Presumably, at this same time, the advisers rushed their
plan to Stalin for his approval. This top secret plan was then and forever after re-
ferred to as a “counteratrack” plan, even though it included a *plan to conceal the
preparations for a southern invasion as military exercises.”

Other sources agree that bath the Soviet and the Korean drafters knew
the plan involved an attack, not a counterattack. The idea was to use the
turmoil and guerrilla struggle in the South and the continuing border skir-
mishes along the 38th parallel as a “pretext.” As Yoo says, “Even after Kim
11 Sung dies, you won’t be able to find any legal document about an attack;
it was a counteroffensive. The meaning of this was (and that was stated
there} that South Korea was attacking us and that we would counterat-
tack. . . . It was a fake, disinformation to cover ourselves.”

The Soviet role in drafting the plan causes us to examine in some detail
Stalin’s shift of position on Kim’s project, from a wary endorsement of the
invasion to an evident willingness to participate in the planning. As one

- senior Soviet diplomat puts it, “Up to April 1950, Stalin was always cau-
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tioning Kim Il Sung concerning his plans for military action, but after that
he for some reason changed his mind and began to push for a military so-
lution very actively.” One reason for this change of heart relates to the
broader strategic framework that so preoccupied Stalin. During April—
May, the American hands-off policy, especially toward Korea, was receiv-
ing ever closer scrutiny in the Kremlin, Stalin may have been impressed, for
example, by the statement of Tom Connally, chairman of the Senate Com-
mittee on Foreign Relations, that Korea was not an indispensable part of
the U.S. defense strategy and that the Communists could overrun Korea
whenever they “take a notion” to do 507 It certainly impressed Syngman
Rhee, who chastised Connally on May 1o for extending “an open invita-
tion to the Communists to come down and take over South Korea.” While
some scholars have concluded that statements like Connally’s finally con-
vinced Stalin that the Americans would not oppose the Norths invasion,
we believe his reasoning was far more complex *¢

March and April had marked a noticeable hardening of American policy
toward China. On March 15, Acheson publicly denounced the Sino-Soviet
treaty as “an evil omen of imperialistic domination,” and the Chinese lead-
ership for having sold out China to the Soviets.”” His words seemed to be
given force a month later, when the Communists invaded Hainan Island
on April 16. As if to demonstrate the accuracy of the CIA’ estimate that
the Chinese possessed “the capability of carrying out their frequently ex-
pressed intention of seizing Taiwan during 1950, the PLA defeated the
Nationalist forces in about two weeks. This estimate came only three days
after the President received NSC 68, a report on U.S. objectives and pro-
grams for national security that, according to the historian Gordon Chang,
strengthened the military point of view on China within the U.S. admin-
istration ”” More and more senior officials and analysts advocated stepping
in to ensure the Nationalists’ hold on Taiwan. Enough signs of a broad
behind-the-scenes review of the administration’s Asian policies had sur-
faced in the press that experts in Moscow could not have missed it, though
only solid intelligence could have given them a complete and accurate pic-
ture,!™

Stalin would have concluded from press reports and intelligence that,
though the Americans might want to aid Taiwan or even South Korea, it
would take them many months to amass and get that aid to the western
Pacific. The timing was on Kim’s side if he moved quickly and decisively.
In the worst case, U.S. intervention would lead to a clash between Beijing
and Washington and a denial of Taiwan to the Chinese Communists. The
resulting rise in Sino-American hostilities would only increase Mao's re-
liance on Stalin.
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Furthermore, Stalin was well aware that the United States would be most
reluctant to go to war with the Soviet Union over Korea, With an army
that had been sharply reduced after World War Two, it could not run the
risk of Soviet retaliation against Western Europe or Japan. Moreover, the
Soviet leader reportedly minimized the danger of any such escalation be-
cause he had bought Kim I Sung’s argument that a North Korean attack
would touch off a revolution in the South, making for a quick and easy
consolidation of control.*

Thus, we would argue, it was a mixture of short- and long-term esti-
mates of the U.S. posture in Asia, as of April 1g50, that finally led Stalin
to become directly involved in Kim’s military designs. In doing so, as we
have remarked, the Soviet dictator would be pursuing his goals on several
fevels—to expand the buffer zone along his border, to create a springboard
against Japan that could be used during a future global conflict, to test the
American resolve, to intensify the hostility between Beijing and Washing-
ton, and, finally and foremost, to draw U.S, power away from Europe.

For Mao, meanwhile, these matters were still of little concern. He had
a new problem to contend with. The massive buildup of forces oppaosite
Taiwan that he had envisioned was taking longer than expected. Thus, in
early June the Central Military Commissioh postponed the attack on Tai-
wan itself until the summer of 1951. The planning for the seizure of key
intermediate islands was ordered to proceed.'”

This change in the invasion timetable helps explain why on June 15, only
ten days before the outbreak of the conflict on the Korean Peninsula, Mao
instructed the acting chief of the General Staff, Nie Rongzhen, to integrate
Nationalist defectors into the regular PLA divisions and ta develop agri-
cultural units to make the army more self-sufficient. Mao ordered the
large-scale demobilization of the PLA to go forward and approved plans
for an ideological indoctrination campaign after the troop reductions had
been completed later in the year.'™

With the Taiwan invasion on hold, Mao could proceed with operations
to consolidate his grip on the mainland and did not even hint at the ne-
cessity of heightening the level of military preparedness or beefing up his
forces on the Korean border in anticipation of the war. Just the opposite.
On June 23, the then deputy commander of the units chosen for the in-
vasion of Taiwan, Su Yu, asked the Central Military Commission to trans-

*The best proof that the Soviets really believed in these optimistic estimates is the
fact that the battle plan, which they initially drafted, scheduled the first stage of the
military operations to end with the occupation of Seoul after just three or four days of
combat. The plan was predicated on the assumption that uprisings throughout the South
would result in a lightning victory within about a moneh, We shall retuen co the batrle

schedufe when we review the initial stage of the war. See above, footnote to p. 136.
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fer three or four corps (jun) to East China as a reserve force for the later
campaign in the Taiwan Strait. Mao approved this proposal.'® Riveted to
the long-term preparations for that campaign, Maao paid no special arten-
tion to Korea, where the conflict would break out 48 hours later.

Mao, as we have shown, was aware of Kim’s preparations for military
action because he had dispatched ethnic Korean troops and weaponry to
the KPA in January, communicated with Stalin on the issue in February,
and had relevant conversations with the Korean leader in April. At the
same time, there are good reasons to accept the conclusion of Korean and
Chinese authors that Mao was not informed about the details of the Ko-
rean plans or the timing of the assault.'™ His low priority for China’s mil-
itary preparedness on the very eve of the war is perhaps the best justifica-
tion for this conclusion.

Keeping Mao out of the picture was Kim’s intention. A striking fact
about the two months before the war is that the North Koreans—and the
Soviets—took steps to keep the Chinese in the dark about their military
preparations. According to Yoo Sung Chul, for example, members of the
pro-Chinese Yan'an faction “who had entered various military positions
were exciuded” from helping to draft the operations plan in part *because
we had ro maintain security.”'® And a former senior North Korean supply
officer vividly recalls that before the outbreak of the war, all Soviet weap-
ons were transported to the DPRK by sea instead of by rail through Chinese
territory for the specific purpose of denying the Chinese any hard intelli-

.gence about the North's preparations. Another retired North Korean of-

ficer confirms that purpose!®® Mao’s endorsement had not won Kim's
trust.

The PLA% generals were thus in the worst possible position. They knew
that an attack was coming in Korea but not when or how. Their armies
were being demobilized even as they were supposed to be readying them
for a major invasion far to the south. Their leader anticipated an American
response to the North's action in Korea, but, as we shall see, they could
adopt only modest countervailing measures (such as strengthening the
Strategic Reserve).* Mao had spoken, and they could only fall in step be-
hind him,

For these reasons, 2 mood of apprehension permeated the Chinese high
command in the two months before June 25. At least some PLA com-

*1n the winter of 1945, Mao had removed the Thirteenth Army (made up of the 38th
and 39th eorps) from the Fourth Field Army to form a support force for local PLA units
in times of emergency. The following May, against the possibility of crises in Taiwan,
Korea, or Vietnam, Mao added the 4ot corps, then on Hainan Island, to this so-called
Strategic Reserve. The unit was based in Henan Province. Xu Yan, Diyi Ci, p. 16; Du
Ping, “Wise Decision,” p. 8; Sun Mei, “Introduction to the Various Armies,” p. z1.
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manders feared thar Pyongyang’s attack on the South might endanger the
young Chinese state. Nonetheless, they could not impede Kim’s plans or
even appear to be disapproving. Their lack of precise knowledge of the
North’s timetable was obviously Kim Il Sung’s doing, and for this reason,
it is not surprising that “on the very eve of the war, relations between the
PRC representatives in Pyongyang and DPRK authorities were very tense.
Sometimes the Soviet embassy even had to mediate, stressing to the Ko-
reans that the Chinese were their comrades, brothers, and natural allies.”'*”

Allies they may have been, but after the war, Chinese leaders, behind
closed doors, still voiced their bitterness at having been excluded from the
final decision-making on the war. In the mid-r9 505, Peng Dehuai and Chen
Yi fumed that Kim’s “surprise attack” was designed solely by him and Sta-
lin, without consultations with Beijing but at a terrible price for China.!™
As one indicator of the Chinese attitude toward that “surprise attack,” we
may note that from June to October of 1950—until the Chinese troops
entered the war—Beijing did not send any substantial assistance to its “Ko-
rean brothers.”%

The War Begins

The timing of the attack for 4:00 A.M. on Sunday, June 25, was Kim's
decision. The fighting began on the Ongjin Peninsula in the west, an area
of recurrent border incidents, and then spread along the parallel. The ap-
proved operations plan had not specified a date or time. Behaving in his
usual manner, Kim consulted with only a handful of senior Koreans. He
“simply made up his mind and went ahead. But he normally made up his
mind after listening to the Russian advisers.” One knowledgeable Korean
general adds, “June z5th was proposed by the advisers. It was Sunday, and
they may have used the experience of war with Germany, when Hitler at-
tacked Russia on June 22, also a Sunday.”!

General Kang Sang Ho, who attended the cabinet meeting that rubber-
stamped the decision for war, notes that it was held only an hour before
the invasion began:

Even there, Kim was talking about a counterattack, about South Korea attacking.
According to the Constitution, only the cabinet could decide questions of war and
peace. Kim said that the South Koreans were already attacking. So as commander-
in-chief, Kim ordered a counterattack. He said, “Now war and peace should be
determined by the cabiner. [ order the war to begin. Do all of you agree?” Everyone
did.1

We now return to the question of the Soviet—North Korean plan for pros-
ecuting the war. Scheduled to last about a month, the war was to proceed
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down the peninsula in stages, and the outcome, it was stated, would hinge
on the first few days of battle. It is in this sense that Yoo Sung Chul, one
of the retired North Korean generals we interviewed, recalls, “The Korean
War was planned to last only a few days, so we did not plan anything in
case things might go wrong, If you fight a war without preparing for fail-
ures, then you are asking for trouble.” Another, General Chung Sang Chin,
explains that with the conquest of Seoul, “We thought that Syngman Rhee
would capitulate, and that the Americans would not intervene. After three
days we reorganized the army. The Soviets drafted a new battle plan. We
started to assign orders to the units but communications were very poor,
and U.S, aircraft were taking a very heavy toll.” Finally, an officer of the
KPA engineering unit that occupied Seoul laments, “After the occupation
of Seoul there were no further preparations. . . . We had to reorganize our
communications. We organized two new corps, the first occupied Seoul
and the other fought in the east. Communications between divisions,
corps, and armies were disconnected. Each unit moved on its own, and
each had its own plan.”**?

The Korean and Soviet generals we have interviewed concur that the
stages planned to follow the conguest of Seoul never occurred. Improvi-
sarion was necessary because communications and coordination among
North Korean echelons and units were poor and because the predicred
grand uprising in the South never materialized, though there was some se-
rious fighting by guerrillas and infiltrators. But Kim’s passion for secrecy
had made it impossible to organize opponents of the Rhee regime suffi-
ciently to even attempt a nationwide rebellion. One former North Korean
general notes, “Kim supposed that Pak Hon Yong would take care of the
guerrilla and Party members [for the uprising in the South], but he
failed.”*

1f the southern guerrillas did not get the word, it is no wonder that Wash-
ington was caught totally by surprise. Within hours of the North’s early-
morning assault, Washington received reports of what was clearly an all-
out offensive, and Department of State intelligence specialists promptly
concluded that the “move in Korea was decided only after the most minute
examination [by the Kremlin] of all factors involved in the Far Eastern sit-
uation,” Moscow, it was believed, had acted to liquidate the South Korean
government “on ground militarily most favorable to the Soviet Union” and
to back “possible Chinese moves in support of Ho Chi Minh [in Indo-
china], Burmese Communists, or Malayan Communists.”**

Department policymakers had definite views on the proper U.S. re-
sponse, including an urgent request for a meeting of the UN Security Coun-
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cil."** Although they were uncertain about China’s precise role in Kim Il
Sung’s decision to launch the attack, they believed that, at the very least,
China had not opposed the strike. As they saw it, if the United States did
not make a strong reply, there might be “a defeat for U.S. policy in Korea,”
and this in turn might “cause Chinese Communist leaders to adopt more
bold and militant tactics in their attempts to promote Communism in other
parts of Asia.” Conversely, not only would a powerful U.S. response “pro-
duce a marked psychological reaction™ on these leaders, but “the prestige
of the Chinese Communist regime would suffer” and “the relative weak-
ness or ineptness of the USSR in its Korean adventure™ would be exposed.
Such an outcome, so the argument went, would weaken Beijing's ties to
Moscow.™¢

At dinner that evening at his temporary residence, Blair House, Presi-
dent Truman listened to his military and political lieutenants assess the un-
folding crisis and then “emphasized the importance of making the survey
of possible next moves by the Soviet Union.”*"” The President apparently
concurred with senior Department of State officers that if the Soviets
“could get away with this move they would probably move in other
areas.”*®

It was these other moves that were of paramount concern, In the case of
the People’s Republic of China, the worry in these and related conversa-
tions was not Chinese intervention but whether Taiwan would survive an
invasion from the mainland. There was no mention of Korea at all, for ex-
ample, in a memo that Gen. Douglas MacArthur, Commander-in-Chief,
Far East, approved on June 14. Only eleven days before the outbreak of the
war, it warned that “the strategic interests of the United States will be in
serious jeopardy if Formosa [Taiwan] is allowed to be dominated by a
power hostile to the United States™ (meaning the PRC).'*®

As for the Soviet Union, once the war started, many U.S. officials con-
cluded that it would stay out of the war. They could adduce no evidence
of Soviet intentions to intervene directly on the Korean Peninsula, Such se-
nior Soviet specialists as George Kennan and Charles E. Bohlen expressed
the opinion that Moscow would instead do its utmost to “get the United
States involved with Asiatic troops, particularly Chinese.”**® Even after the
beginning of the all-out Chinese offensive in late November, Secretary of
Defense George C. Marshall argued that the United States should not be-
come “involved in a general war in China with the Chinese Communists.
To do this would be to fall into a carefully laid Russian trap.”**

The ULS. and South Korean fortunes on the battlefield steadily deterio-
rated until mid-August, when U.S. air power and armor began to take their
toll on the overextended North Korean forces.' During this time, news

The Decision for War in Korea 157

from the war zone absorbed Washington; neither China nor the Soviet
Union, whatever their ultimate intentions, was of comparable concern.'®
In any case, U.S. leaders felt reasonably confident about their initial as-
sessments of the Chinese and Soviet unwillingness to risk war with the
United States.

Nevertheless, on June 27 the President tock the precaution of ordering
the U.S. Seventh Fleet to prevent all military action in the Taiwan Strait,
thereby bringing U.S. military power to the salvation of the Nationalists
on Taiwan and into direct opposition to Beijing. Given the preponderance
of naval forces on the American side, China had no military means to reply,
and intercourse between Washington and Beijing quickly degenerated into
a war of words.

But as the exchanges flew back and forth, analysts in Washington were
somewhat mystified that, in public at least, Beijing did not appear to assign
a high priority to the war.' There is no evidence that they took special
note of a Chinese editorial of July 6 implying that since the United States
would be unlikely to concede defeat, the war could be a prolonged affair.'*
Despite warnings from the Indian government “against dismissing lightly”
Beijing’s allegations that the UL.S. actions in the Taiwan Strait constituted
aggression against China and were a harbinger of direct military action
against China, Washington had no way of judging such statements and
added them to a long list of things that might go wrong.'

In fact, China had good reason not to assign much priority ta Korea. For
the moment, its immediate problem was coping with the ominous reality
that Truman had committed naval units to the Taiwan Strait. For the mo-
ment, the significance of that reality put any thought of coming to Kim’s
defense on the back burner. Mao’s overriding concern with China’s own
predicament came across most tellingly in his remarks at a meeting of the
Central People’s Government Council on June 28:

The U.S. invasion of Asia can only tonch off the broad and resolute opposition of
Asian people. On Januvary 5, Truman said in an announcement that the United
States would not intervene in Taiwan. Now his conduct proves that what he said
was false. Moreover, he shredded all international agreements related to the Amer-
ican commitment not to intervene in China’s internal affairs. The United States
thus reveals its imperialist nature in its rroe colors, It is very advantageous to the
Chinese people and the people of Asia [to draw a lesson from the U.S. policy toward
Taiwan]. The United States is unable to justify in any way its intervention in the
internal affairs of Korea, the Philippines, and Vietnam. The sympathies of the
Chinese people and the vast people of the world lie with the countries that have
been invaded, and by no means with American imperialism. . . . Peaple throughout
the nation and the world, unite and make full preparations for frustrating any prov-
ocation of American imperialism,**
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The Chinese leader considered the U.S. actions toward Taiwan tantamount
to a declaration of war.*® His speech was published in Renmin Ribao on
June 29 and was evidently intended for a Washington audience,

The most striking fact is that Mao did not make a point of U.S. inter-
ference in Korean affairs. He directed his anger instead mainly at American
policy toward Taiwan. In a twinkling, Mao’s dream of realizing China's
complete unification was shattered. His announcement that “it is useful
for the Chinese people” to draw a lesson from the U.S. policy toward Tai-
wan, we believe, demonstrated his anger and appeared to be an omen of
how he wonld later act.

For a time, however, Mao remained determined to put into effect the
decision to reduce the strength of the PLA by 1,500,000.7 On June 30,
the Central Military Commission and the Government Administration
Council (replaced by the State Council in 1954) agreed to create a body
called the Central Demobilization Commission, with Zhou Enlai as head,
to oversee this troop reduction.’®® Moreover, as late as July 12, the Chinese
high command proceeded with the first stages of the stretched-out Taiwan
invasion plan by authorizing assaults on several offshore islands,™** As we

shall see, the schedule for the attack in the summer of 1951 was not finally .

scrapped unti] early August.

In this, Mao at last acknowledged that the outbreak of the Korean War
had dramatically altered China’s strategic position. Beijing was now com-
pelled to face challenges in two directions at once, Taiwan and Korea.
Mao’s strategic doctrine had long called for concentrating forces in only
one direction, and he had to choose.’** As early as June 30, Zhou Enlai told
the head of the navy, Xiao Jingguang: “The change in the situation adds
difficulties to our plan to attack Taiwan. ... The present plan for our
armed forces [to cope with the changed situation] is to continue demobi-
lizing the ground forces, strengthen the navy and the air force, and post-
pone the schedule for attacking Taiwan.”**® The decision communicated
to Xiao reflected Mao’s first doubts about where his priorities lay. The ear-
lier order to put off the attack on Taiwan was now extended to include the
intermediate offshore islands.

Mao waited for Washingron’s response to what he saw as China’s for-
bearance to no avail. Slowly and not without reluctance, the Chairman be-
gan to change his mind. In the middle of July 1950, the Central Military
Commission for the first time cited the Korean fighting as the reason for
postponing the liberation of Taiwan for the time being.'* On Aungust 11,
it formally delayed the invasion until 1952, and at the end of September,
Mae banned the use of slogans promising liberation by a definite date from
the National Day celebration.’® With the Taiwan invasion on long-term
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hold and the war in Korea escalating, Mao began to concentrate on coun-
tering the American threat at hand "¢

Beijing Prepares for War

In the eyes of the Chinese leaders, the Korean conflict was a revolution-
ary war and could not be used to justify the “American armed invasion of
Taiwan.”*” Thus, when weighing their own future conduct, two questions
reportedly preoccupied them: why was Washington’s response to the Ko-
rean crisis so swift, and why did the United States drastically change its
policy toward Taiwan?!3

"To Mao, the answer to both seemed plain: he quickly concluded that the
real U.5. aim was to threaten China itself, and he began to act accordingly.
His first move shortly after the fighting broke out was to secure his own
border by ordering Chinese anti-aircraft units stationed in Andong (now
Dandong) to cross the Yalu River to the Korean city of Sinuiju with the
objective of protecting the bridges there (see the map on p. 160).1°

Mao had no doubts about who had launched the war or why. For him,
this was a revolutionary war, a struggle for liberation, and he had already
blessed Kim 1l Sung’s aims.** But whether because of what seemed to be
an early and growing obsession with the minutiae of the Korean conflict
or for some other reason, he clearly had doubts about the outcome. The
war was barely weeks along when he predicted thar the North probably
could not achieve an early conquest and began to weigh the potential im-
pact of a massive U.S. intervention on China’s security."** On July 7 and
1o, Premier Zhou Enlai, who was Mao’s deputy and the person in charge
of daily affairs at the Central Military Commission,* called its senior mem-
bers into emergency session to examine the PLA’s options in dealing with
the mounting conflict.** At the July 7 meeting, these officers decided to
transfer crack units from the Fourth Field Army to the Northeast, near the
Korean border.'** They then passed a major five-part resolution, which an
official Chinese source has briefly summarized as follows: "

1. [Concerning] the movement and deployment of troops: by the end of July,
four corps and three artillery divisions will be deployed at Andong, . . . Ji"an, and
Benxi {in Northeast Chinal;

2. [Concerning] the organization of headquarters: Su Yu is appointed com-

*Zhou was in charge of the commission’s day-to-day operations from Oct. 19, 1949,
to July 1952, when Mao, disgruntled by Zhou's increasing stacure within the military
establishment, removed him from that role and named Peng Dehuai as his replacement.
Four years later, in 1956, Mao ruptured the tie altogether by removing Zhow from the
post of commission vice-chairman, Based on Deng Lifeng, Xin Zhongguo, pp. 7, 262;
and Qi Shengping, “Description of Marshal Liu Bocheng,” p. 3.
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mander and political commissar of the Northeast Frontier Force Command, and
Xiao Hua is appointed deputy polirical commissar;

3. [Concerning] preparations for [adequate] logistic support;

4. [Concerning] preparations for bringing up (the related military units) to fuli
strength: the General Logistics Department [of the Central Military Commission]
is charged with formulating relevant plans for implementation by the prescribed
time; and

5. [Concerning} political mobilization: in general, political mobilization should
be conducred under the slogan of defending national security. The General Political
Department [of the commission] is made responsible for working out a directive
with concrete plans.

Mao signed the commission’s resolution at midnight on the 7th and di-
rected the acting chief of the General Staff, Nie Rongzhen, to implement
it. The resolution was the first high-level decision to prepare for China’s
entry into the Korean War.

It was passed the same day as the Security Council authorized the cre-
ation of a UN command for Korea under a U.S. general.’* Since the Soviet
representatives had not yet ended their walkout, this resolution, like the
earlier ones of June 25 and June 27 branding North Korea an “aggressor,”
went through without a veto. Although Soviet, Chinese, and Korean au-
thors have called the Soviets’ absence “a mistake,” it was by no means in-
advertent. Indeed, the decision was taken at the Politburo level 16 Andrei
Gromyko recalls that he advised Stalin to order the Soviet representative,
lakov Malik, to return to the Security Council and use the veto to defeat
any resolution hostile to North Korea or the Soviet Union. But Stalin
merely responded, “In my opinion, the Soviet representative must not take
part in the Security Council meeting.” Gromyko even argued that the So-
viet absence would allow the Security Council to dispatch the forces of
other countries to South Korea as “United Nations troops.” Stalin was un-
moved by this argument.'+”

There are two reasonable explanations for Stalin’s behavior. First, he
may still have believed at this point that the war would go according to the
approved operations plan. In that case, the UN decisions would be irrele-
vant. The second {but not mutually exclusive) explanation is connected
with the Sino-Soviet treaty. On the very day the war began, it became clear
that the United States would intervene. Given Stalin’s long-held policy of
avoiding a Soviet-American clash, we believe that he would have reasoned
as follows. Should the situation deteriorate to the point that China felt it
had to become involved, one side or the other might formally declare “a
state of war.” That would activate the treaty, thereby obligating Moscow
to “immediately render military and other assistance [to Beijing] with all
means at its disposal” (Art. 1). Stalin would have been appalled at the pros-
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pect, and he would have welcomed the thought that the United States
would not declare war with its troops operating under a UN banner, Not
surprisingly, the Soviet vice—foreign minister stated at this time that the
Soviet Union would not interfere in Korean affairs, and that other countries
should not intervene as well, a statement that Chinese officials privately
characterized as a “precious jewel” for Truman.**® The record shows that
both Mao and Stalin knew where the other stood on the issue of overt So-
viet support. .

At the meeting of July 1o, the Central Military Commission decided to
send the Strategic Reserve to the Northeast, to supplement what was by
then a thoroughly thinned-out PLA force."* With the wind-down of the
civil war, more and more troops had been transferred to South and South-
west China, to the point where only the 42nd Corps and local security
units, a total of 170,000 men, with five infantry divisions as the main farce,
remained in the Northeast Military Region opposite Korea.”® These di-
visions represented only one twenty-seventh of the PLA strength.’’

On July 13, the Central Military Commission ordered the new and qld
deployments consolidated into a new command, the Northeast Froptler
Force (NFF). Su Yu was appointed commander and political commissar
and Xiao Jingguang deputy commander. It is clear from the appointment
of the two generals who had been responsible for the attack on Talwa.n,
that Mao had now singled out the Northeast as the principal area of mil-
itary concern.® The initial troop strength of the WFF—consisting of the
- Strategic Reserve (i.e., the Thirteenth Army, or the 38th, 39th, and 4oth
corps), the 42nd Corps (from Qigihar, Heilongjiang Province), and three
artillery divisions (the 1st, 2nd, and 8th}—would total 255,000 men.'™

Two days later, the commission ordered the entire Thirteenth Army and
the 42nd Corps to set off for the Sino-Korean border. By the end of the
month, these forces had taken up position in Andong, Fengcheng, Ji’an,
Tonghua, Liaoyang, Haicheng, Benxi, Tieling, and Kaiyuan, all close to the
frontier.'™ Over the next two months, the troops underwent intensive com-
bat training with the U.S. army as their postulated enemy. Their com-
manders ordered ex-Nationalist officers and soldiers, especially those who

*5u Yu, deputy commander of the Third Field Army, had been in overall charge of

the plan to occupy Taiwan, and Xiao Jingguang, commander of the navy, was respon-

sible for transporting the PLLA invasion forces. Zhou Jun, pp. 67, 72. The commission’s
“Decision onPStrengEihcning the Frontier Defense of the Northeast and Creating the
Northeast Frontier Force™ also ordered Deng Hua and Huang Yon gsheng, commanders
of the Fifteenth and Thirteenth armies, to swap posts. But only this part of the plan was
carried out, Na Northeast Frontier Force headquarters was ever formally established;
Gao Gang, who headed the Northeast Military Region, assun}f':,d comgmnd of the NFE
units. Du Ping, “Wise Decision,” p. g; Huang Yi, *Zhou Enlai,” 1: g; “Frontier Force.
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had fought alongside U.S. soldiers in Burma, to lecture on American tac-
tics.™* By then, the Chinese leaders were confronting the very real possi-
bility of an enlargement of the war.

At the outset, as the North Korean forces surged toward the southern
tip of the peninsula and appeared on the verge of total victary, the war had
caused concern in China, but it did not receive priority attention.!ss Apart
from ordering the Northeast People’s Government in Shenyang to provide
some arms and economic and medical aid to North Korea,'*¢ China’s lead-
ers continued to be preoccupied with the problem of economic reconstruc-
tion. As July wore on, bringing increased U.S. involvement, however, the
central government in Beijing began to have second thoughts about Kim 11
Sung’s power to win a quick decision. As Zhou Enlai was to reveal some
weeks after the fact, Mao had concluded in late July that the military “sit-
uation already suggested that the war might turn into a protracted war.”

According to Nie Rongzhen, after analyzing the situation in early Au-
gust, when the North Korean troops had reached the point of their farthest
advance, Mao “and the Central Committee thought that there would prob-
ably be complications and a reversal of the situation, because . . . the U.S.
imperialists might launch 2 counteroffensive . . . and because [the North
Korean| troops had advanced too far in isolation, leaving their rear area
vulnerable.”**” Mao had expressed the same fears to Yoo Sung Chul, the
director of the KPA Operations Bureau, when Yoo briefed him in August
or early September.* Probably at this same time, Deng Hua, the com-
mander of the Thirteenth Army, asked to send gbservers to Korea. The re-
quest was rejected by the Koreans.'* Still positive about his ultimate vie-
tory, Kim preferred to keep the Chinese at arm’s length. Mao’s warnings
were relayed to Kim and Stalin, Neither took them seriously.'*?

On August 5, Mao contacted Gao Gang, who had taken command of
the units deployed as the Northeast Frontier Force units the previous
month.'* Responding to a telegram from Gao, Mao gave Gao authority
to redeploy these units as necessary and declared that they were “unlikely™
to be assigned any “operational tasks” before the end of August.

Although the order establishing the NFF indicates that its mission was

* According to Lim Un, Founding of a Dynasty, pp. 187—88, Mao told Yoo: “It is
excellent that the Korean people have driven the enemy into the southern sea. But if you
ush them hard inte a corner and lay siege ta them for a long time, they will unite tightly
Eke clenched fists. . . . Itis difficult to attack the enemy once it is united closely. On such
an occasion, it is not so bad for you to retreat ro some extent and untie the enemy. Then
they will dissolve their union as they stretch bended fingers. . . . By doing this, you can
dissipate their strength by cutting off their fingers one by one. . . . From a tactical point
of view, sometimes retreat is better than an attack. . . . Your ENEmy iS Nt an easy one.
Don't forget you are fighting with the boss of imperialism. Be prepared for the worst all
the time and examine seriously the possibilities of retreat.”
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originally conceived as a defensive one,'** Gao was now clearly being told
to get it combart ready, and quickly. He was specifically ordered to

position these units for battle by the first ten days of September. . . , Please convene
a meeting of cadres at the corps and division levels in the second ten days of the
month and there instruct them on the purpose and significance of the operation and
its general direction. By the end of the month, various units should make full prep-
arations and await orders to set off. You must solve [in time] the @colc_xglc;i] prob-
lems of the troops 50 as to keep up their morale and have everything in a state of
readiness,

On the same day, August 5, Nie Rongzhen, in accordance with Mao’s de-
cision, issued orders to the same effect: the NFF was to “complete all prep-
arations within this month and stand by for action pending further or-
ders.”'® By late August, U.S. and Taiwanese intelligence had noticed these
troops on the move.'s _ .

August was also the time that the Chinese came to grips with the pros-
pect that American atomic weapons might be used if the‘PLA enter‘ed the
war. As they weighed their choices in confronting the United States in Ko-
rea, China’s top commanders met many times both in Beijing a}nd in the
Northeast, and this issue was to come up in both meetings and private con-
versations. Although abundant evidence has come to light that the United
States did consider the nuclear option in Korea, virtually all of the conclu-
sions on the Chinese assessment of the situation have been based on indi-
rect evidence.™ Because of the importance of this issue to broader strategic
considerations in the Sino-Soviet alliance, we must consider how the
Chinese dealt with the prospect of an American nuclear response to any
PLA intervention. ' .

Beijing’s public position, as we have seen, was that the Soviet Union had
broken the U.S. nuclear monopoly and “boosted the courage of the revo-
lutionary people.”*® This propaganda line served China well so long as
war was a remote contingency. Facing a direct confrontation with the
United States in combat, however, had a way of clearing the mind of pro-
paganda. The Chinese high command had to reexamine the.validi.ty of'its
position on the bomb as it weighed its choices for and against direct in-
tervention. At the end of this process, these leaders concluded that the
United States would probably not use atomic bombs against China or their
forces in Korea.'s ' .

Beijing’s reexamination was prompted in part by scare stories sweeping
throughout China. Ironically, these stories may have originated from some
government publications in July that had deliberately raised the specter of

“the menace of the atomic bomb.”**” Rumormongers, some of them agents
of the Nationalists, had fanned a doomsday mood by spreading tales about
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the power of atomic weapons and promoting popular alarm that they
might be used."™® Atomic panic even seized a fraction of the Thirteenth
Army. Reportedly, 10 percent of its officers and men dreaded both the U.S.
army and the atomic bomb, and called the Yalu River bridge the “gates of
hell. ™ To offset the rumors and fears, the Party launched a campaign to
restore morale and confidence in the military’s ability to protect the
Chinese people,'”

Despite these reassurances, the leadership itself continued to debate the
odds of Washington’s using nuclear weapons against China. General
MacArthur, in a visit to Taiwan in late July, had appeared to sanction a
nuclear first strike, and after the visit, Chiang Kai-shek issued a statement
“indicating that the talks [with MacArthur] laid the foundations for a joint
defense of Formosa and Sino-American military cooperation.”*?* At a
meeting in early August, He Long, a member of the Central Military Com-
mission, is said to have bluntly asked, “Is there any chance of the Ameri-
cans using the atomic bomb?” Nie Rongzhen answered reassuringly:
“They might use it, but remember that the United States no longer enjoys
an atomic monopoly. . . . So they may be less eager to use it nowadays.,”
But Ye Jianying, Su Yu, and some of the other senior commanders there
could not shed their anxieties so easily and kept on asking about Wash-
ington’s nuclear intentions,'”

In another high-level meeting, the Politburo studied the argument that
U.S. planes might drop atomic bombs on advancing troops in order to de-
feat human-wave assaults, a tactic then under consideration if China en-
tered the war. The majority of Party leaders reasoned that this would be
most unlikely, but even if the bomb were employed on the front lines,
Chinese troops would not face a catastrophe. They could devise tactics to
minimize the danger to themselves and bring the U.S. defenders within
their range of damage.'”

These conclusions on both the strategic and the bartlefield use of nuclear
weapons were based on several different arguments, At the most general
level, the advocates for action held to the precepts of People’s War and its
line that only men, not a weapon of mass destruction, could determine the
outcome of any war. Moreover, what the Americans would later cal] a nu-
clear umbrella had been extended to China by the terms of the Sino-Soviet
alliance. The Americans would be deterred, a word never used but clearly
implied.*™

The advocates further argued that the narion’s industry and cities could

. not be effectively targered by the small number of nuclear weapons then

assumed to be in the U.S, arsenal. The industrial base was underdeveloped,
mostly small-scale, and scattered, and the urban population was less than
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10 percent of the country. A nuclear strike against China would be highly
destructive but not decisively so. All these views found official expression
throughout the next decade,

The Politburo deduced that Washington might want to select the PLA’s
bases and troop concentrations in the Northeast as the priority targets for
a U.5. nuclear strike, The Soviet Union had vital interests in the Northeast,
thanks to the secret agreements concluded in February, and Moscow
would have to retaliate in order to protect its own bases in Liishun and
other places. The high command restated its conviction that the Americans
would have to weigh possible Soviet retaliation when they pondered the
pros and cons of a nuclear strike against China.

The foregoing arguments mostly concerned an attack on China proper,
but the advocates of action also argued that the United States would not
resort to nuclear weapons in Korea either. The Chinese forces were expe-
rienced in mobile and guerrilla warfare; they could scatter and hide, as in-
deed they did prior to their massive intervention in October. After entering
Korea, they could take cover in strong, concealed fortifications, and the
Chinese believed that the role of tactical nuclear weapons in the moun-
tainous battlefields of Korea would be limited. Finally, the Chinese and UN
forces would be confronting each other in what was called “jigsaw pattern
warfare” (quanya jiaocuo de zhanzheng). In this confusing and ever chang-
ing battlefield, the Americans could not avoid hitting themselves.

These arguments proved compelling to the Politburo. Party and military
leaders used only a minimum of time debating the likely conditions or con-
sequences of the use of atomic weapons, even as they pursued a political
. campaign to ease fears in the public and the army about the bomb’s effects.
A typical instance of this campaign occurred on August 13 when com-
manders of the Thirteenth Army convened a meeting of officers at the di-
vision level and above in Shenyang to discuss how to accelerate prepara-
tions for war. When the possible U.S. use of nuclear weapons came up on
the agenda, the arguments were familiar and well rehearsed: the atomic
bomb could not decide the outcome of war; any war must ultimately be
determined by the soldiers on the ground; the battlefield use of atomic
bombs would destroy not only Chinese, but also 11.5. troops; the Ameri-
cans would have to think twice before employing a weapon that was uni-
versally opposed by the people of the world. The basic tone of the meeting
was that the Americans would almost certainly not resort to the bomb in
Korea. By this time, no one was seriously offering counterarguments, and
the moad of confidence was dutifully transmitted to the skeptical but reti-
cent soldiers.’*

Nonetheless, there were some quiet dissenters in the high command. In
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his capacity as commander of the Fourth Field Army, Lin Biao, for ex-
ample, ler slip his anxieties about the devastation that could be wrought
by atomic weapons. It should be stressed that accusations against Lin on
this matter long predated his purge and denunciation. Mao had originally
picked Lin to command the Chinese forces in Korea. On September 30,
Mao discussed the appointment with Lin, who underscored the U.S. pos-
session of the bomb and the terrible consequences it could inflict on China.,
Allegedly, when Mao persisted, Lin refused the assignment on the excuse
of poor health .7

Six days later, at a meeting of the Central Military Commission to dis-
cuss how to ensure Soviet assistance to Chinese forces in Korea, Lin Biao
again voiced his concerns about the bomb. After listing the many problems
the leadership was facing in its efforts to consolidate the new regime and
reconstruct the warworn country, he said, “We have a certainty of success
in defeating the Nationalist troops. The United States is highly modern-
ized. In addition, it possesses the atomic bomb. I have no certainty of suc-
cess [in fighting the U.S. army]. The central leadership should consider this
issue with great care.”'”” _

We will never know whether Lin Biao was speaking only for himself or
voicing what other Chinese generals, such as the earlier skeptics He Long,
Ye Jianying, and Su Yu, may have felt but had been unwilling to say openly.
Lin was at least repeating what many in the populace and the army ranks
were grumbling about: the great gamble of making war on a nuclear-
armed nation. In the final analysis, as expected, Mao’s unwavering stand
on the nuclear issue ended the argument. Within days, the time for decision
arrived, and at the moment of truth in early October, no one raised the
nuclear question.
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