The Korean War Episode 14
Hello and welcome history friends patrons all to the KW episode 14. Last time we looked at the incredible revelations in US motive and planning for war in Korea, and we noted that, while these revelations may shock you, they certainly gel with what the US was developing at the time – its direct response to the apparently unassailable Soviet position, NSC 68. In that imaginatively named report, the Truman administration, in top secret fashion, outlined its policy aims and the pressing threats to the American position in the world. The solution, it was declared, was a massive increase in military spending to meet the new threat posed by the Sino-Soviet bloc, and a huge increase in the reach and influence of the American financial and intelligence systems in the meantime. Through these methods, Washington hoped to nip the Soviet threat in the bud, and the Korean peninsula, as we saw, provided the perfect key to unlock this problem.
Korea was the ideal bait, because it would draw in the Soviet Union, invested in the NK government, and the PRC, bordering the Korean peninsula along Manchuria’s Yellow River, which to this day represents the official border between the DPRK and the PRC. In this episode we make the picture a bit more complete, and explain the extent to which the Soviets and Kim Il-Sung were indeed interested in the Korean peninsula. Yet, for Josef Stalin, the issue wasn’t so simple as wanting a war which would explode and get rapidly out of control; he not only needed to draw the PRC in, he also needed to manipulate the war in Korea into being before Mao Zedong launched a successful invasion of Taiwan. This background narrative thus runs concurrently to our major story, but as usual we will do our utmost to keep track of events. Without any further ado then, I will now take you to the PDRK, in late January 1950…
********

It was the message Kim Il-Sung had been waiting for. At last, Stalin declared that he was ‘ready to grant approval’ for a war in Korea, although adding that ‘an operation on such a large scale demands preparation. It is necessary to organise the operation in such a way to minimise risk.’ The Soviet ambassador to Pyongyang communicated this message on 31st January 1950. Ambassador Shtykov reported to Stalin that day that:
Kim Il-Sung received my report with great satisfaction. Your agreement to receive him and your readiness to assist him in this matter made an especially strong impression…He asked me if this means that it is possible to meet with Comrade Stalin on this question. I answered that from this communication it follows that Comrade Stalin is ready to receive you.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Cited in Richard C Thornton, Odd Man Out, p. 101.] 

Kim was elated, and set to work planning both the steps leading to war, and for his meeting to come with Stalin, expected to take place in Moscow at some time in the spring. Between 30th March and 24th April 1950, Kim would be wined and dined in Moscow, as the critical aspects of the war would be planned and discussed. Interestingly, Stalin’s new Chinese ally was not to be told of this meeting – in fact it was to be kept a complete secret from Mao Zedong for as long as possible. Kim wanted to keep the arrangement secret as well, but not from Mao – believing that the Chinese comrade had already been informed of the meeting, what he really wanted was to keep the matter secret from the rest of world or, in geographic terms, from the South Korean government. Kim was at this point beginning to harbour doubts. 
For all his posturing and apparent confidence in the success of the invasion, Kim was wary of the possibility that the South Koreans might not support him. Stalin managed to persuade him, noting that the Korean people would follow a strong leader like sheep, but giving one of his many prophetic, revealing warnings about the conflict to come. As if signalling his hopes for what the Korean War would become – a struggle which would draw China in and prevent its completion of its own civil war – Stalin said to Kim that:
The Korean friends should not expect great assistance and support from the Soviet Union, because it had more important challenges to meet than the Korean problem. The situation in the west was very difficult and was occupying much of its time…If the US participated in the war, the Soviet Union had no intention of fighting the US…The Korean friends should consult more with Mao Zedong because he had a good understanding of Oriental matters.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Cited in Ibid, p. 103.] 

With this cable, Kim could be forgiven for thinking that Stalin’s policy towards him had changed. Where once he had given every indication that he intended to support North Korea in whatever means proved necessary, now he seemed to be cautioning his own non-interference. Supplying arms and materials was one thing, but Stalin was evidently wary of becoming actively involved in the war to come. This of course was Stalin’s plan all along – to create the Korean War but to avoid any damage which the conflict may inflict upon its combatants. The Chinese would instead be on the receiving end of such damage; hence Stalin’s strategic nudging of Kim towards Mao Zedong. 
Stalin knew that Kim was wary of putting too much trust or reliance on Mao, as Kim feared, ironically enough, that Mao would attempt to take control of the war in Korea if he was allowed, owing to the geographic proximity of the conflict to Manchuria. Of course, this geographic proximity was what Stalin was relying upon, but Kim was also reasonably sure at the same time that even if Stalin said he would not intervene, he could not allow North Korea to fall to the West should the worst outcome occur. After all, did the Soviet Union not have the atomic bomb, and was Moscow not sworn to protect its allies with it? In the event, Kim was partially correct – Stalin would authorise limited Soviet involvement in the war, most infamously through the use of Soviet jet fighters, and the secret provision of Soviet pilots to fly the trademark MIG planes which would come up against their American counterparts in the northwest corner of the peninsula, at a theatre deemed MIG ally. All this was to come, but Stalin was confident in his own right that as much as he may plan for his own venture, Mao would be unable to ignore the danger to his own regime if North Korea teetered on the edge of collapse. In fact, Stalin was counting on this assumption and had based his entire Korean policy around it.
In late February, a group of military advisors travelled from the Soviet Union to Pyongyang, and began to help their North Korean allies oversee war preparations. At the same time, the shipments of war materiel to Kim’s regime massively increased. All the things a budding administration on the warpath needs to sustain itself – planes, small arms, huge stocks of ammunition, medical supplies and barrels of oil all began to pour into North Korea over the Manchurian railway. Mao cannot have been ignorant of what was going on here; we saw last time that Washington was becoming aware of this build-up of soldiers and materials, and anticipated that a war on the peninsula would be on the cards soon, so Mao can’t have been ignorant of such developments taking place in his own backyard. The build-up was especially disconcerting to Mao because he was noticing at the same time that the promised Soviet shipments to China for the purpose of the invasion of Taiwan had significantly slowed to a trickle. This, Mao rightly perceived, was Stalin’s way of attempting to launch the KW before Mao would be in a position to launch his invasion of Taiwan. 
In the midst of such aggravating developments, Mao was approached by the NK ambassador. Mao was intensely suspicious of what Kim was up to, all the more so because the ambassador insisted Kim was undergoing medical treatment throughout April and thus couldn’t be reached. The real reason he couldn’t be reached of course was that he was secretly meeting with Stalin in Moscow. In an effort to pry some useful information out of ambassador Yi from NK, Mao tried to test the waters and see if any NK plans were yet in place for an invasion of the South. Mao said that ‘if a third world war begins, Korea will not escape participation in it, therefore the Korean PDR should prepare its armed forces.’ Yi’s vague response only heightened Mao’s suspicions. What is interesting about this exchange is that Yi didn’t actually get a chance to tell Kim about it, since by that point Kim was still in Moscow. One person who did find out, by hook or by crook, was Stalin, and he must have been greatly amused by what happened next. 
Unaware that Stalin knew what his ambassador had said, and having not read his ambassador’s report himself, Kim tried to misrepresent the exchange between his ambassador and Mao in a bid to build the picture that he wanted to build, and to persuade Stalin further of his own view of the looming conflict. Where Yi had been told by Mao that ‘if a third world war begins, Korea will not escape participation in it, therefore the Korean PDR should prepare its armed forces’, Kim told Stalin that Mao said was that peaceful unification was impossible, ‘solely military means are required to unify Korea. As regards the Americans, there is no need to be afraid of them. The Americans will not enter a world war for such a small territory.’[footnoteRef:3] Kim’s behaviour here places him still further in the ‘duped’ camp during the build-up to the war. Kim had lied to Stalin and presented Mao as all for the war, out of the belief that if Mao was unsupportive, Stalin would delay his plans for the conflict. Kim wanted the war to begin as soon as possible. In fact, Stalin was determined to go ahead with the war regardless of what Mao thought.  [3:  See Ibid, pp. 104-105.] 

On 13th May 1950, Kim and some allies travelled by plane to Beijing with the aim of informing Mao of the plans for war in Korea – which they thought he had been mostly appraised of by Stalin already – and with fostering closer cooperation between such strategically linked neighbours on the eve of such a war. This was the end result of the talks between Kim’s Ambassador Yi in Beijing with Mao and Zhou Enlai, and while Mao certainly had his suspicions that the North Koreans were planning something, he had been unable to wrest a solid answer from the ambassador while Kim had been in Moscow. It was only when the two leaders met face to face that Mao would have to hide his outrage at the fact that all this planning had been going on behind his back, and that Stalin had determined to go with the Korean theatre before helping Mao finish off his Taiwan problem. 
Thankfully for Mao, he was at least a good actor, and Kim was none the wiser that Mao and Stalin were far from seeing eye to eye on the matter. What is really interesting though, considering what we learned in the last episode on the developments in American foreign policy during this period, was the explanation Stalin gave to Mao, after the latter sent him a terse cable late in the evening of 14th May, after having just waved Kim goodbye for the night. Mao, wanting to know exactly how long this charade had been going on, asked Stalin for the personal clarifications that the Soviet Union was effectively abandoning Mao’s plan in favour of this Korean one. Stalin cabled back only a few hours later early the next morning, noting that ‘in light of the changed international situation, they agree with the proposal of the Koreans to move toward unification.’ What ‘changed international situation’ could Stalin be referring to? Could it be the latest report by the NSC, published on a top secret basis in the previous month? Was Stalin aware enough of NSC 68, that ground-breaking US foreign policy change, that he was now using it to justify the KW to Mao?
[bookmark: _GoBack]To Mao, the whole thing stank. It is not clear if Mao was informed of NSC 68, or if Stalin was referring to something else when he talked of the changed international situation – such as the Soviet acquisition of the atomic bomb for instance. On the other hand, it was entirely possible that Stalin was simply using that excuse as a smokescreen, to make Mao overthink things and to overlook the Korean elephant in the room. It is also worth noting that Stalin may have wanted to see Mao panic, and to rush into the invasion of Taiwan now before the Korean adventure could take place. This rushing would either result in failure, further weakening Mao’s position, or it would be successful, and the West would be of the impression that these apparently coordinated attacks signalled a communist campaign against its position. If Washington adopted this siege mentality, and blamed the Chinese for this sense of threat in both Taiwan and Korea, then there would be no question of a Sino-American reapproachment. Mao, however, would not stand for this, and since Kim was in his house after all, he could now try to persuade the North Korean leader against the invasion, thus outmanoeuvring Stalin in the process.
Try as he might though, Mao could not persuade Kim to stand down. Kim was convinced that the coming war would be a success, and he was also confident that the Soviet supplies would be enough to furnish Pyongyang with a glorious victory. Kim had evidently become intoxicated by the prospects of success, and Stalin knew this when he waved him off in late April. Thus, Kim may have believed he was travelling to Beijing to let Mao know of the war, but in reality he was going as an agent of Stalin, to rub the war in Mao’s face, and to present the conflict as a fait accompli to the Chinese leader which he was plainly powerless to halt. If Sino-Korean tensions escalated on the eve of war, then so did Soviet-Korean cooperation, as the war supplies to NK only increased to new heights. Interestingly, almost as a further snub to Mao, these increased supplies in the last month of peace were delivered by sea rather than by land. Such an act, in the words of North Korea’s head of logistics, was done ‘for the specific purpose of denying the Chinese any hard intelligence of about the North’s preparations.’ This NK official noted that:
Even before Mao gave his approval of Kim’s intentions, the Soviet leader began to act. After Kim’s meeting with Stalin, Moscow began to send additional weapons. As soon as Kim Il-Sung returned home, the weapons began to arrive in huge numbers at the port of Chongjin. The quantities were obviously bigger than before. This was a final stage in the preparations for war. On arrival, the weapons were immediately distributed among the troops deployed along the 38th parallel.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Cited in Ibid, p. 108.] 

By the time NK began the war on 26th June 1950, it had ten infantry divisions, 258 tanks, 1,600 artillery pieces and 178 planes. More interesting than the end result though was the fact that the NK army went from roughly on par quantitatively with the South at the end of May to massively overwhelming at the end of June, and on the eve of war. The Soviet Union evidently stepped up its supply of arms and materials to NK in the final month, likely because Stalin was rushing by that point to place as much strength at Kim’s disposal in a bid to make him strike before Mao had the chance. Furthermore, as if to prove the theory that Stalin was in a hurry even further, Soviet military advisors drew up the war plans for the North Koreans to use as soon as Kim returned from Moscow in late April. 
In the space of a few days, they had completely revitalised the strategic value of Kim’s invasion plan, in place of the old plan which was limited by its defensive nature, and all the while such a plan was kept deliberately secret from Mao Zedong, who was plainly being kept in the dark about North Korean military capabilities and of the likelihood for success. Stalin couldn’t afford to let Mao intervene and argue the point about the war strategy in this eleventh hour; Kim must be persuaded through this shiny new war plan and his sudden abundance of military force that there was no time like the present, and that he had to push forward as soon as was possible.
The reason for Stalin’s haste was that he was racing against the similar plans of Mao Zedong, who had massing a huge army on the Chinese coast, and who planned to assault Taiwan with or without Soviet help. Yet Stalin’s very haste may well have damaged the Korean plan, since, as according to NK chief of operations bureau ‘they [the Soviets] 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.’ Mistakes were a natural part of warfare and could only be plugged up as best as one could manage, but opposition to such plans was another issue entirely. One of outspoken voices against the KW plan was none other than NK’s secretary of defence, Choe Yong-gon. Even though Choe was a senior communist government member and a supporter of the pro-Soviet faction in Kim’s court, he was convinced that the Soviet war plan was destined to fail, and he was also concerned at what the Americans would do. 
He correctly anticipated that after the fall of China to communism, Washington wouldn’t permit SK to also fall into communist hands. Considering the mood of the time, Choe was lucky to not be purged, yet his veteran status singled him out as an invaluable figure, particularly when the war predictably did turn against Kim. When Choe returned to work in August, after having resigned in May in protest, he likely had a smug sort of smile on his face, but he of course knew better than to say I told you so. Choe, like so many other native Koreans, would be swept up into the whirlwind that the conflict generated, having had no say over its course or direction. What is perhaps most interesting about the Choe episode was Stalin’s interjection on Choe’s behalf; understanding the perilous status of Kim’s regime when the allied counterattack began in August, Stalin advised Kim to let bygones be bygones, and not to look such an experienced official in the mouth. Kim did as he was told, as, again, did so many native Koreans in the build-up to the war.
By the last week of June, Kim was armed with a vague understanding with Mao Zedong, and a clear message from Stalin which said that the Soviet Union would not directly intervene on its side. What Kim Il-Sung thus had to rely on was the use of force, and this force had been an asset of Stalin’s making in the last few weeks leading up to the war, particularly in the realm of tanks, as nearly 150 T34 tanks were supplied from mid-May, providing Kim with a terrifying capacity to thrust forward in a lightning strike, and push the allies into the sea before any form of counterattack could be envisioned. We’ll see in the next few episodes how Washington was forced, almost in spite of itself, to provide an emergency response task force well-versed in amphibious landings. The challenge was providing enough force to hold NK back, but not so much that a great struggle was prevented – this great struggle, as Dean Acheson would audaciously demonstrate through his lax approach to SK in the final weeks of peace, was the essential key to unlocking the American potential, and at its core, was the Chinese intervention.
Whether Mao Zedong ever realised the extent to which his nominal ally and his nominal rival depended upon his position for the sake of their own ends ever occurred to him or not is worth considering, just as it is surely worth considering whether the Soviet Union and the US ever realised that both of their plans had, at their core, the same outcome in mind. Both Washington and Moscow wanted the war to escalate and pull the Chinese in, because only through such intervention could Washington get its budget increases, and Moscow get its Chinese alienation. Stalin was at least better connected to the Chinese leader than the Truman administration, and he was able to rely on the fact that without his aid, Mao wouldn’t be able to launch an invasion of Taiwan – or was he? Perhaps out of a sense of seething anger more than anything else, once Mao discovered through Kim Il-Sung rather than his actual ally that Stalin had chosen Korea over Taiwan, the Chinese leader swung from patience to defiance. 
He could not allow Stalin to control the initiative, and determined to attack Taiwan with what he had on hand, safe in the knowledge that the American policy towards Taiwan as laid down in NSC 48 would mean American non-intervention. From this, we can deduce, as did Stalin, that Mao didn’t know about NSC 68, or the rapid shift in American foreign policy which now declared Taiwan as a place of national importance for holding the line against communism. The importance of being up to date with your rival’s latest policy had never been so stark; because Stalin knew about NSC 68, either through his agent network in the US or leaks elsewhere, he knew that the Americans would look unfavourably upon any infringement of non-communist states. Yet, as informed as he was, Stalin didn’t seem to possess the full picture, and this is where things can get a bit complicated, and why there are some doubts over whether he actually knew about NSC 68 after all. 
For one, it’s worth remembering the goal of NSC 68 – it intended to launch the US and its allies into a major war of attrition, so that massive budget increases would be justified. Thus, Korea was the perfect fit. If Stalin knew all aspects of NSC 68 then, it stands to reason that he would also have understood the value that Korea now held for these new American interests, and the extent to which Washington now relied upon the North Koreans to violate the sovereignty of the South, with Soviet pushing of course. Had he known that he was playing into American hands by giving them the war they wanted, Stalin may well still have pushed for it, since in this case, he could get more out of the war than out of peace. In peacetime, he would be forced to support Mao’s invasion of Taiwan, which would open up a whole range of problems to the Soviet position. 
Even if Washington expected the Korean attack, this didn’t change the fact that the conflict was guaranteed to hold China to ransom either way. In my view though, I think what probably happened was that Stalin got some pieces of information from NSC 68, and enough to know that American foreign policy was undergoing a shift, but not so much that he understood every aspect of it. We must bear in mind that only two months existed in the time between when Truman received NSC 68 on his desk on 11th April, and when the KW broke out on 25th June. Had Stalin had longer, he may have found out more about what the Americans wanted, and he may well have decided in the end that playing into Washington’s hands was not worth it, but this is unlikely. The very reason why Stalin only had two months was because of his own self-imposed timetable – he needed the war to come before Mao’s Taiwanese venture, which seemed tantalisingly close to taking place.
Mao Zedong knew that he possessed an abundance of men, money and materials in comparison to Chiang Kai-Shek, but such plenty wasn’t going to be enough unless his men suddenly grew gills. Mao was suffering from an acute shortage of amphibious craft, and of any kind of aircraft. So low was Mao on aircraft, that Chiang had been able to ship his men around unfettered, as they occupied key island bastions throughout the spring of 1950. These forward bases would provide the first line of defence against any invasion of Taiwan, and it seemed perfectly impossible for Mao to crack these nuts while he lacked the vital sea and air equipment. This of course was why he had been forced against his better judgement to depend on the Soviets, who had drip fed him and kept him on the long finger long enough to delay his action altogether. The monsoon seasons in July would seriously hamper any effort to reach Taiwan or any other islands, and so Mao felt he would have to make some kind of show of force at least before that point, to keep the pressure piled on the republicans. 
Incredibly, Mao proved so vulnerable, and his mainland cities such as Shanghai received such a beating from Chiang Kai-Shek’s air assaults, that Stalin gingerly sent some MIG fighters to defend their ally. Making their first appearance in the Asian theatre in April 1950, several hundred Soviet pilots flew sorties against the republican Chinese, only to then withdraw their support at the moment when it seemed as though they might stay behind. This act had plainly been designed both to send a message to Mao, and to further distract him from his goal over the spring, and Mao’s rage only bubbled higher as the weeks progressed. In line with Mao’s determination to defy Moscow, he ordered an invasion of Hainan Island, one Chiang’s outlying strongholds guarding the route to Taiwan, and eventually captured it. Yet, the tiny island cost Mao 10k casualties, and the republican army – well supplied and well supported from the air – withdrew in vast numbers to Taiwan to fight another day. It had been a symbolic republican stand and a strategic withdrawal, but hardly the rapturous communist triumph Mao had desired.
Mao demobilised 1.4 million men from the previously gargantuan 5.4 million Chinese serving in the PLA, since such an act would hopefully provide funds with which the new equipment could be quickly paid for, if the Soviet Union were to send it hastily. Mao thought that if he promised instant payment, Stalin would have no choice but to oblige. Yet it was clear from May that the conflict in Korea would now be used as an excuse. Any arms or equipment which Stalin had originally intended to send, whenever that time was due to come, had been diverted to the more pressing action in Korea. Chiang Kai-Shek, under the impression that the US would not save Taiwan after all, following a blip of optimism after the Sino-Soviet pact, withdrew all his forces from the outlying islands and concentrated everything in Taiwan. Washington’s grounds for not supporting Chiang Kai-Shek with the planes he requested can likely be explained by the decision by Dean Acheson to reiterate the old policy to the republican Chinese, rather than inform them of the new one. In this way, there would be no reason for the gathering storm in North Korea to suspect that anything had changed. 
In fact, with the withdrawal from these islands, prospects for Chiang’s regime in Taiwan appeared dreadfully gloomy. The American charge d’affaires on the island was predicting the fall of the republican regime within the month at the earliest, or three months at most. Americans were advised not to travel to Taiwan, in the midst of a massive Chinese build-up of forces along the coast opposite the island, and the heavy rhetoric directed at Chiang which declared him a warmonger, and insisted he should do the humane thing and make an organised peace with the PRC. If one could have watched the scene taking place in Asia over May and June 1950, it would have been apparent that in both NK and in the land immediately opposite Taiwan, something serious was going down. As if sensing that war in Korea was imminent, Mao felt a sense of urgency like never before, and told his commanders to think of the process by which Taiwan would be seized. 
Right as this was happening, North Korean soldiers were crossing the border and testing the defences of the utterly beleaguered South Korean army. After having concentrated with all the force at his fingertips for the last few weeks, by the second half of June 1950 Kim Il-Sung was waiting on the final pieces of his venture. Mao Zedong, a few hundred miles away, was himself plotting the invasion, due by the end of July if weather permitted. Had Mao launched his invasion of Taiwan, it is far from certain how the conflict would have progressed. Short of American aid, Taiwan could not hold out forever, yet its forces were enjoying a spike in morale, thanks perhaps to a strange sense that the attentions of the PLA were about to be turned elsewhere. As the Americans looked on, knowing that they would have to commit forces either way, Josef Stalin’s ambitions, Kim Il-Sung’s dreams, and the finer details of NSC 68, all were about to be fulfilled. 
At 4:40AM on a Sunday, 25th June 1950, Kim’s NK army spilled over the 38th parallel for the first time, setting in motion the next three generations of bitter Korean animosity, and playing right into the lap of the Soviet Union and the USA. In the next episode, we will take our coverage back a little bit, and examine the situation in SK on the eve of the war. It is in that episode that we’ll see for ourselves just how cynically single-minded the Truman administration had become in its quest to fulfil the terms of NSC 68. SK, although a troubled Syngman Rhee could never have imagined such a nightmare, had been chosen as the pawn in a wider game, and America was soon to launch its checkmate. First though, we have to see exactly how Washington managed to pretend as though all was well in SK for nearly half a year, when the message from Seoul spoke of nothing less than doom. That’s all to come history friends, but until then my name is Zack and you have been listening to episode 14 of the KW. Thanks for listening and I’ll be seeing you all soon.
