
[image: ]


PRAISE FOR

The Two Koreas:

“A well-reported if unfinished story, well told by someone who has been a Korea-watcher for almost four decades. . . . Probing behind events to reveal the machinations of key politicians, generals, and bureaucrats, often re-creating the dynamics shaping their behavior, is the strength of this book. . . . Oberdorfer chronicles with impressive detail the pathos of the nuclear crisis and the freezing of North-South relations it precipitated. What emerges from The Two Koreas is a portrait of precisely why the peninsula is so volatile: two rivals competing for national legitimacy in a culture where compromise is tantamount to defeat. . . . Oberdorfer refrains from punditry and predictions, letting his powerful material tell the story.”—The Boston Globe

“[A] fine book. . . . [Oberdorfer’s] gripping narrative should chasten our leaders and inform our citizenry about the continuing perils and costs of America’s involvement with Korea. At a time when frivolous sensationalism dominates the media, [The Two Koreas] illustrates the virtues of a life given to honest, independent, inquiring journalism. . . . [It is] a detailed insider’s account of the period since President Nixon opened China. . . . Oberdorfer excels at weaving together the characters and events of the period (often ones that he covered as a reporter) with more recent interviews with major participants in Washington, Seoul, Pyongyang, Beijing and Tokyo. He also pays more attention than usual to the work of scholars on Korea. What results is not really the history of the two Koreas but of American relations with Korea in the last 25 years. Oberdorfer is often definitive on that subject, deploying information that even specialists do not know.”—Bruce Cumings, The Los Angeles Times

“Oberdorfer is one of America’s keenest analysts of the international scene.” —James A. Baker III, former U.S. Secretary of State

“An authoritative and readable work of history that will inform [Oberdorfer’s] colleagues and the public at large as they watch the future of the Cold War’s last remaining division unfold. . . . Even for those who know a lot about recent diplomacy, Oberdorfer fills in gaps, having interviewed many key participants.” —USA Today

“Though he is an old Asia hand who has made many visits to the Korean peninsula—including two to North Korea—he deliberately keeps himself out of this book. Mistrusting his impressions, Oberdorfer, a retired diplomatic correspondent for The Washington Post, researched exhaustively, conducting more than 450 interviews. The result is a comprehensive and informative . . . account of postwar Korean history, from the Korean War to the rise of democracy in the South to the nuclear-weapons crisis in the North.”—The Globe and Mail

“A most timely book to understand what could happen if North Korea implodes or attacks South Korea.”—St. Louis Post-Dispatch

“[A] fine new book. . . . Oberdorfer is the sort of well-informed and conscientious journalist with a lifetime of experience that academic specialists can learn a lot from, and general readers will find this a lively, interesting, accessible, and satisfying book. It is not quite a contemporary history of the two Koreas (there are only a few Korean voices, and large swaths of domestic Korean history are left out), but it is the best history of the past 30 years of American-Korean relations. . . . Oberdorfer pens remarkably accurate portraits of a string of South Korean presidents. . . . The Two Koreas should give pause to those who think we should fight wars to keep the instruments of war out of the wrong hands.” —Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists

“Oberdorfer, veteran Washington Post diplomatic correspondent who has met every South Korean president on their home ground and every North Korean foreign minister during their annual trips to the United States, does an excellent job of filling in the blanks in our knowledge of events from 1953 until today. . . . The picture Oberdorfer presents is by no means a clear view of sweetness and light and democracy on our side, and communist tyranny and terror on their side.”—Florida Times-Union

“A fine overview of Korea’s recent past.”—Kirkus Reviews

“Combining the depth and authority of a first-rate textbook with the readability of a good novel, [The Two Koreas] has proven to be a wonderful teaching tool for instructors and students alike.”—Carter J. Eckert, Professor of Korean History, Harvard University

“A useful primer on policy.”—The Weekend Australian

“Packed with great details and anecdotes which bring the whole extraordinary saga [of the two Koreas] to life . . . [Oberdorfer] is particularly good at detailing how the South gained the military and economic upper hand from the 1980s onwards as the North’s communist backers deserted it. He sheds much light on how the Soviet Union stepped in to bankroll Kim Il-sung after China reduced its support under new leader Deng Xiaoping. And how with the Soviet Union’s collapse seven years ago, North Korea, refusing to contemplate reforms, went into economic free-fall. . . . Oberdorfer’s description of the friendship forged between [Carter and Il-sung] . . . is worth the price of the book alone. . . . [A] skillful mixture of reportage and history which opens the door to understanding what will happen next.”—South China Morning Post (Hong Kong)

“Engrossing, informative, wise. A rare achievement, the best account yet of a tragically divided country.”—Ezra Vogel, Director, Asia Center, Harvard University

“Award-winning contemporary history from a veteran correspondent whose contacts book is as fat as the Old Testament. Here he traces the last 50 years of divided Korea, a tragic situation that we have all too readily learned to live with. With expert knowledge of both sides of the DMZ, Oberdorfer is able to trace common currents of Koreanness that unite the two halves. The real strength of the book is in its meticulous research about how other countries have treated Korea, a natural emphasis in the case of a country crucial to the security interests of Japan, China, Russia and the United States. . . . Oberdorfer . . . stitch[es] together a wonderful tapestry of fact and anecdote, all impeccably sourced to firsthand information from key players like Gorbachev and George Schultz. Journalism is known as the first draft of history, but this will probably stand unchallenged.”—The Daily Yomiuri (Tokyo)
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For the people of the two Koreas May they be one again, and soon.
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PREFACE TO THE NEW EDITION

In the twelve years since Don Oberdorfer finished updating his well-respected account of the events and personalities that shaped Korean history after the Korean War, much has happened on the divided peninsula, yet the situation remains frozen in many ways. The South is richer than ever, but is facing the same serious demographic problems that plague much of the industrialized world—low birthrates, wrenching changes in the traditional family structure, underutilization of its educated younger generations, and the need to develop social safety nets to deal with an aging population. All of these challenges have been compounded by the South’s ongoing confrontation with North Korea—a confrontation that, in some ways, has become more dangerous than at any time in the past thirty years.

North Korea is today no closer to achieving its economic goals than it has ever been and is falling further and further behind the rest of the countries in Northeast Asia. Internal pressures are growing from a population no longer as docile as it once was, nor as willing to accept the promises of a better tomorrow from a state that the people now realize cannot provide even for their basic needs. Meanwhile, development of nuclear weapons, a goal of North Korea’s for the past three decades, has not brought it security.

The one new element in the North is the advent of a young leader educated, for at least a few years, in the West. Kim Jong Un is an unknown quantity to the outside world, but in his first eighteen months in power he has demonstrated that he is prepared to lead the country in new directions. At times he is more confrontational than his father, Kim Jong Il, but he is no less capable of keeping his neighbors on edge.

Over the past decade, China has emerged as a player in Korea as it has not been for well over a hundred years. How far Beijing is willing to assert itself on the Korean peninsula is not yet clear, though everyone in Asia knows that they are watching an emerging China replace the influence of what appears to be, by contrast, a diminished United States.

When Don Oberdorfer asked if I would help revise and update The Two Koreas, it was a simple decision to make. After forty years in Washington, all of them focused on Asia (indeed, virtually all of them focused on Korea), it was an offer I could not refuse. I knew that to match Don’s experience was impossible, though his name ended up opening many doors for me as I conducted interviews. Matching the rhythm and richness of the previous editions’ prose was a goal I set early, because the impact of the story of The Two Koreas is not just in the content but in the telling. Throughout the first sixteen chapters, Don frequently referred to his own experience and observations of people and events, using the first-person pronoun. For the sake of consistency, we decided to continue that practice in the three new chapters, that is, the first-person pronoun refers to Don. Again, for the sake of consistency, in the new chapters my own involvement in events is handled in the third person.

Like Don, I am not a historian, though I lived some of the history in this book and saw firsthand at least some of what unfolded in the years covered in the three new chapters. Many people helped me learn what I did not know, and I hope I have done a decent job of telling the story as they saw it. Part of the task before me was updating the earlier sixteen chapters, if there was anything left to add. I knew if anyone would have a grasp of new information on old events, it would be the scholars at the Wilson Center’s Cold War History Project. They did, and their work deserves great respect.

Johns Hopkins University and the Pacific Century Institute supported this project; it would not have been possible without them. I am especially grateful to Spencer Kim for his backing and encouragement in this endeavor. Stanford University’s Center of International Security and Cooperation has given me an academic home for many years, and my ongoing contact with CISAC’s experts and scholars has been invaluable.

My greatest disappointment is that the North Koreans, despite repeated requests, would not take the opportunity Don and I offered them to contribute their perspective to this new edition. Someday, officials in Pyongyang will understand that a history of their country written without them does them no favors. Apparently, that day has not yet come.

It soon becomes obvious to anyone who deals with Korea for more than a few years that it is a drama on many levels, with great historical forces grinding at a people who for more than a hundred years have not been left in the peace and quiet that their country, with its rows of hills shrouded in morning mist, might offer in abundance. Perhaps the next edition of this book can end on a happy note. But as Don observed in his preface to the second edition, “The outcome of the drama on the Korean peninsula is still beyond our reach.” For this third edition, the story remains unfinished, and, sadly, the dangers remain profound.

—Robert Carlin, Washington, May 2013


PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

          We are now traveling the length of free Korea by troop train, from the southern tip, the port of Pusan, to almost the farthest point therefrom, Inchon on the northwest coast. . . . Our first impressions, at Pusan, were miserable and pathetic. The dirtiest children I have ever seen anywhere evaded MPs around the train to beg from GIs. One boy crawled around the train on his only leg; what had been his left one was off at the thigh. When our train pulled out, several boys threw rocks at the train. . . . Out of Pusan, however, the picture is better. The Korean countryside is quite mountainous, with villages in the little stretches of valleys between the rugged, unadorned crags. The people in the villages till the soil and wash in the muddy water holes, and the children do God-knows-what. They line the sides of the railroad and shout, “hello, hello” at the troop train, hoping to be thrown cigarettes or candy or something of value.

—FROM MY DIARY, August 11, 1953

This was my introduction to Korea as a US Army lieutenant weeks after the armistice that ended the bloody three-year war on the peninsula and the beginning of a lifelong interest in an embattled and amazing country. In my field artillery unit just south of the cease-fire line, we were dug in and ready to renew the battle against heavily armed North Korean units stationed across the hills only a mile or two away. We did not know how fragile or hardy the armistice would be or how long the truce would hold, but none of us would have believed that the state of no-war, no-peace would persist into the twenty-first century.

The massively fortified strip bisecting the Korean peninsula was one of the world’s most dangerous potential flash points throughout the Cold War. Although the barriers have come down nearly everywhere else, at this writing Korea remains—as President Bill Clinton said in his 1997 State of the Union address—“the Cold War’s last divide.” The misnamed “demilitarized zone” (DMZ), a verdant but heavily mined sanctuary for wild birds and animals, continues to be the focal point of the most powerful concentrations of opposing military forces of the post–Cold War world despite both secret and open attempts at reconciliation. Close to 2 million troops, including 37,000 from the United States who would be instantly involved in new hostilities, are on duty in North or South Korea, with many on hair-trigger alert wielding powerful weapons of war. Today, despite dramatic and hopeful recent developments, American overseas commitments and military forces are at greater risk at the Korean DMZ than anywhere else on earth.

While the confrontation across the DMZ continues, almost everything else has changed dramatically. South of the dividing line, the Republic of Korea (ROK) has developed since the 1970s into an economic powerhouse. By 1997 it was the world’s eleventh largest economy and one of the foremost producers of ships, automobiles, electronics, steel, and a host of other goods, with a per capita income of more than ten thousand dollars per year. By that time, its feisty democracy had thrown off all vestiges of military rule and imprisoned the two generals who had led the country in the 1980s. Late in 1997, it was suddenly beset by a massive financial crisis that began in Southeast Asia. In this atmosphere, it elected longtime opposition leader Kim Dae Jung as its president for the next five years. He immediately set about to stabilize and reform the economy and undertake new and positive engagement toward the North. Although economic reform is still incomplete, his determined and persistent policy toward the North paid off in an unprecedented summit meeting in June 2000 and the promise of extensive North-South interaction in economic, political, and even military fields.

North of the dividing line, the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK), which developed its own unique brand of communist Confucianism, remains militarily powerful but has lost the race in every other way. Early in the 1990s, North Korea was abandoned by its former sponsor and ally, the Soviet Union, which established close relations with South Korea and then collapsed, and was devalued by its other major sponsor and ally, China, which became more interested in markets than in Marxism. Following the death of its founding leader in 1994, North Korea suffered a sharp economic decline, which was a central factor in a famine in outlying areas that led to massive loss of life.

Under the successor leadership of the enigmatic Kim Jong Il, the eldest son of the founder, Pyongyang was forced to turn to the outside world for humanitarian assistance in the mid-1990s. Late in the decade, North Korea undertook new policies of engagement with South Korea, the United States, and a variety of other Asian and European countries. At this writing, it is yet uncertain whether Kim Jong Il’s limited opening and cautious domestic reforms will continue and, if so, whether these actions will bring about a revival of the North Korean economy and secure the survival of the regime. In the preface to the first edition of this book, I wrote that it seemed unlikely that the DPRK could survive in its existing form without such major changes. As risky as they may be, the North’s new policies, I believe, have improved its odds.

I have sought to record here the ways in which the two halves of this ancient and homogeneous people, thoughtlessly divided at the end of World War II by the great powers, have grappled with each other for advantage and supremacy in the past three decades and how they have dealt with the powerful forces all around them. The course of their struggle, like those that enveloped the Korean peninsula for many centuries past, has been deeply affected by the actions of the surrounding powers—China, Japan, and Russia. Since World War II and especially since the Korean War, in which nearly 1.5 million Americans served and 36,000 Americans were killed, the United States has played a major role. Korea is the only country in the world where the interests and security concerns of these four powers directly intersect. Although the major powers have had a large impact on Korea’s fate, the hardy, gutsy, independent-minded Koreans on both sides of the DMZ have demanded and won for themselves important roles. Beginning with the North-South summit meeting of June 2000, they have begun to take their future into their own hands as never before.

Because of its turbulent history, its strategic location, and its enduring state of tension, Korea has often flitted across the world’s newspaper headlines and television screens in the past thirty years, only to disappear from view when the immediate dangers seemed to pass. The episodic nature of the world’s attention means that most people in most countries have little idea how the recurrent Korea crises developed or what their significance has been. Whether acts of war, terrorism or heroism, showdowns over nuclear weapons, the sudden deaths of Korean leaders, the starvation of the people of the North, or the turn toward peaceful engagement, the news from and about Korea has been marked by a remarkable absence of historical context, background, or basis for understanding.

Upon retiring from daily journalism in 1993, I set out to remedy this omission by producing a history of the North-South conflict and conciliation in contemporary Korea, with special attention to the roles of the outside powers. It seemed presumptuous for an American to undertake this task, but I realized I had advantages not available to most others. I was a witness to some of the events described here during my 1972–1975 tenure as Northeast Asia correspondent for the Washington Post and lived through other major events in Washington or in nearly yearly trips to Korea as the newspaper’s diplomatic correspondent in the seventeen years thereafter. I have met all of South Korea’s presidents, except its founding president, Syngman Rhee, and most of the other senior political leaders of that country. Starting in the mid-1980s, I met North Korea’s foreign minister or his senior deputy almost every year during their annual trips to the United Nations General Assembly in New York. These and other contacts led to my visits to North Korea in 1991 and 1995. I have been fortunate to have had many associations with present and former officials of the governments in Washington, Beijing, Moscow, and Tokyo, who provided unusual access to international aspects of the story.

The original edition of this book was four years in the making, nearly equally divided between research and writing, during which I examined the past while keeping up with fast-paced current events. The sponsorship of Johns Hopkins University’s Nitze School of Advanced International Studies, which appointed me journalist-in-residence upon my retirement from the Washington Post, and grants from the Rockefeller Brothers Fund and the Korea Foundation made it possible for me to concentrate almost full-time on this effort in 1993–1997 and to travel extensively to interview hundreds of participants in the events described here. After the dramatic events of 1998–2000, I decided to add a new chapter to bring the story up to date.

Despite all efforts, I continue to be impressed with what I do not know, especially about North Korea. Despite the limited opening, the decision-making and moving forces behind the scenes in Pyongyang remain obscured in a secrecy that is unique in the world for its thoroughness and pervasiveness. Unlike the former Soviet Union and even China, North Korea has revealed virtually none of the documentation of discussions and decisions, even from its earliest era. Using sources available to me elsewhere, including archival materials from the Soviet Union and the (East) German Democratic Republic (GDR) as well as former diplomats and experts from those countries, I have done my best to discover and understand what underlay thought and action in North Korea in earlier times.

This is my third book of what has been called “contemporary history,” which seeks to transcend journalism but is written only a few years after the events it describes. Like my first book, Tet!, on the crucial battle of the Vietnam War, and The Turn (more recently republished as From the Cold War to a New Era), on the diplomacy of the United States and the Soviet Union between 1983 and 1991, this volume goes to press while the outcome of the drama on the Korean peninsula is still beyond our reach. As in my earlier works, I was inspired by a quotation from British historian Dame C. Veronica Wedgwood: “History is written backward but lived forward. Those who know the end of the story can never know what it was like at the time.” What follows is intended to convey what it was like at the time, before the end of the story is known.1

—Don Oberdorfer, Washington, March 2001


A NOTE ON KOREAN NAMES

The remarkable thing about Korean names is that so many of them are almost the same. The three most common surnames, Kim, Lee, and Park, account for more than 40 percent of the entire population of South Korea, according to a recent census. The surname Kim is associated with the mythical founder of the Silla dynasty. Lee (or Yi, in Korean) is the name of the dynasty that ruled Korea from 1392 to the annexation of Korea by Japan in 1910. Park also has an ancient origin. Only about 250 different surnames are known to exist among South Korea’s 44 million people.

As is the case with most other East Asian names, the surname is usually written first, as in Kim Il Sung or Kim Young Sam. I have followed this practice throughout the book, except for a few figures whose names are widely known in reverse order, such as South Korea’s first president, Syngman Rhee.

A list and brief identification of the principal characters whose activities are described in this book can be found starting on page 465.


1

WHERE THE WILD BIRDS SING

A LOFT ON DAZZLING white wings, the great cranes wheel in the sky and float down for a landing in a richly forested, unspoiled two-and-a-half-mile strip of land that stretches like a ribbon for 150 miles across the waist of the Korean peninsula. Here several hundred rare white-naped cranes stop over each spring and autumn in migration between their breeding grounds in northeastern China and Russia and their winter home in Japan. Amid a profusion of wildflowers, the birds join even rarer endangered red-crowned Manchurian cranes, the most elegant and highly prized member of the crane family and a symbol of good luck, fidelity, and long life in Asia for more than a thousand years. Ornithologists have recorded 150 species of cranes, buntings, shrikes, swans, geese, kittiwakes, goosanders, eagles, and other birds passing through or living in the verdant strip each year, joining other year-round residents such as pheasant, wild pigs, black bears, and small Korean deer.

Under the terms of the armistice that ended the Korean War in 1953, all civilian activity is banned in the zone except for one tightly controlled farming village on each side. Due to a densely planted underground garden of deadly land mines, which the birds and animals somehow use a sixth sense to avoid, military patrols stick closely to well-worn paths. For the most part, it is a unique and leafy sanctuary in the midst of a crowded, increasingly urbanized peninsula.

The serenity is deceptive. The demilitarized zone, or DMZ, between North and South Korea is bordered by high fences of barbed and razor wire on the north and south and guarded on the two sides by more than a thousand guard posts, watch towers, and reinforced bunkers across the width of the peninsula. On hair-trigger alert behind the fortifications are two of the world’s largest aggregations of military force—1.1 million North Koreans facing 660,000 South Koreans and 28,000 Americans, the latter backed by the full military power of the world’s most powerful nation. All sides are heavily armed and ready at a moment’s notice to fight another bloody and devastating war. This pristine nature preserve marks the most dangerous and heavily fortified border in the world.

Across these fortified lines have flowed the passion and invective of an ancient nation that was suddenly and cruelly divided in the twentieth century by the great powers. The DMZ has been violated by tunnels, defiled by infiltrators, and scarred by armed skirmishes. The melodic call of its birds has been marred by harsh propaganda from giant loudspeakers erected on both sides to harass or entice the troops on the opposite lines. At the Joint Security Area (JSA) in the clearing at Panmunjom, the only place along the course of the buffer zone where the barbed wire and mines are absent, low-slung conference buildings have been placed squarely atop the line of demarcation, and the negotiating tables within them are so arranged that the dividing line extends precisely down the middle. Here for decades the hostility was palpable and open. Northern and southern troops would scowl, spit, and shout obscenities at each other outside the conference buildings, and there were shoving matches, injuries, and even deaths.

Panmunjom has also seen hopeful moments: meetings of special emissaries and political leaders, both publicized and secret; the transit of official delegations from one side to the other; the passage of relief supplies to ameliorate the effects of floods and famines; the return of prisoners and detainees from both sides; and the arrival and departure of would-be peacemakers and political leaders from the United States and other countries. If the hostility and tension on the Korean peninsula are ever to be alleviated through negotiation, the clearing at Panmunjom is likely to play a major role.

THE EMERGENCE OF TWO KOREAS

Korea is a peninsula of approximately eighty-five thousand square miles, roughly the size of New York and Pennsylvania combined, that juts down from the northeastern part of the vast mainland of Asia. It is well defined, with seas on the east, west, and south and two large rivers, the Yalu and the Tumen, providing a natural boundary with the landmass on the north. Archaeological exploration has confirmed that it was inhabited at least twenty thousand years ago, and some sites suggest that its human habitation began much earlier. By the fourth century BC the antecedents of the Korean state, a tribal kingdom called Choson, had emerged near the Chinese border in northern Korea. By AD 300 the Koreans had thrown off Chinese rule and developed three separate kingdoms in the north, southeast, and southwest of the peninsula. In AD 668 the Silla kingdom, with Chinese help, overwhelmed the other two and unified nearly all of Korea.

From that early time on, for nearly thirteen hundred years until the mid-twentieth century, Korea developed as a unified country under a single administration with a distinctive language and strong traditions. It invented its own ingenious writing system and the first known movable metal type a century before Gutenberg’s invention in Europe.

Geography dealt Korea a particularly difficult role. Located in a strategic but dangerous neighborhood between the greater powers of China, Japan, and Russia, Korea has suffered nine hundred invasions, great and small, in its two thousand years of recorded history. It has experienced five major periods of foreign occupation—by China, the Mongols, Japan, and, after World War II, the United States and the Soviet Union.

Of the major powers, China had by far the greatest influence and was the most acceptable to Koreans. Like many others on the rim of the Middle Kingdom, the Korean kings embraced Chinese culture, paid tribute to the Chinese emperor, and received recognition and a degree of protection in return. When unified Japan began its major expansion in the sixteenth century, its leader, Hideyoshi Toyotomi, attacked Korea as the first phase of an invasion of the Chinese mainland. The Korean navy under Admiral Yi Sun Sin fought back with an early class of ironclad warships, known as turtle ships, which inflicted severe losses on the Japanese. Eventually, the Japanese were driven out, but only after laying waste to the land, thus setting a lasting pattern of enmity.

In the wake of the Japanese invasion and a subsequent invasion by the Manchus, who were soon to take power in China, Korea established a rigid policy of excluding foreigners, except for the Chinese and a small Japanese enclave that had been established at the southern port of Pusan. The imperial rulers of the Hermit Kingdom, as it was often called, created a governmental and social system modeled on Chinese Confucianism, with strictly regulated relations between ruler and subject, father and son, and husband and wife.

Korea’s isolation ended in the mid-nineteenth-century age of imperialism, when major powers, including the United States, European countries, and Japan, sent warships forcibly to open the country to trade. In 1882, as a defensive measure against its neighbors, Korea signed a “Treaty of Amity and Commerce” with the United States, its first with a Western power, in which the United States promised to provide “good offices” in the event of external threat. It was reported that the Korean king danced with joy when the first American minister to Korea arrived. Among the treaties that followed shortly was one with czarist Russia, which had recognized the importance of the strategic peninsula and would soon begin building the Trans-Siberian Railway. The Russian foreign minister Count Vladimir Lamsdorff would later write, “Korea’s destiny as a component part of the Russian empire, on geographical and political grounds, had been foreordained for us to fulfill.”

In 1902 Japan carved out a strong position for itself by entering into an alliance with Britain, the most important European power in the area. Japan recognized British interests in China in return for British recognition of Japanese special interests in Korea. Sensing the weakness along the rim of the Chinese mainland, Russia began moving forces into Korea and immediately came into conflict with Japan. In an attempt to head off a clash, Japan proposed that the two countries carve up Korea into spheres of influence, with the dividing line at the thirty-eighth parallel—the same line chosen by the United States for the division of Korea after World War II. Russia’s refusal to accept this and other proposed compromises led eventually to the Russo-Japanese War of 1904. Japan’s surprise victory, its first over a Western power, put the Japanese in a powerful position to dominate Korea.

In 1905, in what many Koreans consider their first betrayal by the United States, Secretary of War (later president) William Howard Taft approved Japan’s domination of Korea in a secret agreement with the Japanese foreign minister, in return for assurances that Tokyo would not challenge US colonial domination of the Philippines. Later the same year, Japan’s paramount political, military, and economic interests in Korea were codified in the Treaty of Portsmouth (New Hampshire), in which President Theodore Roosevelt played peacemaker and deal maker between Japan and Russia, and for which he was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. With no opposition in sight, Japan occupied Korea in 1905 and annexed it outright as a Japanese possession in 1910. Japan then ruled as the harsh colonial master of the peninsula until its defeat in World War II.

What many Koreans consider the second American betrayal—the division of Korea—occurred in the final days of World War II. The United States, Britain, and China had declared in the Cairo Declaration in 1943 that “in due course, Korea shall become free and independent,” and at the 1945 Yalta Conference President Franklin D. Roosevelt proposed a US-Soviet-Chinese trusteeship over Korea. Beyond these few words, there was no agreement among the wartime allies and no practical planning in Washington about the postwar future of the peninsula. It was reported that in 1945, Secretary of State Edward Stettinius asked a subordinate in a State Department meeting to please tell him where Korea was.

Only in the last week of the war, when the Soviet Union finally declared war on Japan and sent its troops into Manchuria and northern Korea, did the United States give serious consideration to its postwar policy in the peninsula. Suddenly, Washington realized that Russian occupation of Korea would have important military implications for the future of Japan and East Asia.

At this point, according to Yale University historian Richard Whelan, “the U.S. government would probably have been happiest if Korea simply had not existed.” About two thousand civil affairs officers had been trained for military government duty in Japan, and elaborate plans had been drawn up for that country, but no one had been trained and no plans had been made for Korea. Despite Korea’s well-known antipathy to its Japanese overlords, Washington had rebuffed efforts by Korean exile groups for recognition during the war. Thus, as World War II drew to a close, there had been no consultation with Koreans about the future of their country.

On the evening of August 10, 1945, with Tokyo suing for peace and Soviet troops on the move, an all-night meeting was convened in the Executive Office Building next to the White House to decide what to do about accepting the impending Japanese surrender in Korea and elsewhere in Asia. Around midnight two young officers were sent into an adjoining room to carve out a US occupation zone in Korea, lest the Soviets occupy the entire peninsula and move quickly toward Japan. Lieutenant Colonels Dean Rusk, who was later to be secretary of state under Presidents Kennedy and Johnson, and Charles Bonesteel, later US military commander in Korea, had little preparation for the task. Working in haste and under great pressure, and using a National Geographic map for reference, they proposed that US troops occupy the area south of the thirty-eighth parallel, which was approximately halfway up the peninsula and north of the capital city of Seoul, and that Soviet troops occupy the area north of the parallel.

No Korea experts were involved in the decision. Rusk later confessed that neither he nor any of the others involved were aware that at the turn of the century, the Russians and Japanese had discussed dividing Korea into spheres of influence at the thirty-eighth parallel, a historical fact that might have suggested to Moscow that Washington had finally recognized this old claim. “Had we known that, we almost surely would have chosen another line of demarcation,” Rusk wrote many years later.

The thirty-eighth-parallel line was hastily incorporated into General Order Number One for the occupation of Japanese-held territory. Despite the fact that US forces were far away and would not arrive on the scene for several weeks, the Soviets carefully stopped their southward advance at the parallel. Thus, Korea came to be divided into two “temporary” zones of occupation that, as the Cold War deepened, became the sites of two antagonistic Korean regimes based on diametrically opposed principles and sponsors.

US forces were eventually sent from Japan for occupation duty, an assignment that was not popular with the troops. Colonel Harry Summers, who later became a prominent military strategist, recalls arriving for duty as a US Army private and being lectured by the occupation commander, General John R. Hodge, that “there are three things American troops in Japan are afraid of: diarrhea, gonorrhea, and Ko-rea.” Under Hodge’s guidance, the US-backed Republic of Korea was officially proclaimed on August 15, 1948. The Soviet-backed Democratic People’s Republic of Korea in the North, was proclaimed on September 9, 1948. The South inherited a larger population and more of the agriculture and light industry, while the North obtained most of the heavy industry, electric power, and mineral resources. Each regime claimed sway over the entire peninsula; these claims persist today.

Summing up, Gregory Henderson, a former US Foreign Service officer and noted Korea scholar, wrote in 1974, “No division of a nation in the present world is so astonishing in its origin as the division of Korea; none is so unrelated to conditions or sentiment within the nation itself at the time the division was effected; none is to this day so unexplained; in none does blunder and planning oversight appear to have played so large a role. Finally, there is no division for which the U.S. government bears so heavy a share of the responsibility as it bears for the division of Korea.”

As these events and those of its more distant past illustrate, Korea has been a country of the wrong size in the wrong place: large and well located enough to be of substantial value to those around it and thus worth fighting and scheming over, yet too small to merit priority attention by more powerful nations on all but a few occasions. Korea’s fate was often to be an afterthought, subordinated to more immediate or compelling requirements of larger powers, rather than a subject of full consideration in its own right.

Yet Koreans are neither meek nor passive, but a tough, combative, and independent-minded people with a tradition of strong centralized authority. They are characteristically about as subtle as kimchi, the fiery pepper-and-garlic concoction that is their national dish, and as timid as a tae kwon do (Korean karate) chop. Confronted with the reality of their bitter division, North and South Korea have grappled unceasingly for advantage and supremacy over each other—and with the greater powers outside. How they have done so in the past forty years, and with what risks and results, is recounted in these pages.

WAR AND ITS AFTERMATH

To head its regime in the North, the Soviet Union chose a thirty-three-year-old Korean guerrilla commander who had initially fought the Japanese in China but had spent the last years of World War II in Manchurian training camps commanded by the Soviet army. Kim Il Sung, as he called himself (his birth name was Kim Song Ju), had a burning ambition to reunite his country. In the South the United States gave the nod to seventy-year-old Syngman Rhee, who had degrees from George Washington University, Harvard, and Princeton and had lived in exile throughout most of the Japanese occupation. Rhee had a messianic belief that he was destined to reunite Korea under an anticommunist banner.

Late in 1948 the Soviet army went home, turning North Korea over to the regime it had created. The following June, US troops followed suit. Before the summer was over, civil war broke out in clashes of battalion size along the thirty-eighth parallel. Each side was building its forces with an eye to gaining military supremacy.

On June 25, 1950, North Korea, with Soviet and Chinese backing, invaded the South in an effort to reunify the country by force of arms. The invasion was contested and ultimately repulsed by the forces of the United States, South Korea, and fifteen other nations under the flag of the United Nations (UN). The Chinese intervened massively on the other side to save North Koreans from defeat. Internationally, the bloody three-year Korean War was a historic turning point. It led the United States to shift decisively from post-World War II disarmament to rearmament to stop Soviet expansionism, tripling US military outlays and doubling its troop presence in Europe to bolster the newly formed North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). The war cemented the alliance between the Soviet Union and China for most of a decade and made the United States and China bitter enemies for more than twenty years. The battle for Korea firmly established the Cold War and brought the Korean peninsula to the center of global attention.

Until recently, the origins of the war have been a matter of intense dispute. As late as 1993, North Korea republished its version in a paperback volume titled The US Imperialists Started the Korean War. However, documents from the Soviet archives show clearly that in March, August, and September 1949 and January 1950, Kim implored Stalin and his diplomats repeatedly to authorize an invasion of the South, at one point telling Soviet Embassy officers, “Lately I do not sleep at night, thinking about how to resolve the question of the unification of the whole country. If the matter of the liberation of the people of the southern portion of Korea and the unification of the country is drawn out, then I can lose the trust of the people of Korea.”

On at least two occasions in 1949, Stalin turned down Kim’s requests, but the documents establish that in early 1950, he approved the war plan due to the “changed international situation.” At this writing, scholars are still unsure what led to Stalin’s reversal. Was it the victory of Mao’s Communist Party in China, the development of the Soviet Union’s atomic bomb, the withdrawal of US forces from South Korea, or Secretary of State Dean Acheson’s famous statement excluding South Korea from the US defense perimeter—all of which took place in 1949 or early 1950—or a combination of these and other causes? We still do not know.

The Korean conflict was considered the prototype of a limited war in that neither of the big powers used the nuclear weapons available to them, and the United States refrained from attacking Soviet or Chinese territory. On the peninsula, however, the war was savage in its destructiveness. Although the figures are uncertain, a widely accepted estimate is that 900,000 Chinese and 520,000 North Korean soldiers were killed or wounded, as were about 400,000 UN Command troops, nearly two-thirds of them South Koreans. US casualties were 36,000 dead.

In Korea the war devastated both halves of a country that had only just begun to recover from four decades of Japanese occupation and the sudden shock of division. Around 3 million people, roughly a tenth of the entire population of both sides at the time, were killed, wounded, or missing as a result of the war. Another 5 million became refugees. South Korea’s property losses were put at $2 billion, the equivalent of its gross national product (GNP) for 1949; North Korean losses were estimated at only slightly less.

When the fighting finally stopped in July 1953, the front line was an irregular tangent slanting across the thirty-eighth parallel very close to where it had all begun. In keeping with the Armistice Agreement, the forces on each side pulled back two thousand meters from the cease-fire lines to create the demilitarized zone. Although both sides were exhausted by three years of combat, there were fears—which have never died—that the battle might be resumed at any moment.

One of the most important consequences of the war was the hardening of ideological and political lines between North and South. The antipathy that had developed between the opposing regimes was deepened into a blood feud among family members, extending from political leaders to the bulk of the ordinary people who had suffered at the hands of the other side. The thirteen-hundred-year-old unity of the Korean people was shattered.

In the aftermath of the war, the Rhee regime in the South became increasingly dictatorial and corrupt until it was forced out of office in 1960 by a student-led revolt. After a year the moderate successor government was ousted by a military junta headed by Major General Park Chung Hee, a Japanese-trained officer who had flirted with communism immediately after the Japanese surrender. Park’s background created concern in Washington and initial hope in Pyongyang. Early on, Kim Il Sung dispatched a trusted aide to the South to make secret contact with Park. But instead of exploring a deal, Park had the emissary arrested and executed.

In the North, Kim Il Sung systematically purged his political opponents, creating a highly centralized system that accorded him unlimited power and generated a formidable cult of personality. As the great communist divide between the Soviet Union and China emerged in the mid-1950s, Kim, though profoundly disturbed by it, learned to play off his communist sponsors against each other to his own advantage. In July 1961 he went to Moscow and finally persuaded Nikita Khrushchev to sign a treaty of “friendship, cooperation and mutual assistance,” pledging to come to Pyongyang’s aid in case of a new war on the divided peninsula. Moscow had been resisting the North’s requests for such a formal alliance since 1958, but now Khrushchev wanted to recruit Kim as an ally against China. With the new agreement in hand, Kim proceeded to Beijing and asked Chinese leaders to match the Moscow treaty, which they did by signing their own nearly identical accord.

While both North and South Korea gave lip service to eventual reunification, there was little but hostility between them in the 1950s and 1960s. In the most notable incident, in January 1968, a thirty-one-man North Korean commando team attempted to assassinate the South Korean president. The team penetrated to within a thousand yards of the Blue House, the South Korean equivalent of the White House, before being repulsed by police and security forces. The prospects for any sort of reconciliation on the divided peninsula appeared slim indeed.

THE ORIGINS OF NEGOTIATION

On July 9, 1971, Henry Kissinger landed secretly in Beijing on a Pakistani airliner to begin the historic Sino-American rapprochement that openly split the communist world and changed global politics. Access to documents from the time and new scholarship are advancing, and to some extent altering, understanding of Pyongyang’s response to this geostrategic earthquake, but the full story undoubtedly remains to be told. Some earlier accounts had suggested that Kim Il Sung was secretly in Beijing during the Kissinger visit, but that does not seem to have been the case. Nevertheless, within days of Kissinger’s departure, Zhou Enlai was in Pyongyang for two long meetings with Kim. Two weeks later, Kim sent a senior official–Kim Il—to Beijing for more discussions. In the summer of 1971, it had been only a year since Sino–North Korean relations had emerged from a serious downturn during China’s Cultural Revolution. Kim was probably not inclined to see ties fray again so soon, his relations at that point with Moscow were not very good, and, in any case, Zhou was apparently persuasive that Sino-US rapprochement represented an opportunity rather than a threat to North Korea. Kim would have perked up his ears if Zhou recited to him what Kissinger had said during the discussions in Beijing—that under certain circumstances it was “conceivable” that by the end of President Nixon’s second term, “most, if not all,” American troops would be withdrawn from Korea. Given Pyongyang’s enduring suspicions of the Chinese, Kim may not have completely bought Zhou’s arguments. The sudden shift in Beijing’s approach effectively left Pyongyang exposed in its confrontation with the United States. But the North Korean leader was very much a pragmatist, and if anyone could make a silk purse from a sow’s ear, he could. After a few weeks’ reflection, he decided to try.

So far as can be determined, it was Vietnam rather than Korea that figured in Nixon’s desire to end the decades of hostility with China, which had begun with Chinese intervention in the Korean War. By simultaneously improving ties with both Moscow and Beijing, Nixon hoped to demonstrate that North Vietnam was vulnerable in a larger game being played by major powers. Though probably unintended, the vulnerability was felt by North Korea and, to Washington’s dismay, by South Korea as well. Both Korean regimes felt more insecure than ever before. Both, for the first time, decided to try to take the settlement of their conflict into their own hands.

Later in the year, the Chinese approved new economic aid and signed the first agreement on military aid to North Korea in fifteen years. The results began to appear the following April, when newly arrived Chinese tanks clanked through Pyongyang’s Kim Il Sung Square in the parade for the North Korean leader’s birthday. At the same time, China began supplying North Korea with its models of Russia’s MiG-19 supersonic fighter planes.

Kim broke his public silence on Sino-American developments on August 6, 1971, at a mass rally in Pyongyang honoring his closest foreign friend, Cambodian head of state Prince Norodom Sihanouk. In a surprise move, Kim announced that “we are ready to establish contact at any time with all political parties, including the [ruling] Democratic Republican Party, and all social organizations and individual personages in South Korea.” This was an abrupt reversal of the long-standing position, reiterated by North Korea’s foreign minister only four months earlier, that the ouster of the ruling party was an essential condition for negotiations with the South.

In Seoul President Park Chung Hee was also shaken by the news of Nixon’s opening to China. Like the rest of America’s allies, Park had had no advance notice from Washington, and he too found it shocking because it raised new doubts about the constancy and reliability of his great power sponsor. To Park, the rapprochement implied US acceptance of a hostile, powerful, and revolutionary country in South Korea’s immediate neighborhood, tied by a military alliance to North Korea. Since the announcement of the “Nixon Doctrine” in mid-1969—that Asians should provide the manpower for their own wars—the United States had appeared to be moving steadily toward disengagement. Early in 1971, over Park’s vehement objections, Washington had withdrawn twenty thousand of the sixty-two thousand American troops stationed in South Korea, at the same time that it was pulling back American forces from South Vietnam. Despite the reassuring words of US political leaders and diplomats, Park took these developments as “a message to the Korean people that we won’t rescue you if North Korea invades again,” according to his longtime aide, Kim Seong Jin. Now on top of everything else, the White House was suddenly, and without notice to him, consorting with Beijing.

Meeting privately with reporters at the Blue House on the day Kissinger’s secret trip to China was announced, the South Korean president was gloomy. “The United States has long been trying to reach a rapprochement with Red China, but China has not changed,” Park complained, suggesting that Washington had made all the concessions. In a subsequent off-the-record dinner with Blue House correspondents, Park declared that 90 percent of the Nixon visit to China was a domestic maneuver intended to aid the president’s reelection. In view of Nixon’s “low-posture diplomacy” toward Beijing, Park told reporters, the pressing question for South Korea was, “How long can we trust the United States?”

Weeks later, Park addressed his concerns directly to Nixon in a letter that was delivered to Secretary of State William Rogers by Foreign Minister Kim Yong Shik. The South Korean president was particularly worried that deals might be made about the Koreas during Nixon’s forthcoming trip to Beijing, and he wanted to discuss it with Nixon at a meeting. But in Washington Park’s concern was such a low-priority question that it took three months for the State Department and Nixon’s National Security Council (NSC) staff to frame and present a presidential reply. When it finally came, it was a ritual declaration from Nixon that during his Beijing trip, he would not seek accommodation with China at the expense of South Korea’s national interest. Park was told that a summit meeting was out of the question. Recalling his feelings about the maneuvering surrounding the US rapprochement with China years later, Park wrote that “this series of developments contained an unprecedented peril to our people’s survival. . . . [The situation] almost reminded one of the last days of the Korean Empire a century earlier, when European Powers were similarly agitating in rivalry over Korea.”

Even before Kissinger’s secret trip to Beijing, North Korea had been putting forth discreet feelers for direct talks with the South, and Park’s government had been quietly discussing how to respond. After Kim Il Sung’s August 6 announcement, the South moved quickly by proposing a meeting in the context of Red Cross societies. The North immediately accepted.

On August 20, 1971, eighteen years after the armistice ended the Korean War, representatives of the two Red Cross societies met in Panmunjom for the first exploratory discussions between the two halves of the divided peninsula. To no one’s surprise, the talks did not go smoothly.

On November 20, after three months and nine rounds of fruitless sparring, South Korean “Red Cross delegate” Chong Hong Jin, who actually was deputy director of the international affairs bureau of the South Korean Central Intelligence Agency (KCIA), handed a note proposing private and separate meetings at Panmunjom to his counterpart, North Korean “Red Cross delegate” Kim Duk Hyun, actually a senior official of the Workers Party Organization and Guidance Department, the party’s most important department. Like these two, many of the participants in the Red Cross exchanges actually were intelligence or party officials. In the decades to come, because these agencies were powerful, discreet, and tightly controlled by their respective leaders, they would become frequently used channels for the many secret communications between North and South.

The South’s bid for higher-level talks was promptly accepted. North Korean leaders were ready and very willing. Gathering in secret as the contacts were beginning, a plenary meeting of the Central Committee of the Workers Party approved a large-scale peace offensive toward the South in response to “the changing domestic and foreign political situation.” The Central Committee was composed of the top-ranking members of the party in all fields, and its plenary meetings often marked key decision points in the regime’s domestic and foreign policy. This was definitely such a moment.

On March 28, 1972, following eleven rounds of secret contacts with his counterpart, South Korea’s Chong slipped out the northern door of the North Korean pavilion of Panmunjom instead of returning to the southern side. He was taken by car to the nearby North Korean city of Kaesong and then by helicopter to Pyongyang—the first of many South Korean officials to go to that capital for talks. There it was arranged for the secret contacts to go to a higher level: the chief of South Korea’s intelligence agency would come to Pyongyang for talks, and a senior North Korean would reciprocate by making a trip to the South. In late April a direct telephone line linking the offices of the KCIA and the Workers Party was secretly installed between Seoul and Pyongyang.

The man in charge in the South was Lee Hu Rak, a former noncommissioned officer in the Japanese army and former chief of staff to President Park before being named to head the KCIA. Although it took its name and some of the functions from its US model, in many respects the KCIA was more like the prewar Japanese kempeitai or the Soviet KGB in its unbridled power in the domestic as well as the foreign arena. The former US diplomat and Korea scholar Gregory Henderson called the KCIA “a state within a state, a vast shadowy world of . . . bureaucrats, intellectuals, agents and thugs.” By the early 1970s, the director of the KCIA was more powerful and more feared at home than the prime minister or any other governmental figure except the president himself.

After receiving written instructions from the president about visiting the “special zone,” Lee traveled secretly through Panmunjom to Pyongyang in early May. Looking back on it, Lee recalled that “I felt the kind of anxiety that is quite indescribable” because “we simply had no ghost of a precedent to guide me as to how to open up some sort of mutually acceptable communication.” He was also mindful that, as the chief of intelligence for the Republic of Korea, he was the person the northern communists would like most to get their hands on, after Park himself.

His hosts took him to see the sights of Pyongyang and to a revolutionary opera extolling Kim’s anti-Japanese exploits. Then on his second night in Pyongyang, Lee was awakened and driven through a rainstorm to a well-guarded building in the hills around the North Korean capital. He was not told where he was being taken. At fifteen minutes after midnight, at the end of the harrowing ride, the thoroughly shaken KCIA director, who thought he might never live to see the dawn, found himself face-to-face with Kim Il Sung.

KIM IL SUNG

The Great Leader, as he was known to his subjects, is among the most fascinating figures of the twentieth century, dominating his country during his lifetime as few individuals are ever able to do. From the late 1950s his power was virtually unlimited within the borders of North Korea, and his decisions often had repercussions involving life and death in South Korea and beyond. As a national leader, Kim surpassed all others of his time in longevity. When he died in July 1994 at age eighty-two, he had outlived Joseph Stalin by four decades and Mao Tse-tung by almost two decades, and he had remained in power throughout the terms of office of six South Korean presidents, nine US presidents, and twenty-one Japanese prime ministers.

The future founder and leader of North Korea was born in Pyongyang on April 15, 1912, the day the Titanic sank. His parents were both Christians. His mother was the devout, churchgoing daughter of a Presbyterian elder, and his father had attended a missionary school.

Kim had only eight years of formal education, the last two in Chinese schools in Manchuria, where his father moved to operate an herb pharmacy. When he was seventeen years old, he was expelled from school for revolutionary activities and never returned to the classroom. After being jailed briefly, in the early 1930s he joined guerrilla bands fighting the Japanese who, after turning Korea into a Japanese colony in 1910, had invaded and occupied Manchuria. The Korean guerrillas were organized by and attached to an army led by the Chinese Communist Party.

Although Kim’s activities fell short of the brilliant, war-winning exploits later concocted by North Korean propagandists, he was successful enough that the Japanese put a price on his head. By 1941 Kim’s unit and other parts of the Chinese guerrilla army were forced to retreat across the Manchurian border to Soviet army training camps, where they spent the next four years. During these years Kim married a Korean partisan and fathered two sons, the elder of whom was Kim Jong Il, his eventual political heir and successor.

It is still unclear how Kim was selected to lead North Korea. Having spent years in a Soviet training camp, Kim was well known to the Soviet officers who occupied the area north of the thirty-eighth parallel in 1945, and he had a reputation for being reliable and courageous. He appeared in Pyongyang immediately after the war in the uniform of a Soviet army captain, according to a Soviet general who served in the occupation force. Some accounts suggest that Joseph Stalin himself made the final choice of Kim from several candidates. Stalin is reported to have said, “Korea is a young country, and it needs a young leader.”

As a leader, Kim was cordial to and comfortable with ordinary people. He emerged from a family of hardworking ordinary people and described himself in his memoirs as “an ordinary man.” Vadim Medvedev, a Gorbachev aide who was Kim’s escort for several days in Moscow in 1986, wrote later that he was “greatly surprised” to find in him “an absolutely normal person, with whom you could talk not only about politics but also weather, exchange opinions on events happening around and impressions on what we saw.”

Yet at the same time, Kim came to live in luxury and exclusiveness beyond the dreams of kings. He inhabited at least five sumptuous palaces in North Korea and innumerable guesthouses built for his comfort and amusement, all completely cut off from anyone except servants, bodyguards, and carefully screened guests. Uninvited people were barred from even setting foot on the wide and well-tended road leading to his Pyongyang residence. Like Stalin and Mao, whose cults of personality he emulated but far outdistanced, his automobile used special lanes, and other traffic was banished when he moved through the streets of his capital. When he went to the Soviet Union by train in 1984, all rail traffic was stopped along his route at the demand of the North Koreans, so that his luxurious special train could travel unimpeded by any competing or oncoming trains. (This caused massive tie-ups in the Soviet rail system.) When his train stopped to take on supplies or to give Kim a breath of air along the way, the station platforms were cleared of their normal throngs, left vacant except for specially authorized people, some of whom had been recruited to applaud and cheer him.

In deference to his health, a special institute was established in Pyongyang to concentrate on the aging process of this one man, with doctors and medical specialists monitoring his every move and special fruits and vegetables produced solely for his consumption. When Kim traveled to Berlin on his 1984 European trip, according to a former East German diplomat who helped arrange the visit, Kim’s aides arranged for a special bed to be flown ahead for his sleeping comfort (as was often the case with Ronald Reagan as US president). In addition, they brought a special toilet with built-in monitoring equipment that instantly analyzed whatever the Great Leader eliminated for any sign of health problems. The former German diplomat said that medical specialists from different friendly countries were assigned primary responsibility for consultation on different parts of the leader’s body, with East German doctors being given responsibility for Kim’s head and neck, including the large but benign tumor on the back of his neck that had been visible since the early 1970s.

From his education in Chinese schools and his four years in a Soviet military camp, Kim was fluent in Chinese and conversant in Russian. His complex relationship with the two giants of communism—his neighbors, sponsors, and, for most of his life, his allies—was central to nearly all that he did or said. To a large extent, he owed his career as well as his country’s well-being to China and Russia, yet he was always wary of their dominant power. In a tradition practiced by Koreans throughout their history, Kim went to extraordinary lengths to gain and maintain as much independence as possible.

Oleg Rakhmanin, a former Soviet official who had extensive meetings with Kim over a twenty-five-year period, said that when Kim was being actively wooed to take Moscow’s side against Beijing, he was “careful and prudent, weighing his every word. He was afraid the Chinese would learn what he said to us. . . . [Kim was] a calculating character—a chess player who calculates his every move.” Another former Soviet official, who had been posted in the Soviet Embassy in Pyongyang, described Kim as “a flexible and pragmatic politician, an Oriental Talleyrand. He would agree with our leaders and give a lot of promises, but afterward he would pursue the same line, his own line.”

Due perhaps to his limited formal education, Kim was not a book reader and could not be fairly described as an intellectual. In deference to the intellect, he added a pen to the traditional communist hammer-and-sickle as North Korea’s official emblem, but in personal conversations he rarely referred to world history or to any work of serious literature. “He knows a lot of Confucianism and a smattering of Marx, Lenin, Hegel, and such,” said a former communist diplomat who dealt with Kim extensively.

Most of his government’s philosophical utterances dealt with “the juche idea,” which was hailed in North Korea as Kim’s original, brilliant, and revolutionary contribution to national and international thought. But Kim acknowledged on occasion that juche was not original with him. Although the fact was rarely mentioned in the North, the term and concept go back at least to Korean scholars in the early years of the twentieth century. Kim explained that “I have just laid special emphasis on it.”

Kim’s version of juche, emanating from North Korea’s militant nationalism, is usually described in shorthand as “self-reliance,” but there is much more to it. According to Han S. Park of the University of Georgia, a leading American expert on juche as a philosophical system and state religion, “Juche views Korea as a chosen land, as people are told consistently that world civilization originated from the Korean peninsula.”

Beyond its sanctification of Kim’s decisions, juche was a declaration of political independence from his two communist sponsors. Although it was originally called “a creative application of Marxism-Leninism,” eventually all reference to Marxist connections was abandoned. The juche philosophy has deep traditionalist roots and great appeal to the Korean antipathy for external domination. In practice, it became synonymous with North Korea’s famous autarky.

For a visitor from afar, the most extraordinary thing about the Kim Il Sung era was the unrestrained adoration, bordering on idolatry, built up around the Great Leader, which seemed to reflect a craving for adulation that could never be sated. Kim’s photograph, later joined by a separate picture of his son Kim Jong Il, was on the wall in every home as well as every shop and office. Starting in the 1960s, at the son’s order, every North Korean adult wore a badge bearing the senior Kim’s likeness on his or her suit, tunic, or dress.

Within his country Kim was nearly always referred to as suryong, or Great Leader, a term referring to the greatest of the great that Kim reserved for Lenin, Stalin, and Mao before he began applying it to himself in the 1960s.

In the late 1980s, according to one count, there were at least thirty-four thousand monuments to Kim in North Korea, not including benches where he once sat, which were protected with glass coverings, and other memorabilia of his many visits throughout the country. The main square in the capital, the leading university, the highest party school, and many other places and institutions were named for him. During Kim’s travels as well as his everyday meetings, an aide followed behind him, writing down his every observation, many of which were published in several languages and considered holy writ by North Koreans. In the 1960s, near the beginning of the buildup, a Soviet party official who had experienced the deification and later downfall of Stalin had the temerity to ask Kim directly, “How is it possible there is this cult of personality in your country?” Kim’s answer was, “You don’t know our country. Our country is used to paying respect to elders—like China and Japan, we live by Confucian culture.” It is unlikely that anyone was bold enough to ask this question of him in later years.

Kim created an impermeable and absolutist state that many have compared to a religious cult. No dissent from or criticism of Kim Il Sung, his tenets, or his decisions was permitted. Citizens were arrested, and some even sent off to one of the country’s extensive gulags, for inadvertently defacing or sitting on a newspaper photograph of the Great Leader or his son and chosen successor. Reports of inhuman treatment, torture, and public execution for failure to conform with Kimism were rife. Prison camps were established in remote areas containing as many as 150,000 people, many of whom were held in ghastly, inhuman conditions with little chance of ever being released.

Kim’s biographer Dae-Sook Suh of the University of Hawaii wrote that Kim became “a ruler who wields more power than the notorious monarchs of the old Korean kingdom,” building a state that practices “a peculiar brand of oriental despotism” rather than communism. “There was no such thing as a conversation with Kim Il Sung,” said a prominent South Korean who was Kim’s guest on numerous occasions. “If he spoke to a North Korean, that person stood up, in effect at attention, to receive instructions or orders.” With his personal guests who were important to him or his state, Kim was a stickler for detail. While in Pyongyang, “he would call me every day,” said this South Korean, always asking, “How are you feeling? Is everything all right?”

In a revealing speech in the 1970s, Kim told government officials that “whatever I am doing, I cannot rest easy unless I have the whole situation at my fingertips.” As the restless and energetic leader of a small country, Kim telephoned the chief of the general staff every night for a report on the military situation and the foreign minister for a report on diplomatic developments. Based on the reports, he said he issued immediate instructions.

During most of his years in power, Kim traveled incessantly within the country on personal inspection tours, giving “on-the-spot guidance.” As late as 1980, Kim told Representative Stephen Solarz (D-NY), the first US political figure to visit Pyongyang, that each year he spent ten to fifteen days on such tours in each of the ten provinces and three special cities. Kim boasted to Solarz that as a result of his conversations with farmers in their fields, he had personally countermanded government instructions about the planting time for rice—and claimed that the amended policy produced a bumper crop.

Because his many directives took on the aura of holy writ, they proved difficult to change if they became outdated or were mistaken from the start. Even Politburo members and government ministers were forced to undergo “self-criticism,” and some were ousted from their jobs, for making proposals that inadvertently breached policy lines previously laid down by the Great Leader. “Once said by Kim, it is said forever,” according to a diplomat who spent four years in Pyongyang. “Nobody is allowed to change anything; the smallest sign of deviation means the system has developed a dangerous crack.”

In the spring of 1972, Kim had just celebrated his sixtieth birthday with great fanfare, a traditional milestone for Korean elders, after which they are greatly venerated. Kim’s hwangop birthday was the occasion for the opening of the ninety-two-room Museum of the Revolution, devoted to glorifying him, and the unveiling of his sixty-six-foot-high bronze likeness, painted in gold, on a scenic spot overlooking Pyongyang, where a shrine had been erected for worship of the Japanese emperors during the Japanese occupation. It was the largest statue ever built by Koreans for any leader in their long history. Still in his physical prime, Kim was a burly man with a rolling walk and heavy-rimmed glasses. New York Times correspondent Harrison Salisbury, the first American correspondent granted an interview with the Great Leader, called him “a big, impressive man with a mobile face and a quick chuckle” and nearly constant gestures to emphasize his words. At this point in his long career, Kim turned his attention and his considerable charisma to creating his first political opening to South Korea.

CONVERSATIONS WITH THE SOUTH

The historic initial secret meeting between Kim Il Sung and the second most powerful figure in the South began with an exchange of pleasantries and assurances of trust. In the early-morning hours of May 4, 1972, Lee Hu Rak, director of the ROK intelligence agency, broke the ice by praising the achievements of construction he had been shown on his first day in Pyongyang. Kim Il Sung responded by praising the South Korean president for sending Lee as “an expression of his trust,” and he commended Lee as “a very bold person” and “a hero” for making the journey to the opposite camp.

The meeting, whose record was kept by Lee’s aide and not disclosed until seventeen years later, was remarkable for the shared antipathy to the major powers and the heavy emphasis by both sides on reaching accords and eventual reunification.

       LEE: President Park Chung Hee and I believe unification should be achieved by ourselves without interference of the four powers [the United States, China, Japan, and the Soviet Union]. . . . We are never front men of the United States or Japan. We believe we should resolve our issues by ourselves. . . .

       KIM: Our position is to oppose reliance on external forces on the issue of unification. This is where I agree with Park Chung Hee. . . .

       LEE: I’d like to tell you that President Park is a person who detests foreign interference most.

       KIM: That being so, we are already making progress to solve the issue. Let us exclude foreign forces. Let’s not fight. Let’s unite as a nation. Let’s not take issue with communism or capitalism. . . .

       LEE: A nation with 40–50 million people is a powerful country. [The population of the South in 1972 was 32 million, that of the North 14 million.] One hundred years ago we yielded to big powers because we were weak. In the future the big powers will yield to us. I’d like to make it clear to you, the big powers only provide lip service to our hope for unification. But in their hearts, they don’t want our unification.

       KIM: Big powers and imperialism prefer to divide a nation into several nations.

In a further attempt to clear the air, Kim apologized for the actions of the North Korean commando team that had attempted to assassinate Park in 1968. Kim suggested, improbably, that he did not know of the famous Blue House raid in advance, blaming it on “leftist chauvinists within our structure” and saying that when he had learned of it, he fired his chiefs of espionage and security. (In fact, there was a purge of military and paramilitary officials afterward.) “Tell President Park I feel very sorry,” said Kim.

After the secret return visit to Seoul by DPRK deputy premier Park Sung Chul, who conferred with President Park, North and South Korea surprised the outside world by publicly issuing a joint statement on July 4, 1972, a date that seemed to have been chosen to illustrate their independence from the nation that celebrates its own independence then.* The statement declared that the two sides had reached full agreement on three principles:

First, unification shall be achieved through independent efforts without being subject to external imposition or interference.

Second, unification shall be achieved through peaceful means, and not through use of force against one another.

Third, a great national unity, as a homogeneous people, shall be sought first, transcending differences in ideas, ideologies, and systems.

As part of the joint statement, the two sides agreed “not to defame and slander one another” and to take positive measures to prevent inadvertent military incidents. In order to avoid officially granting recognition to each other, however, the statement was not signed by the two governments but simply by KCIA director Lee Hu Rak and Director of Organization and Guidance Kim Young Joo, Kim Il Sung’s brother, “upholding the desires of their respective superiors.”

In a press conference, Pyongyang’s emissary to the South, Deputy Premier Park, announced the North’s interpretation of these accords. He declared, “Now that there exists no threat of aggression in South Korea from the North, nor . . . any need of protection and [because] our nation is settling its internal problems according to its own faith, the U.S. imperialists must no longer meddle in the domestic affairs of our country; they must withdraw at once, taking with them all their forces of aggression.”

Kim Il Sung saw the North-South dialogue as a way to wean the South Korean regime away from the United States and Japan and to bring about the withdrawal of US troops. Shortly after the July 4, 1972, joint statement, Kim’s ambassador in Berlin, Lee Chang Su, in a confidential presentation to the East German Politburo, explained Pyongyang’s engagement of its longtime enemies in Seoul this way: “The [communist] party and government of North Korea will concentrate on forcing South Korean leaders into agreement, to free them from U.S. and Japanese influence and to allow no U.S. intervention.” He revealed that a North Korean peace offensive had been authorized in meetings of the Workers Party in November 1971 and July 1972, and he said the effort had “undermined the attempts of the U.S. imperialism to retain its troops in Korea, as well as the attempts of the Japanese imperialists to invade Korea again. . . . The Park Chung Hee clique will capitulate to this peace offensive. The tactical measures we adopted proved successful with the holding of talks with the enemy.”

President Park, according to his longtime aide, Kim Seong Jin, saw the dialogue as a helpful tactic in a harsh environment in which North Korean military power was a serious threat. “As long as you can touch an opponent with at least one hand,” said Park, “you can tell whether he will attack.” Park had no belief or interest in unification in his lifetime, his aide said, and little interest in making compromises to bring fruits from the North-South contacts. Unlike his successors, Park also expressed no interest in meeting Kim Il Sung. “He told me directly, I have no intention at all [to meet Kim Il Sung],” said his aide. “Why should I meet that fellow?”

Most of the world, however, greeted the surprising news of the conciliatory joint statement with soaring optimism about the chances for a rapprochement between the two bitter enemies. Among those most fascinated were the veteran correspondents who had covered the Korean War and were still following events on the divided peninsula. Keyes Beech, Tokyo correspondent of the Chicago Daily News, was among the most eminent of these. At the outset of the war in 1950, Beech had telephoned NBC correspondent John Rich in the Japanese capital to tell him that hostilities had broken out at the thirty-eighth parallel. “We’d better get over to Korea, there’s a war on,” said Beech. Twenty-two years later, after hearing the dramatic news of the North-South joint statement, Beech again telephoned Rich and reminded him of their 1950 discussion. This time it had a different twist. “We’d better get over to Korea,” said Beech, “there’s a peace on.” Both men were in Seoul within days.

__________

* The ROK government notified the US Embassy in Seoul several days in advance of the announcement and gave American diplomats an advance look at the text. Although supposedly a state secret, news of the statement circulated freely in Seoul. The twenty-one-year-old son of Francis Underhill, the deputy US ambassador, shocked his father the night before the announcement by telling him he had heard about the secret diplomacy and the impending joint statement from Koreans at a tea shop along the main street in Seoul.
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