
War broke out in Korea 
early on the morning of 
June 25, 1950. Korea—
long known as the “Land 
of the Morning Calm”—
surrendered its tranquillity 
to the Communist forces of 
North Korea. At 4:00 a.m., 
amid torrential rains and the 

thunder of big guns, some 90,000 North Korean troops 
poured across the 38th parallel separating the North and 
South. Only about one-third of South Korea’s army of 
95,000 troops stood forth to meet the surprise attack.

The North Koreans easily overwhelmed their 
southern neighbors. Seoul, the South Korean capital, 
fell to the invaders in three days. The United States, 
under the banner of the United Nations, rushed military 
forces to the defense of South Korea’s embattled army. 
But the North Korean aggressors pressed relentlessly 
southward. By August 4, the UN defenders clung 
desperately to a tiny foothold at the southern tip of the 
peninsula known as the Pusan Perimeter—hoping for 
reinforcements or a miracle.
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Clash of Arms
The world suffered about sixty-two million casualties in World War II, which 
ended in 1945. Less than five years later, the last thing most nations wanted 
was another war, but war came anyway—unwanted and suddenly, like a clap 
of thunder after an unseen flash of lightning. It came amid scattered monsoon 
rains and the distant rumblings of real thunder. Ironically, it came to a tiny 
country known as “the Land of the Morning Calm.” It came to Korea on Sunday 
morning, June 25, 1950, when 90,000 North Korean troops crossed the 38th 
parallel and entered South Korea.

Korea’s morning calm was shattered by a war that for decades would re-
main unresolved and without a formal peace agreement. U.S. President Harry 
S Truman could not bring himself to call it a war; instead he called it a “police 
action.”1 For nearly fifty years, most historians could not advance the war beyond 
the status of a “conflict.” Today, most of the world gives it its due and calls it 
a war—the Korean War. This is a brief overview of how it started, how it was 
fought, and how it ended.

~
On August 6, 1945, the United States dropped an atomic bomb on Hiroshima, 
Japan. The end of World War II drew near. Two days later, the Soviet Union 
declared war on Japan at midnight. Supposedly, the Soviets were honoring a 
secret agreement between Soviet Premier Joseph Stalin and U.S. President 
Franklin D. Roosevelt. In February of that year, at the Crimean port of Yalta, 
Stalin had pledged to enter the war against Japan after the defeat of Germany. 
In response, Roosevelt had—among other things—conceded the return of 
Russian territory lost to Japan after the Russo-Japanese War of 1904–05.
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Overview of the Korean War

After the U.S. bombing of Hiroshima, it became clear that Soviet interven-
tion in Asia was neither needed nor wanted by the United States. A second 
atomic bombing, at the Japanese city of Nagasaki on August 9, assured Japan’s 
defeat without Soviet aid. But for better or worse, an agreement is an agreement. 
With victory in sight, the United States could hardly deny the Soviets a share 
of the victor’s spoils. What had seemed like such a good idea at Yalta soon 
turned into a troublesome political dilemma for American policy makers.

Once unleashed, Soviet armies quickly overran Japanese-held Manchuria 
and crossed into Korea on August 12. At about 600 miles long and averaging 
some 160 miles wide, the small peninsula nation was roughly the size of 
Southern California and was home to about thirty million people. Japan had 
annexed and occupied it in 1910. President Truman and his advisers feared 
that the Soviets might try to overrun the entire country. The United States was 
committed to a declaration made to Chinese Nationalist leader Chiang Kai-shek 
in Cairo on December 1, 1943, which stated that “in due course Korea shall 
become free and independent.”2 Soviet occupation of the peninsula could turn 
“in due course” to something closer to “never.”

President Truman, to head off a dominating Soviet presence in the area, 
proposed a temporary division of Korea at the 38th parallel. Such a division 
would provide two temporary zones of military occupation to accept the sur-
render of Japanese troops. The Soviets were already in the northern zone and 
would remain there. American forces would move into the southern zone from 
Okinawa. The key word was “temporary.” To Truman’s surprise, Stalin accepted 
his proposal. American occupation troops began to land at Inch’ŏn during the 
first week in September—three weeks after the Soviet occupation.

The United States and the Soviet Union next agreed to place Korea into 
a five-year trusteeship. This agreement effectively “entrusted” supervisory 
control of the southern and northern zones of Korea to the United States and 
the Soviet Union, respectively. Korean patriots did not like the idea of a divided 
country and protested with large-scale demonstrations, but their protests went 
nowhere. The Americans and the Soviets moved ahead with their occupations. 
Their presumed goal was the independence and reunification of Korea.

The Soviets began at once to undermine the reunification process. Like 
the old czars of Russia, Stalin wanted to secure his border with a buffer zone 

Korean War book.indd   8 11/11/08   3:35:58 PM



Overview of the Korean WarOverview of the Korean War 1

�

of nations friendly or subservient to the Soviet Union. In the case of Korea, 
“friendly” meant Communist. Under Soviet supervision, a military buildup 
began almost at once in the northern zone. Koreans who had fought either for 
the Chinese or Russian Communists started pouring across the Yalu River into 
their homeland. By 1947, the northern sector had become an armed camp with 
its command center in P’yŏngyang.

The United States grew uneasy over Soviet resistance to free elections 
and Korean reunification. Furthermore, the threat of a Communist takeover in 
Korea, either by subversion or invasion, loomed large. That same year, U.S. 
officials referred the matter to the United Nations. The UN General Assembly 
resolved to hold elections throughout Korea in the spring of 1948. A nine-
member UN commission went to Korea to supervise the elections. The Soviets 
would not allow the commission to enter its zone north of the 38th parallel.

South of the parallel, elections proceeded on schedule, and voters elected 
a General Assembly, which in turn chose aging patriot Syngman Rhee as its 
president. Rhee set up his capital in Seoul (which means “capital” in Korean). 
In the north, the Communists responded by forming their own government. 
They placed its capital in P’yŏngyang and named as its first premier Kim Il 
Sung, a Soviet-trained former guerrilla fighter. In just over three years after  
the end of World War II, two new nations emerged from a single Korea—the 
Republic of (South) Korea, and the Democratic People’s Republic of (North) 
Korea. The word “temporary” had taken a giant step toward becoming 
permanent.

In December 1948, Soviet troops began leaving North Korea. They left 
behind a well-trained and equally well-equipped North Korean People’s Army 
(NKPA). By June 1949, pressured by the Soviets and world opinion, the United 
States had withdrawn most of its own forces. A small force of 500 military advis-
ers called the Korean Military Advisory Group, or KMAG (pronounced 
KAY-mag), remained in Korea.

On June 5, 1950, KMAG’s leader, Brigadier General William L. Roberts, 
told a Time magazine correspondent: “The South Koreans have the best damn 
army outside the United States.”3 General Roberts was aboard ship and sailing 
for home on Saturday night, June 24, 1950. His time in Korea was up. The 
general’s detractors might rightly accuse him of poor judgment, but none could 
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fault his timing. The Korean War began at four o’clock the next morning. North 
Korean Premier Kim Il Sung had decided to reunite the two Koreas by force.

North Korea’s assault on its southern neighbor began with a massive artil-
lery barrage. South Korean sentries along the 38th parallel mistook the distant 
rumble of big guns for thunder until heavy shells came flashing and crashing 
among them. When the barrage lifted, ten divisions of the North Korean People’s 
Army—about 90,000 troops—poured across the 38th parallel into South Korea. 
Only about one-third of South Korea’s army of some 95,000 troops was deployed 
along the parallel. They were quickly overwhelmed by the invaders.

Some units of the unprepared Republic of Korea (ROK) army resisted 
bravely, but most broke and fled southward. On June 27, the UN called on 
member nations to send help. President Truman authorized U.S. air and naval 
support for the ROK. Seoul fell to the NKPA the next day. Truman then ordered 
U.S. ground troops into South Korea on June 30. Task Force Smith—named 
for its commander, Lieutenant Colonel Charles B. “Brad” Smith—arrived in 
Pusan, South Korea, from Japan on July 1 and began moving northward to 
check the NKPA advance. The North Korean invaders captured Inch’ŏn on 
July 3 and continued their southward sweep.

On July 5, Task Force Smith clashed with two tank-supported regiments 
of the NKPA’s Fourth Division north of Osan. Brad Smith’s unit consisted of a 
406-man infantry battalion and a 134-man artillery battery from the 24th In-
fantry Division. The enemy elements numbered roughly 8,000 men. Action 
began at 8:16 a.m. and ended late in the afternoon. By then, Task Force Smith 
no longer existed as a military fighting unit. North Korean forces had killed, 
wounded, or captured about 150 Americans. The rest had scattered as far south 
as Taejŏn, sixty miles away.

An advancing North Korean soldier summed up the day’s action in his 
diary that night: “We met vehicles and American POWs [prisoners of war]. We 
also saw some American dead. We found four of our destroyed tanks. Near 
Osan there was a great battle.”4 The Americans had not fared well in their first 
action against the North Koreans.
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