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CHAPTER 1

ACross an
Arbitrary Line

t about 10:30 a.M. on August 18, 1976, a United

Nations Command work party entered the Joint
Security Area at P’anmunjom, Korea, a roughly
circular area about 800 yards (732 meters) in
diameter. The party consisted of five South Korean
workers and an American and South Korean security
force of three officers and seven enlisted men. Their
task that morning was to trim the boughs of a
poplar tree. Its foliage was obstructing the view
between two United Nations (UN) checkpoints
within the security area.

The Joint Security Area contains no fortifications,
land mines, barbed wire fencing, or other defensive
barriers. It is an arms-free oasis in Korea’s
demilitarized zone (DMZ), which is the most heavily
militarized strip of land on earth. The DMZ bisects
P’anmunjéom and straddles the general trace of the
front lines at the end of the Korean War. Running
more or less along the 38th parallel of latitude, it
drops a little below it in the west and rises slightly
above it in the east.
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South Korean soldiers patrol along the fence in Paju, near the demilitarized
zone (DMZ) dividing the two Koreas. The DMZ was created by the 1953
Korean armistice agreement. It roughly follows the 38th parallel and forms
a heavily fortified buffer zone between the two countries.
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Since the signing on July 27, 1953, of the armistice that ended
hostilities in the Korean War, the DMZ has formed a two-and-
one-half-mile-wide (four km) buffer zone between North Korea
and South Korea. Peace negotiators had designed the zone “to
prevent the occurrence of incidents which might lead to a
resumption of hostilities.”! In a general sense, the DMZ
has served its purpose. But the events of that steamy August
morning in 1976 moved the two Koreas to the brink of another
all-out war.

Soon after work had begun, two North Korean security
officers and nine enlisted men arrived at the scene. They asked
what was going on. Captain Arthur G. Bonifas, the senior
American officer, explained. Lieutenant Pak Chul, the Korean
People’s Army (KPA) commander, said, “good.”? Pak was an
eight-year veteran of the Joint Security Area. He had a history of
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aggressive encounters with UN forces. Nevertheless, relations
between the two forces seemed cordial at first.

At about 10:50 a.Mm., however, Pak demanded a halt to the
trimming. Through a South Korean interpreter, he warned, “If
you cut more branches, there will be a big problem.”® Captain
Bonifas refused Pak’s demand and ordered his party to continue
working. Pak sent one of his men for reinforcements. A few
minutes later, another 20 North Korean troops arrived by truck.
Carrying pipes and ax handles, the new arrivals surrounded the
UN work party.

Lieutenant Pak again demanded a stop to the tree trimming.
The South Korean interpreter conveyed Pak’s message to Captain
Bonifas: “The branches that are cut will be of no use, just as you
will be after you die.”* Bonifas told the interpreter that he thought
Pak was bluffing. He again ordered the work to continue. Then,
unwisely, Bonifas turned his back on the North Koreans.

Lieutenant Pak removed his watch, carefully rolled it up in a
handkerchief, and stuck it in his pocket. Giving no other warning,
Pak shouted, “Chookyo!”> (“Kill!”). With serpent-like suddenness,
he smashed Bonifas from behind with a karate chop. The captain
collapsed to the ground.

At least five of Pak’s men swarmed to attack the fallen captain.
Flailing at Bonifas with pipes, ax handles, and the blunt edge of
an ax, they pummeled him to death. The KPA guards next turned
their attention to the rest of the outnumbered UN work and
security forces.

First Lieutenant Mark T. Barrett, the other American officer
present, rushed to the aid of an enlisted man. Barrett was also
knocked down and beaten to death. The heads of both men were
battered beyond recognition. Their deaths marked the first US
fatalities in the Joint Security Area since its establishment nearly
25 years earlier. The South Korean interpreter was also injured in
the savage attack, along with four of the enlisted men.

Six decades after the Korean ceasefire, a state of war still exists
between the two Koreas. And an atmosphere for killing still
prevails along Korea’s DMZ.
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Koreans have struggled for thousands of years to maintain an
identity all their own. To preserve their heritage, culture, and
language, they have abided open warfare, occupation, and foreign
rule. They owe many of their struggles to their geographic
location. After centuries of intermittent domination by China,
Koreans spent much of the first half of the twentieth century
under the heel of Japanese occupiers.

In August 1945, at the end of World War II, American army
officers selected the 38th parallel as a dividing line on the Korean
Peninsula. The line almost exactly bisects Korea. It was established
as a temporary line for Soviet and American forces to accept the
surrender of Japanese troops to the north and south of the line,
respectively. In time, the temporary dividing line became
increasingly permanent.
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The Russo-Japanese War began in 1904. Japan won an
overwhelming naval victory over the Russian fleet at the Battle
of Tsushima the following year. This victory cleared the way
for Japan’s annexation of Korea in 1910. A brutal 35-year
occupation followed.
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