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D onald Clark has written an engaging
account of the small number of Western-
ers who lived and worked in Korea during

the turbulent first half of the twentieth century.
This period saw the end of the five-century-old Yi
dynasty, the four-decade-long occupation of Korea
by Japan, the Second World War, the division and
occupation of the country by the Soviet Union and
the United States in 1945, and the outbreak of the
Korean War.  The book is essentially two inter-
twined tales: the unfolding of Korean history from
the viewpoint of the Western community, and the
story of the expatriates themselves, often as caught
up and confused by the tumultuous history of the period as were
most Koreans. The Westerners Clark describes include diplomats,
business speculators, soldiers, and refugees from Europe and North
America—but he focuses primarily on American Protestant mis-
sionaries, the largest foreign community in the country, numbering
in the hundreds. 

It is written in two parts. The first and longer deals with the peri-
od from the arrival in Seoul in 1902 of Charles and Mabel Clark,
Presbyterian missionaries from Minnesota, to the evacuation of the
Americans from Korea during the period before Pearl Harbor. While
many missionaries became deeply acquainted with Korean culture,
most, even the best intentioned missionaries, lived in foreign com-
pounds separated from both the Koreans and the Japanese by lan-
guage barriers. We see the Westerners’ general disgust for what they
regard as the “wretched” state of Korea under the aristocratic yang-
ban class. Although a few became champions of Korean indepen-
dence, most welcomed or at least accepted the change brought by
Japanese colonial rule. Yet relations between the Western expatriate
community and the Japanese colonial rulers were often tense. This
points to some of the anomalies of Japanese colonialism. While the
Japanese were bringing the kind of “progress” to Korea that most
Europeans and Americans recognized and appreciated, the Japanese
officials often viewed Westerners with suspicion. The activities of
missionaries in particular came into conflict with Tokyo’s imperial
vision, and the autonomy of Christian churches, schools, and other
institutions conflicted with the increasingly totalitarian nature of the

colonial regime.  Tensions between Westerners, especially mission-
aries, and the Japanese grew more strained in the 1930s as the later
sought to force Koreans into Shint¬ worship, and the oppressive
nature of the colonial regime became more pronounced. After 1938
the Japanese took control of mission institutions, and Christian orga-
nizations such as the YMCA had to break their international ties.
Korean Christians with Western connections suffered surveillance,
persecution, and sometimes arrest. Western missionaries were so
carefully watched that their best assistance to Korean converts was
to avoid them

While the main focus is on the American mis-
sionary community, Clark provides interesting sto-
ries of others. These include Canadian missionar-
ies operating along the Manchurian-Korean border
and Catholic priests and nuns of various nationali-
ties. Among the non-church-related expatriate
community was Gaylord Marsh, a long-serving
US diplomat who had little sympathy for Korean
nationalists and who saw missionaries as making
trouble when they should be adhering to Japanese
regulations. There were also those Americans
managing the Oriental Consolidated Mining Com-
pany that, until taken over by a Japanese company
in 1939, operated the gold mines of Unsan County
in northern Korea, virtually enslaving the Korean
workers there. Especially interesting is the little
known White Russian community of Korea with

its colorful and eccentric characters earning livings in a variety of
ways. 

The shorter part two deals with post World War II years. Most
of the missionaries were eager to return to Korea after the war, but
found resumption of their work in the South difficult and in the
North impossible.  Disturbingly, they often found American forces
in the South acting in ways that resembled the Japanese. Clark
describes the often horrific violence and oppression that character-
ized the postwar period. Yet, the foreign community for the most
part supported the anti-Communism policies of the US military
government and its Korean allies. Clark points to the “irony” that
the Western missionaries who knew Korea best and who had once
resisted and loathed Japanese repression of Korean freedom of reli-
gious expression “did not question the use of violence by American
forces and the police and constabulary” in dealing with peasant dis-
sension (p. 322). Clark also provides the tragic story of the small
foreign community captured by the North Koreans and their “death
march,” as well as the depressing fate of Korean Christians under
the Communist regime.   

Although a number of stories of individual Korean Christians
depict the difficulties of this community, we mostly see Koreans
through Western eyes. This might bother some readers, but it seems
appropriate enough since it is about the Westerners in Korea. Clark
alternates summaries of events in Korea with stories of foreigner
communities participating in or reacting to these events. A large
number of foreigners are dealt with, but the life stories of a few,
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such as the Clarks and the Underwoods, provide a narrative thread
holding the book together. Despite the author’s own background
and his admiration for many in the Western Christian community,
he does little to romanticize them. Instead he presents a balanced as
well as illuminating account.

A previous knowledge of Korean history would be helpful 
but is not necessary to appreciate this book.  Clark periodically 
provides historical background for those unfamiliar with Korean
history, and his tales of Westerners are always carefully placed
within the context of major historical events. There is little new in
the way of interpretation. Nonetheless, the book’s wealth of anec-
dotes and vignettes will enrich anyone’s understanding of Korea.
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