RESOURCES

BOOK REVIEW ESSAY

YOICES OF THE KOREAN WAR
Personal Stories of American, Korean,
and Chinese Soldiers

BY RICHARD A. PETERS AND XIAOBING L1
LEXINGTON: UNIVERSITY PRESS OF KENTUCKY. 2004
HARDCOVER: 288 PAGES

ISBN: ()-813-12293-7

Ithough often labeled the

“forgotten war,” there is a

large and growing litera-
ture on the Korean War. The two
very different books reviewed
here present additions to this body
of work that are useful for teach-
HE ers and students.

In Voices of the Korean War
Richard Peters and Xiaobing Li
provide twenty previously unpub-
lished firsthand accounts of the
Korean War from American,
Korean, and Chinese participants.
They average about nine or ten
pages each and are invariably fas-
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— | cinating. All are easy to read and
should be accessible 1o seconduary school students as well as under-
graduates. Peters and Li sometimes give accounts of the same events
from different sides. For example. the experience of a US marine in
the Chosin Reservoir fighting is followed by the account of a Chi-
nese captain. It 1s interesting to contrast the stories: particularly
revealing is the hardship of the much more poorly supplied and
equipped Chinese forces. The editors have added a succinct summa-
ry of the origins and course of the Korean War. focusing on US mili-
tary involvement, This 1s useful for the reader with little background
on the war and enhances the book’s value as a classroom text.

One limitation of the book is that twelve of the twenty accounts
are from Americans. Only four are from Chinese, and more seriously
only four are by Koreans, and only one of these is by someone who
fought on the North Korean side. The editors address this in the prel-
ace, explaining that only recently have Chinese officers and soldiers
felt comfortable talking about the Korean War (xiv) and cite similar
problems with Korean sources. The US-centric slant ol” the book is
also apparent in the short essay “Perspectives on the War™ at the end
of the book. Author Peters” conclusion is that “although the human
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costs of the war were much higher than anyone expected at the out-
set, the Korean War succeeded in achieving its original goal—the
expulsion of the North Korean Communist forces from South Korea
back to the 38th Parallel”™ (264). Another limitation is the emphasis
on soldiers when most of casualties were civilians. Just two accounts

give the reader some idea of what the Korean War experience was
like for the Koreans. One is the story of a seventeen-year-old high
school student forcibly conscripted to the North Korean army, who
after a few months escapes and joins the South Korean Marine Corps
and fights under them. The other. and most riveting account in the
book. “A Korean Housewile's Story,” is of a women and her family
who fled Seoul during the North Korean invasion. They walked for
fifteen days to a town in the south where her husband’s family lived,
only to have the town occupied by the North Koreans two days later.
She recounts their suffering under the brief North Korean occupation
of South Korea, during which her husband had to hide in a basement.
While more focus on the Koreans and Chinese would have made this
a better book. Veices of the Korean War is stll a useful resource for
secondary and college students,
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n a collection of essays.

Hnnﬂn" IWii[ium Stueck and five other
WAR IN contributors examine the ori-

gins and impact of the war. The
introduction and conclusion by
Stueck is especially valuable as a
summary of the issues, controver-
sies, and scholarship on the Korean
War. Unlike the previous book,
which requires little or no back-
ground knowledge, this one is
aimed at the reader already familiar
with the basic history ol the con-
fMict.

Allan Millet’s essay gives the
Korean background to the conflict.
Katheryn Weathersby provides a summary and update on her studies
of the Russian archival documents that have shed light on the Soviet
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role in the conflict. She explains Stalin's key role in giving the go-
ahead to Kim ll-sung for the invasion. his caution in avoiding a
direct US-Soviel clash, and his role in dragging on the war after truce
negotiations had begun. Stalin’s death seems to have been the key to
ending the conflict. Documents also show that Communist accusa-
nions that the US used biological weapons were based on evidence
fabricated by Ching and Russia. In a clearly written and illuminating
essay. Chen Jian provides a summary and update on his studies of
the Chinese role in the conflict. He explains how China’s decision to
intervene in the conflict has to be understood “in terms of Mao
Zedong’s determination (o create new momentum for pushing for-
ward his “continuous revolution™ and to defeat “American arro-
gance” (94). The Korean crisis was a test of China’s promotion of an
Astan and world revolution and a means to mobilize society.

Lloyd Gardiner in a carefully nuanced essay analyzes a letter
lrom Truman to Acheson in early July 1950 as a key document for
understanding the reasons for US intervention. Michael Schaller
looks at the impact of the Korean War on Japan, convincingly argu-
ing for its importance in shaping that nation’s postwar economic and
political direction. He points out the issues relating to the rearma-
ment of Japan and its military relationship with the US. and con-
cludes that there was no consensus until the Korean War “propelled
Japan along a new path,” and that “without the Korean Wir. the rela-
tionships forced among the United States. Japan. China, the Soviet
Union. and the two Koreas would have been dramatically different”
(170)

The Korean War in World History is probably too demanding
for secondary or introductory undergraduate students. However, it is
an important work that should be read by teachers interesied in the
conflict and would be useful in upper division history courses. While
many questions about the Korean War remain, the work of William
Stueck and the contributors ta this book have done much to help us
better understand the conflict. =
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