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Foreword

FOREWORD
As we approach the 70th anniversary of the outbreak of the Korean War this year, the history of the  

United Kingdom’s involvement in the Korean Peninsula can be understood in relation to its traditional  

role as balancer. In the early twentieth century, the United Kingdom’s policy in Korea involved allying  

with the United States and Japan to deter Russian expansion southward, while also establishing inroads 

into the power of the Joseon dynasty (1392–1910) by securing harbours between China and Japan.  

The Anglo-Japanese Alliance from 1902 to 1903 aimed to secure the UK and Japan’s interests in China  

and Korea, respectively; however, the UK’s strategic interest in this alliance was to deter Russian 

expansionism, culminating in the Russo-Japanese War (1904–1905). Great Britain was keenly aware  

of the geostrategic importance of the Korean Peninsula, mainly in the context of the rivalries among  

China, Japan and Russia in their tug-of-war over the declining Joseon dynasty.

Although first contact between Britain and Korea left few clear records, it is chronicled that Captain  

William Broughton of the HMS Providence was ordered to disembark at Busan in 1797. Eighty-six years 

later, the countries signed a treaty for the two-year British naval occupation of Geomundo, a small island 

south of the Peninsula. Before the Korean War in 1950, Britain’s interests in Korea were ‘distant but 

nonetheless an obligation’ in the words of then prime minister Clement Atlee. 

Despite Korea’s relatively low priority for the UK, Great Britain committed the second largest military  

to the Korean War, second only to the United States’ 1.79 million. From 1950 to 1957, Great Britain 

committed over 100,000 soldiers. During the actual war period from 30 June 1950 to 27 July 1953,  

about 60,000 British served, 746 were killed, 2,533 were wounded and 1,157 were missing in action,  

with 977 prisoners of war. British Commonwealth Forces Korea (BCFK), which included the first deployment 

of Australian military as part of the British Commonwealth Occupation Force in Japan after World War II, 

numbered over 100,000. With such commitment of Great Britain as a UN Security Council member and an 

ally to the United States, its bilateral relationship with Korea turned a corner, ushering in a new era, mainly 

due to changing views of Korea among British soldiers, with increasing admiration for Korea’s simultaneous 

achievement of economic rebirth and democratic development. 

In the Korean War veterans digital archive of the Korean War Legacy Foundation  

(www.koreanwarlegacy.org), constructed with the unwavering support of Korea’s Ministry of Patriots  

and Veterans Affairs (MPVA), about 50 Korean War veterans from the United Kingdom witness their  

first impressions of modern Korea: most knew little about Korea and found it very foreign, primitive  

and extremely poor. Even in the mid-twentieth century, Korea’s place in the minds of British soldiers  

was unclear. When they left Korea in the middle of war, they had no idea that Korea would ever rise from  

the ashes. British veterans, when asked if they could ever have imagined that Korea would become the 

11th largest economy in the world and most substantive democracy in Asia, almost unanimously shook 

their heads. There was no way to foresee a Korean nation when nothing had been left standing. When 

they returned to the Republic of Korea through the MPVA’s ‘Revisit Korea’, programme, veterans often 

spoke of finding a sense of closure for unresolved memories they had long hoped to put behind them. 

Korea has not just become a power of industry and technology; it has also attracted global attention 

among young generations through cultural phenomena like K-pop and English Premier star players like 

Ji-sung Park and Heung-min Son. In 2030, Korea is projected to become the seventh largest economic 

power in the world, directly behind the United Kingdom and ahead of France, as mutual interdependence 

and Korea–UK exchanges have deepened to an unprecedented level since their first encounter in the 

eighteenth century. Korea now has a place in the history of Great Britain, as well as in the minds of those 

who honourably served and sacrificed: a source of pride for 100,000 British and Commonwealth soldiers  

and gratitude from Koreans for their contribution to the success that Korea has become. 

http://www.koreanwarlegacy.org
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Having gathered oral histories from Korean War veterans from the 22 countries that participated in  

the war, as well as about 1,600 in-depth interviews, with thousands of artefacts, the Korean War Legacy 

and World History Digital Education Foundations published in 2019 the first K-12 curriculum book, 

containing analyses of more than 1,000 interviews of American Korean War veterans by America’s  

largest social studies organisation, the National Council for Social Studies. We are now giving birth to  

the second curriculum book, reflecting the last 70 years of British involvement in Korean history.  

These valuable educational resources breathe life into the honour and sacrifices of our heroes,  

continuing their legacy onward. 

It was in the summer of 2017 that I first met Melanie Jones, Educational Director of the Historical 

Association (HA), to discuss collaborating on a series of interviews with Korean War veterans in  

the UK. In 2018, Executive Director Joseph Karb and I drafted specific plans to produce this book while 

participating in the HA’s annual conference in Stratford-upon-Avon. Ben Walsh has led eight history 

teachers from the UK to reflect on the changed place of the Korean War in British history curricula, 

bringing us a step closer to publishing curricular resources for the 22 countries that participated in  

the Korean War. Thank you, Ben and Mel. 

I want to thank the Historical Association and the entire staff, including Maheema Chanrai, for making 

such a strong professional effort and commitment. Foremost, Joseph Karb’s action plans have played  

a vital role in transforming our veterans’ oral histories into resources that educators can easily use in  

classes on the changing place of Korea in the world history curriculums. 

I also want to acknowledge the support of veterans from all 22 countries in helping teachers to change 

attitudes towards and understanding of Korea. Ultimately this work can only be done ‘by the teachers for 

the teachers’ – my foundation’s most important catchphrase. My sincere appreciation goes to our UK 

teachers, who have done such superb jobs in writing this publication.

Ultimately, my sincerest gratitude goes to the Korean Foundation, which has never wavered in its gracious 

support of this book. Alongside the Korea Foundation, my foundation will arduously march for the 

continued success of the ‘Global K-12 Korean Studies Project’.

In honour of our heroes’ precious sacrifice,

Dr Jongwoo Han 

President,  

Korean War Legacy Foundation (www.koreanwarlegacy.org)  

World History Digital Education Foundation (www.worldhistoryde.org) 

http://www.koreanwarlegacy.org
http://www.worldhistoryde.org
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SECTION 1: SUBJECT KNOWLEDGE UPDATES

1A THE KOREAN WAR: QUO VADIS?  
THE ONGOING LEGACY OF THE KOREAN WAR AND 
QUESTIONS FOR THE FUTURE 
Dr Jongwoo Han, Korean War Legacy Foundation and World History Digital 
Education Foundation

Throughout world history, as nations have risen  

and fallen, wars have been among the most 

important events. Wars serve as indispensable 

means for new powers and states but unavoidable 

realities for the defeated. For powers both new and 

old, however, wars have immense costs in human 

lives. Thus, we must find the positive outcomes  

and rationales, or new challenges, however ironic 

that may seem. 

Long ago, the Peloponnesian War (B.C. 431–404) 

demonstrated the power of not only democratic 

governance in the Greek city states but also their 

alliance against the authoritarian and totalitarian 

system of Sparta. World Wars I and II saw the end 

of Western colonial imperialism, establishing what 

Immanuel Kant would have recognised as a ‘Pacific 

Union’ among Western democracies. The Vietnam 

War defeated American-backed French colonialism 

and triggered political and civic activism in the 

United States in the 1960s and ’70s. The wars in 

Iraq and Afghanistan ushered the globe into a new 

type of fanatic religious warfare, challenging us to 

consider the thousand-year-old issue of who is right 

within the current context of counter-terrorism. 

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE 
KOREAN WAR FOR KOREA

But what were the by-products of the Korean War? 

Many epithets have been used, including ‘A sour 

little war’ by W. Averell Harriman and ‘police action’ 

by Harry S. Truman. The Republicans called it ‘the 

foreign policy blunder of the century’. General Omar 

Bradley called it ‘Frankly, a great military disaster’ 

(Goulden, 1982, p. xiii). More broadly, it has been 

described as a template of Cold War conflict,  

a starting point for bipolar Cold War international 

politics between the US and the Soviet Union  

and, most famously, ‘the forgotten war’.  

Critically, though, it is the longest of wars in  

the twentieth century, as the 1953 Armistice  

was never officially replaced by a peace treaty, 

leading to dire situations of international 

importance such as North Korea’s nuclear 

provocations and the Sino–US collision course. 

This ongoing war has also dramatically impacted  

the destinies of the two Koreas: North Korea, 

isolated, totalitarian and hunger-stricken, versus 

South Korea, dramatically transformed from aid-

receiving to aid-offering, with the most dynamic 

democracy. What could have caused such a stark 

contrast between these regimes, despite having 

shared the same history, culture and political  

system for millennia before separation in 1948, 

three years before the Korean War? 

How can we explain such disparities between 

these two groups of people, separated from each 

other only by international powers and ideological 

competition? The past 70 years have marked a 

watershed, completely shifting the courses of  

these separated but related nations. Korea has 

continuously maintained national identity through 

the Three Kingdoms, Goguryeo (B.C. 37–668), 

Baekjae (B.C. 18–660), Silla (B.C. 57–935), Goryeo 

(918–1392) and the Joseon periods (1392–1910), 

with a recorded history of five millennia.  

Dr Jongwoo Han  
is President of the 
Korean War Legacy 
Foundation and the 
World History 
Digital Education 
Foundation. He is a 
leading scholar in 
Korean history and 
politics and author 
of Power, Place,  
and State-Society 
Relations in Korea: 
neo-Confucian  
and geomantic 
reconstruction of 
developmental state 
and democratization 
(Lexington Books, 
2013).

This ongoing 

war has also 

dramatically 

impacted the 

destinies of the 

two Koreas—North 

Korea, isolated, 

totalitarian, and 

hunger-stricken, 

versus South 

Korea, dramatically 

transformed from 

aid-receiving to 

aid-offering, with 

the most dynamic 

democracy.

The present-day border between North and South Korea. The 
war never officially ended, and the border is a tense and heavily 
fortified area still. 
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Since the early seventh century, the Korean nation 

had maintained a homogeneous identity, culture 

and political community. The Joseon dynasty,  

in particular, was tightly controlled and centralised, 

with rule of law, a constitution and a standing army. 

It was one of the longest dynasties, running 518 

years, just slightly shorter than the 844-year Holy 

Roman Empire (962–1806), the 790-year Zhou 

dynasty (1046–256 BC) in China, and the 724-

year Ottoman Empire (1299–1923). Considering 

that this political community thrived as one nation 

for thousands of years, contemporary division, 

confrontations and discrepancies between the  

two Koreas stand out in two ways: the division  

of a Korean nation into two may be temporary,  

yet the current impasse between the two Koreas 

with superpowers like China and the United States  

is also unprecedented in Korean history. In 

fact, South Korea’s post-Korean War rebirth is 

unprecedented in the whole history of Korea.

THE KOREAN WAR AS PART OF A 
GLOBAL POWER STRUGGLE

In fact, the Korean War was the first major war  

to occur in the context of the bipolar Cold War 

system, with North Korea as the first state after 

World War II to invade and seek the annexation of 

another (Clemens Jr., 2016, p. 7). It was not only  

a Korean civil war between North and South but also 

the first major collision between the US-led alliance 

of UN forces and the alliance of newly communist 

China and the Soviet Union. Many Korean War 

veterans interviewed by the Korean War Legacy 

Foundation (www.kwvdm.org;  
www.koreanwarlegacy.org) clearly recall 

encountering no North Korean soldiers after the 

Korean War entered stalemate trench warfare in 

1951. To these UN veterans, their Korean War 

enemies were Chinese, in the absence of Russia,  

in most cases. 

Another important historical fact that we need to  

be aware of with regard to the legacy of the Korean 

War is that it was not Japan, the Axis Power, that 

divided Korea. This was carried out by the United 

States and the Soviet Union, tacitly backed by other 

powers at the end of World War II. The principle  

of dividing Germany was not applied to Japan. 

Instead, it was the Korean Peninsula, which was  

the victim of Japanese colonial occupancy,  

that was divided. Korean interests and voices  

were completely ignored and disregarded,  

if not disdained. According to Fry (2013), future 

US Secretary of State Dean Rusk, then a colonel on 

General George Marshall’s staff, and fellow Army 

staffer Colonel Charles ‘Tic’ Bonesteel were assigned 

with identifying a line of control that both the USA 

and the Soviets could agree to. Time was of the 

essence: the Soviets had just entered the war against 

Japan, and American officials were worried that they 

would rush in to occupy the entire Korean Peninsula 

before the USA, whose nearest troops were still 

600 miles (966 kilometres) away on Okinawa, 

could establish its own presence on the mainland. 

Rusk knew that the 38th parallel ‘made no sense 

economically or geographically’ – Korea, in fact,  

had enjoyed unity and a high degree of geographic 

continuity for the better part of a millennium –  

but this was now the Cold War. Military expediency 

had to rule the day. Korea, it was thought,  

would be divided only temporarily. Rusk later recalled 

the experience in his 1991 memoir, As I Saw It:

‘During a meeting on August 14, 1945, the same 

day as the Japanese surrender, [Bonesteel] and  

I retired to an adjacent room late at night and 

studied intently a map of the Korean peninsula. 

Working in haste and under great pressure, we had 

a formidable task: to pick a zone for the American 

occupation. Neither Tic nor I was a Korea expert,  

but it seemed to us that Seoul, the capital, should 

be in the American sector. We also knew that the 

U.S. Army opposed an extensive area of occupation. 

Using a National Geographic map, we looked just 

north of Seoul for a convenient dividing line but 

could not find a natural geographical line. We saw 

instead the thirty-eighth parallel and decided to 

recommend that... [Our commanders] accepted it 

without too much haggling, and surprisingly, so did 

the Soviets.’

It is almost ridiculous to learn that this was how a 

nation’s destiny was determined. Two US colonels 

were ordered to find the most convenient line of 

permanent division of a nation in a hurry, completely 

ignoring its opinion, and that line still exists, halving 

the whole Korean nation. 

The legacy of this division remains with us today. 

China’s challenge to US-led Western influence in 

It is almost 

ridiculous to learn 

… how a nation’s 

destiny was 

determined. Two 

US colonels were 

ordered to find the 

most convenient 

line of permanent 

division of a 

nation in a hurry 

completely ignoring 

its opinion and 

that line still exists 

halving the whole 

Korean nation.
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contemporary international politics centres on  

North Korea’s nuclear provocations and China’s 

expansionist policies. These exemplify the power 

struggles that have stemmed from the unfinished 

war in the Korean Peninsula. They fought not  

just for their proxies but for themselves.  

When MacArthur ordered UN forces to march  

north of the 38th parallel and Yalu River, which 

marks China’s north-east border with North Korea, 

the People’s Republic of China (PRC) feared pressure 

from US and UN forces. The US and the UK did not 

want to spark another world-scale war by colliding 

with the second-largest communist country backed 

by the Soviet Union so soon after World War II.  

The UK government, in particular, vehemently 

opposed General MacArthur’s idea of nuclear 

bombing Manchuria. The stalemate since 1951  

in the Korean War ended with an armistice in  

1953, signed by China, North Korea and the United 

Nations. The division of Korea cannot be overcome 

unless these two poles reach an accord and put war 

behind them. This unbearable legacy of the Korean 

War may be the most convincing reason why the 

Western world has not wanted to break the status 

quo in the Korean Peninsula – it would necessarily 

involve North Korea being backed by China and 

rectify the conventional policy of regime denial. 

KOREA AND THE KOREAN WAR’S 
PLACE IN THE ONGOING CONFLICT 
BETWEEN THE USA AND CHINA

Can there be an end to history? This is a legitimate 

question as we commemorate the 70th anniversary 

of the outbreak of the Korean War in 2020 and the 

70th anniversary of the Armistice in 2023, ending 

the Korean War with a ceasefire that has never been 

replaced with a peace treaty. Francis Fukuyama,  

in his book The End of History and the Last Man, 

argues that the fall of the Soviet Union and the 

consequential end of the Cold War indicates that 

political and economic systems cannot evolve 

further, concluding that our era is ‘not just...  

the passing of a particular period of post-war 

history, but the end of history as such: that is, the 

end point of mankind’s ideological evolution and 

the universalisation of Western liberal democracy  

as the final form of human government’ (1989). 

Does this argument hold, though, when Korea is 

still technically at war and China challenges US 

hegemony in the South China Sea with its One Belt 

and One Road Initiative to spread Chinese economic  

and cultural influence? 

Will the current encounter between Washington 

and Pyeongyang mark the end of the evolutionary 

process of the Korean War? The current state of  

the US–North Korea conflict, centring around 

Pyeongyang’s provocative nuclear missile test, poses 

a threat not only to countries near the Peninsula but 

also to global peace and stability. 

Unfortunately, the 70-year-old rivalry between  

China and the USA has never been resolved.  

In fact, China is determined to replace US 

hegemony and rise beyond Western influence. 

South China Morning Post sees the current bilateral 

trade war with the USA as not just ‘a mighty tussle 

over imports and exports’ but ‘pitting China against  

a coterie of Western nations that see it as the 

gravest threat to their dominance of the existing 

world order… On the one side, there is the clear 

goal of slowing down China’s seemingly inexorable 

rise as a superpower. And on the other side is 

China’s determination not to bow to the collective 

might of the West and forfeit the right to decide its 

own destiny.’ (Fong, 2018) However politically and 

parochially oriented this remark may seem,  

the current trade war between the United States 

and China is no surprise in this historical context. 

Since the Korean War and up to the moment at 

which China became the world’s second-largest 

economy, this collision course was expected, and 

even recognised during the Obama administration 

in his ‘pivot to Asia’ policy. Chinese government 

and pro-communist intellectuals blame the USA for 

this trade dispute and hegemonic competition in 

the South China Sea and Taiwan. Wei (2019) claims 

A South Korean poster from 
1952 trying to persuade North 
Korean troops to surrender 
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that ‘Washington started to regard Beijing as its 

strategic rival. Before 2010, the US did not believe 

China’s national strength could pose a threat to it, 

nor did it think China was a challenge to the US-led 

international order.’ 

Such attitudes and words become a trend.  

The recently created mouthpiece of the Chinese 

government, The Global Times, wrote an article 

in which China Central TV (CCTV) reshuffled the 

broadcasting schedule to suddenly insert movies  

on the Korean War.1 From Thursday 16 May 16  

to Saturday 18 May 2019, China’s state television 

aired three classic Chinese films featuring the 

heroic roles of the Chinese army in the Korean War, 

replacing the previously scheduled programmes  

and prompting wide discussions online amid the 

simmering China–US trade war. CCTV’s movie 

channel CCTV-6 said on its Weibo on Thursday  

night that the war classic Heroic Sons and 

Daughters would be aired at 8:25 pm, and the 

previously scheduled programme of the Asian  

Film and TV Week would be shown at 10:20 pm. 

Later, the channel said that it would screen another 

military film, Battle on Shangganling Mountain, 

depicting a major battle in North Korea, on Friday 

night. A third classic film, A Surprise Attack,  

was aired on Saturday, replacing the scheduled 

comedy. All three films featured the war against  

US aggression and to aid [North] Korea, as it is 

known in China. (Global Times, 2019) The second 

film in particular was commissioned by Chairman 

Mao in 1956. The Chinese see the Korean War, 

in which they fought for the first time against 

Americans, as the start of their long battle with 

the United States (Goulden, 1982), and it is still 

ongoing. Renping (2019) wrote that the current 

intensifying trade war with the United States  

recalls the Korean War, saying: 

‘The war lasted over three years, and in the later 

two years of fighting and talking, our persistence on 

the battlefield and the continuing gains eventually 

forced the Americans to bow their heads at the 

negotiating table. Looking at the current arrogance 

of the American elites toward a strategic crackdown 

on China, it’s clear that we face a long and almost 

determined and protracted war regardless of the 

progress of the trade talks. Regardless of whether a 

trade deal is signed or not, this game is inevitable. 

We must carry forward the spirit of the battle on 

Shangganling Mountain. A trade war is a great 

game in which we need to create and unleash our 

vitality while maintaining our position and crush 

the will of the other side with China’s growing 

economic strength.’

Sheng (2019) explains why these unscheduled 

Korean War movies were aired so abruptly.  

Sheng said that ‘it would broadcast a documentary 

about the 1950 Battle of Chosin [Jangjin in Korean] 

Reservoir, an important battle in the war that marks 

the complete withdrawal of US-led UN troops 

from North Korea’. He adds that ‘because of the 

demand from the audiences’, the channel decided 

to broadcast China-produced movies on the Korean 

War. ‘We are using movies to echo the current era,’ 

CCTV-6 said on its Weibo. ‘We are not afraid of the 

US, not in the past, not today.’ 

All the current coverage on the trade war between 

the USA and China corroborates research on how 

the Korean War has shaped the negative narratives 

of China’s policy and attitudes with the United 

States. Gries, Prewitt-Freilino, Cox-Fuenzalida and 

Zhang (2009, p. 437) conducted an experimental 

case study on how ‘the valence, source, and nation 

of historical accounts of the Korean War affect 

Chinese and US students’ beliefs about this shared 

past, emotions, national self-esteem, and threat 

perception in the present’. This article seemingly 

validates a journalist’s view on the current trade  

war and its similarity to the Korean War.

THE POTENT LEGACY OF THE WAR 
FOR CHINA

Gries et al. (2009) argue that the unfortunate  

past between the USA and China still haunts 

contemporary bilateral affairs, best exemplified  

by the Korean War. They find that ‘while most 

Americans have largely forgotten the war, many 

Chinese not only remember it but also draw pride 

and strength from that memory. This fortuitous 

asymmetry of historical relevance mitigates the 

impact that contending Korean War histories have 

on US–China relations today… When both parties 

to a shared contentious past link that past to their 

self-understandings in the present, there is little 

room for compromise.’ (Gries et al., 2009,  

p. 455) As we find from abundant evidence  

1 The Medium Global Times, 
where these articles appeared, 
was created by the Chinese 
government. With more than 
600 million Internet users, 
Chinese President Xi Jinping 
called for proactive and 
effective Communist Party-led 
responses to a changing 
media environment. Speelman 
(2015) writes ‘Enter the 
Paper, or Pengpai in Chinese, 
a web-based media outlet 
headquartered in Shanghai 
promising to provide news on 
“politics and thought” and 
one of the most successful 
answers to Xi’s call thus far.’

The Chinese see 

the Korean War,  

in which they 

fought for the 

first time against 

Americans, as the 

start of their long 

battle with the 

United States, and 

still ongoing.
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on how Chinese digital media depicts the current 

trade friction with the USA, the Korean War 

represents a deep wound and, simultaneously, a 

lesson in Chinese relations with the United States; 

Gries et al. (2009) argue that contemporary affairs 

are shaped by conflicts about the past. They 

claim further that ‘Chinese nationalism today is 

closely tied up with narratives of China’s past 

victimization at the hands of Western and Japanese 

imperialism, and that nationalism has an impact on 

China’s foreign policies in general and US policy in 

particular.’ (Gries et al., 2009, p. 434)

Even before the current trade conflicts, metaphors 

and direct references to the Korean War have 

apparently been used in different contexts.  

Gries et al. (2009) highlight The People’s Daily’s 

reference to the ‘Korean battleground’ as 

noteworthy. The CCP (Communist Party of China) 

has long claimed nationalist legitimacy, partly based 

on a nationalist narrative in which the CCP led a 

righteous effort to aid the Korean people and expel 

the invading US forces from Chinese and Korean 

soil. Indeed, it has been argued (Gries, 2004,  

pp. 56–61) that, in Chinese nationalist narratives, 

‘”victory” over the US in Korea marks the end of 

the “Century of Humiliation” and thus remains 

central to both the collective self-esteem of many 

Chinese nationalists as well as the legitimacy of 

the CCP today’ (Gries et al., 2009, p. 434). China 

sees the Korean War as a way to recover from the 

humiliation of bowing to Western and Japanese 

imperialism. This is why the Korean War has 

resurfaced whenever China faces problems  

with countries that insult its self-respect. 

Gries et al.’s (2009) comparative analyses of high 

school history textbooks in both countries indicates 

that the ill-fated past has shaped current frictions 

between the USA and China. 

‘Current textbooks continue to refer to the  

United States as the “enemy” (in Chinese, diren), 

suggesting that the United States intervened in the 

“domestic affairs” of Korea without provocation.  

No mention is made of the North Korean invasion  

of South Korea. When MacArthur’s armies headed 

toward the Yalu River, the Chinese People’s 

Volunteers (CPV) drove the “invaders” (qinluezhe) 

back to the thirty-eighth parallel, where they were 

forced to sign the armistice. The CPV had “won” 

(shengli), and the United States had “lost” (shibai). 

By contrast, US history textbooks tend to treat Korea 

as the “Forgotten War.” Compared to their much 

more extensive treatment of the “good war” against 

German and Japanese fascism during World War II, 

US textbook treatment of the Korean War is brief. 

For instance, the 1991 eighth edition of the popular 

McGraw-Hill textbook American History: A Survey 

devotes thirty pages to World War II but just three 

to the Korean War. The account begins with the 

North Korean “invasion” of the South, followed  

by US intervention to “assist” the overwhelmed 

South Korean army against “communist forces.”  

It concludes rather ambiguously with a  

“protracted stalemate” back at the thirty-eighth 

parallel where it had all started (see Brinkley et al. 

1991, 844–846). There is no discussion of either 

victory or defeat.’ (Gries et al., 2009, pp. 435–6)

Based on this study, the Korean War has clearly  

not ended, at least in the context of contemporary 

Sino–US collisions in East Asia. The Korean War 

appears to be a living organ, constantly reminding 

us of the similar problems that caused the US-led 

UN forces and the Russian-led communist forces  

to collide. Thus, in this context, neither the Cold 

War nor history has really ended, but the unresolved 

scar has frequently resurfaced and produced 

new problems. In fact, North Korea’s nuclear 

proliferation drove the parties involved to  

a dead end in 2018 and 2019, to North Korea’s 

seventh nuclear and ICBM tests, and to the USA’s 

consideration of a ‘bloody nose’ attack, a limited 

Chinese poster from the 
Korean War. This imagery 
is constantly drawn on by 
modern Chinese leaders
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strike on a missile launch site or other target.  

South Koreans had to worry about another Korean 

War before the Pyeongchang Winter Olympics. 

China’s ambition to rise above the only hegemon, 

the United States, has been clear in its bold One Belt 

and One Road Initiative (BRI), declared in the APEC 

Summit in 2014. Essentially, China wants to revive 

its heyday of economic power by tying the whole 

world together on both land and sea. Ironically, 

the Maritime Silk Road exactly overlaps with the 

Acheson Line, whose declaration on 12 January 

1950 inadvertently compelled Stalin to allow Kim 

Il-Sung to attack South Korea. 

QUO VADIS?

History never ends, but the Korean War has 

constantly reproduced further and unresolved 

confrontations among the parties of the war  

and threatened regional peace and prosperity.  

This is why the British government’s policy of 

‘Global Britain’ puts enormous emphasis on the 

freedom of navigation and overflight in the South 

China Sea in order to maintain the rule-based 

international order and contain China’s One Belt 

and One Road Initiative. It is noteworthy that one 

of Britain’s amphibious transport vessels, the HMS 

Albion, which deployed to Asian waters in 2018–

19, conducted a freedom of navigation operation 

(FONOP) en route to Vietnam, contesting China’s 

claim to sovereignty over the Paracels in 1974.  

The main mission of these five Royal Navy vessels 

was to deter Chinese provocations to high-seas 

freedoms in the South China Sea by conducting 

naval drills with the USA, Japan and the Five  

Powers Defence Arrangements (FPDA) allies – 

Malaysia, Singapore, Australia and New Zealand. 

Both Britain’s foreign and defence ministers made  

it clear that the UK would deploy two aircraft 

carriers to the South China Sea in the near future, 

into one of the busiest commercial sea routes, 

carrying $5 trillion worth of trade a year. Britain’s 

defence minister Gavin Williamson in 2018 made  

it clear that the presence of its Royal Navy in  

Asia was no ‘flash in the pan’ but ‘a permanent 

presence’ to enforce the triangle alliance among 

the USA, Japan and Great Britain. History does not 

end but repeats this triangle that defeated Russian 

expansionism on the Korean Peninsula in the  

early twentieth century. This time, however,  

their potential threat is China. 

The Korean War continues to exemplify the most 

important values in the history of human society: 

individual freedom and open transparency in our 

economy and democracy. As the second-largest 

presence in the Korean War, Great Britain has  

played an integral role in what the Korean War  

has accomplished. The outcomes of the Korean War  

are threefold: 1) South Korea survived and became  

a world economic power with a substantive 

democracy; 2) North Korea remained isolationist 

and has not changed its antagonistic policy towards 

the free world; and 3) the status quo among the 

superpowers on the Korean question has not 

changed significantly. The ultimate questions 

are whether the war has finished its due course 

and whether the USA and North Korea will reach 

resolution or wage war. The key to this issue is 

China, which was the main enemy against the  

UN forces and one of the three signatories of the 

ceasefire in 1953, which has remained unchanged 

for the last 68 years. Will the twenty-first century 

see the end of the Korean War, replacing this 

ceasefire with a peace treaty and a resolution to  

the current stalemate and confrontations between 

the free world and North Korea, as well as China? 
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1B THE LEGACY OF THE KOREAN WAR
Gregg A. Brazinsky

The Korean War was a crucible that irrevocably 

changed Korea and the world. Its brutal fighting, 

massive destruction and indeterminate conclusion 

left a complex legacy for all the nations that fought 

in it. Americans and Europeans have often called 

it the ‘forgotten war’ because it never seemed to 

offer a clear lesson. In Korea, however, the war can 

never be forgotten because so many aspects of 

contemporary politics, economy and society bear  

its imprint.

FORGETTING A WAR THAT MUST 
BE REMEMBERED

Perhaps the main reason why many NATO countries 

have termed the Korean War the ‘forgotten war’ 

is because they are not really sure how it should 

be remembered. It did not end with a resounding 

victory over adversaries who were intent on world 

conquest, as World War II did. Nor did it lead to  

a humiliating defeat in a struggle whose very 

morality many questioned, as did the Vietnam War. 

In fact, the Korean War never really ended. Fighting 

stopped on 27 July 1953, when representatives of 

the UN Command, the Chinese People’s Volunteers 

and the North Korean People’s Army signed an 

armistice, but to this date, there has been no 

official peace treaty between the combatants.

While many have found little to celebrate or mourn 

about the war, the fact is that it reshaped the 

Cold War. The war strengthened the Free World’s 

determination to contain communism in Asia. In 

1952, the Allied Powers signed the Treaty of San 

Francisco with Japan, formally ending World War II 

and ending the US occupation of Japan. The treaty 

left Japan in the hands of politicians who were 

considered reliable conservatives, while keeping 

200,000 American troops stationed at 2,000 base 

facilities on the Japanese main islands (Immerwahr, 

2019). Within one year of the Armistice, the United 

States had signed mutual security treaties with both 

South Korea and Taiwan, indefinitely committing 

itself to the defence of these anti-communist allies. 

Japan, South Korea and Taiwan became outposts of 

American influence in the Pacific and took on  

a new value to the United States and its allies. 

The Korean War also contributed significantly  

to the militarisation of the Cold War in Europe.  

In April 1950, the US National Security Council had 

produced a policy paper known as NSC-68, which 

called for the build-up of sufficient military power 

to prevent communist domination of the Eurasian 

land mass. By 1951, the Truman administration 

had moved significantly towards implementing 

the document’s recommendations, and American 

military power was almost double what it had 

been in 1949. European military power also grew 

dramatically. When the Korean War began,  

NATO countries had only 14 army divisions and 

spent approximately 5.5% of their GDP on the 

military. By the time the war ended, NATO had  

15 divisions stationed in West Germany alone,  

and NATO countries spent more than 12% of  

their GDP on defence (Stueck, 1995).

Finally, the connection between the Korean War 

and the domestic politics in Great Britain and the 

United States must not be overlooked. A wave of 

domestic political repression swept both the United 

States and Europe over the course of the war. 

America’s second Red Scare had already begun 

before June 1950, but it unquestionably reached 

new heights during the Korean War. 

Its rise was fuelled in part by growing hostility 

towards communist China. Moreover, the war 

strengthened the hand of the notorious Republican 

senator from Wisconsin Joseph McCarthy and 

his allies in the United States. During the war, 

Congress passed the McCarran Act over President 

Truman’s veto. The act required all members of the 

Communist Party in the United States to register 

with the Attorney General. The government would 

no longer employ anyone with records of affiliation 

with the party. And of course, McCarthyism went 

far beyond the federal government. It sought to 

root communists and suspected communists out 

of nearly all sectors of American life – schools, 

universities, the entertainment industry and 

Gregg A. Brazinsky 
is Professor of 
History and 
International 
Affairs at the 
George Washington 
University. He is the 
author of Winning 
the Third World 
(2017) and Nation 
Building in South 
Korea (2007).



14

Section 1 | 1B The Legacy of the Korean War

numerous others (Stueck, 2002). In Great Britain, 

the new paranoia about communism manifested 

itself in strong new efforts to curb Labour activism. 

When the Transport Workers’ Union went on strike 

in the autumn of 1950, it was fiercely criticised as a 

communist tool, and workers saw little choice but 

to go back to work (Masuda, 2015). The Korean 

War did not in and of itself create this wave of  

anti-leftist repression. The responsibility for that  

lies in the hands of manipulative and self-interested 

politicians and the thousands of paranoid people 

who believed them. Yet the war created a context 

in which these ideas could flourish.

Outside of Korea itself, the Korean War has never 
occupied a space in historical memory that is 
proportionate to its political and social influence. 
Koreans, however, do not have the luxury of 
forgetting the war. It has left their country 
permanently divided and has kept families  
separated from each other for decades. Seventy-
five year later, out of the wreckage of the war 
have emerged two very different Korean states. 
The first, in the north, became a failed socialist 
utopia. But South Korea stands out as one of the 
few post-colonial states to emerge as a prosperous 
democracy, and the war has influenced this process. 
The war’s legacy in South Korea has fascinated 
historians because it is as remarkable as it is 
contradictory. It has left the country impoverished 
yet in some ways it paved the way for an economic 
‘miracle on the Han’. It has left an anti-communist 
dictatorship in place but also induced some of the 
changes that would undergird South Korea’s long 

struggle for democracy. 

THE KOREAN WAR AND SOUTH 
KOREA’S ECONOMIC MIRACLE

By the signing of the Armistice in 1953, South 

Korea had been reduced to smouldering rubble, 

but its people stood resilient. There were shortages 

of everything and infectious diseases such as 

tuberculosis were widespread. Its industries were 

wiped out, along with a substantial portion of its 

infrastructure. There were few school or universities 

still standing and more than 600,000 homes  

had been destroyed by bombs and artillery.  

More than five million people – roughly a quarter 

of the population – were without suitable homes 

by the time the fighting stopped. Americans 

estimated that the total damage to South  

Korea’s infrastructure was around $3 billion,  

a staggering sum for a country that had s 

truggled economically even before the war began. 

Yet within a generation, South Korea would emerge 

as one of the ‘Asian tiger’ economies and amaze 

the world with its technological prowess. Some of  

the cornerstones for this rapid growth were laid 

during the war. 

Even as the war wrought massive destruction, 

it also led to the construction of some new 

infrastructure that would later play an important 

role in South Korea’s development. UN forces in 

South Korea needed supplies and they needed  

a way to transport them within the Korean 

Peninsula. The activities of US Army engineers 

in the south-eastern port city of Busan had a 

transformative effect. They expanded the city’s piers 

and wharfs, constructed new storage facilities and 

laid oil pipelines (Chung, 2019). Once weapons 

and supplies arrived in Busan, the UN Command 

needed to move them rapidly to troops on the 

front-lines, but they found that South Korea’s 

transport capacity was inadequate. Army engineers 

expanded and standardised the South Korean 

rail network, which became the most important 

part of the supply chain, and they paved roads so 

that more trucks could be used (Chung, 2019). 

In total, the United States spent more than $117 

million on improving South Korea’s transportation 

infrastructure during the war (Chung, 2019). 

A Korean civilian salvaging 
materials amid the rubble-

strewn streets of Seoul  
in 1950 
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These investments had two enduring effects. 

First, they enabled Busan to emerge as a leading 

container port by the 1960s and a major centre of 

South Korea’s economic growth during the 1960s 

and 1970s. Second, during the war, a number 

of important South Korean companies seized the 

opportunity presented by working with the Eighth 

Army. Hyundai was perhaps the most famous 

example of this. Jeong Juyeong, the founder of  

the company, later explained that learning 

American construction processes and gaining 

access to American equipment was critical 

to Hyundai’s future emergence as a global 

conglomerate (Chung, 2019). Paradoxically, the war 

left South Korea devastated but also bequeathed 

it with some of the infrastructure and technical 

knowledge that would help to propel the economy 

forward in future decades.

Despite this new infrastructure, South Korea 

needed a great deal of assistance during the  

period immediately after the war. Without a 

massive infusion of aid from the United States,  

it is highly questionable whether Syngman Rhee’s 

government would have survived. These aid 

programmes were underway even before the war 

ended. American assistance to South Korea ranged 

between $200 million and $300 million per year 

during the 1950s – more on average than any 

other country in the world at the time. It included 

food aid, the construction of new power and 

fertiliser plants, the paving of thousands of roads, 

and assistance in further improving railroads and 

other parts of the transportation infrastructure 

(Brazinsky, 2007). Yet these ambitious aid 

programmes produced only modest economic 

growth rates. The problem was that South Korea’s 

leadership needed to play a constructive and active 

role, and Syngman Rhee never really did that. His 

government was corrupt and wasteful and tended 

to divert American aid funds to projects that would 

strengthen its grip on power rather than promote 

rapid development. The real driving force behind 

South Korea’s rapid development was another 

important legacy of the war: the rise of the military. 

One of the most enduring and important effects 

of the war on South Korean society was the 

militarisation of society. The war necessitated the 

development of a powerful military, which  

came to play a dominating role in the country.  

During the Japanese colonial period (1910–1945),  

Korea had not even been allowed to have its 

own army, although some Koreans served in the 

Japanese military, both voluntarily and, in most 

cases, involuntarily though conscription.  

When North Korean forces crossed the 38th parallel 

in June 1950, the South Korean Army stood at 

100,000 troops – a relatively large force in relation 

to the country’s population but still relatively small 

in comparison to where it would stand at the end 

of the war. The Korea Military Advisory Group 

(KMAG) was a US military unit charged with the 

task of strengthening and training the Republic of 

Korea (ROK) military during the war. With UN forces 

under constant pressure from Chinese and North 

Korean troops, KMAG’s work was urgent. Through 

the rapid training of South Korean recruits under 

KMAG’s supervision, the ROK Army grew  

to 242,000 troops by December 1950 and  

492,000 by the signing of the Armistice in  

1953 (Brazinsky, 2007).

After the war, the US and the ROK government 

agreed to further expand the army to over 700,000 

troops. But what made the military such an 

important force was not only its size but also the 

level of training of its officers. KMAG created a 

special system of schools that trained elite South 

Korean military officers in logistics, communications 

and administration. Moreover, after the war,  

South Korean soldiers were frequently deployed 

to work on reconstruction projects such as paving 

roads and building schools. The ultimate result was 

a vast organisation with a nationalistic officer corps 

with administrative expertise that was far greater 

than any group in the civilian sector. 

In May 1961, a military junta led by Major General 

Park Chung-hee and his allies launched a coup 

d’etat. The junta’s experience in the military had 

bequeathed its leadership with both the vision 

and the capabilities to promote rapid economic 

development in South Korea. At the same time,  

the economic model that Park created was not 

solely a product of foreign tutelage. Park heeded 

American demands that South Korea increase 

exports but he did not achieve this through the 
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kind of free market system that prevailed in  

the United States. He created a model of growth 

 in which the government maintained tight links  

to a select group of preferred companies.  

These companies received low-interest loans and 

preferential treatment from the state and, in return, 

helped to fund Park’s political party. This kind of 

state-led development was influenced by Germany, 

Japan and Taiwan, but the South Korean model 

had its own distinctive characteristics. Ultimately, 

the model was highly effective at spurring rapid 

economic change. GDP growth had been modest 

at best during the 1950s, but during the 1960s and 

1970s it averaged over 10% annually. 

Park remained in power until his assassination in 

1979, and though he allowed several elections 

(in which he won the presidency and his party 

dominated the National Assembly) during the 

1960s, his government always maintained 

strict limits on civil liberties. But even if South 

Korea under Park was an autocracy, it was a 

developmental autocracy. It built institutions, 

fostered the rise of a new middle class, invested in 

education and implemented other policies that laid 

the basis for the vibrant democratic society that 

would emerge by the end of the twentieth century. 

But while Park’s development state might have  

laid the socio-economic basis for democracy,  

it did not create the popular desire for it. 

Ultimately, democracy would only be won in  

South Korea through years of struggle and protests. 

This struggle too had some of its roots in South 

Korea’s experience of war.    

THE KOREAN WAR AND SOUTH 
KOREAN DEMOCRACY

When the Armistice was signed, South Korea  

was scarcely the embodiment of the Free World 

ideals that UN forces had purportedly fought for.  

In fact, Syngman Rhee had used the emergency of 

wartime to tighten his grip on power – at least 

temporarily. In 1952, he forced the National 

Assembly to alter the constitution so that he could 

seek another term as president through direct 

election. Rhee was also able to build up indigenous 

security forces during the war and gained a 

powerful tool for suppressing dissent.

Even while the government became more 

repressive, some important seeds of democracy 

were planted in South Korea during the war.  

It would take decades for these to fully blossom 

and they needed to be nourished by the blood 

and suffering of many South Koreans, but in their 

absence, the ROK’s political development might 

have taken a very different route. Despite the 

myriad of hardships brought on by the war,  

South Koreans could never completely ignore  

the kind of country that they hoped to build.

It was during the Korean War that international 

relief agencies began working together with  

South Koreans to rebuild the country’s education 

system. Education had long been greatly 

valued in Korea as a means of gaining status 

and power (Seth, 2002). Neo-Confucian ideals 

that were prevalent during the Joseon dynasty 

had also stressed education as a means of self-

cultivation. Under Japanese colonialism, much of 

the curriculum had focused on turning Koreans 

into loyal subjects of the empire. The imperial 

government forced Korean schoolchildren to  

learn Japanese and adopt Japanese names.  

The US occupation had reformed the curriculum 

and expanded the education system to some 

degree, but the outbreak of the war had forced a 

suspension of schooling as many school buildings 

were destroyed or used to house UN forces. In the 

midst of this chaos, the United Nations Korean 

Reconstruction Agency (UNKRA), whose main 

task was to help South Korea recover from the 

ravages of war, launched an expansive programme 
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to rebuild the Korean education system. It spent 

millions of dollars on new schools and dispatched 

a team of curriculum experts, who it charged with 

the task of revising the curriculum. During the 

years after the war, American assistance agencies 

supplemented these programmes with new ones 

that brought leading South Korean teachers and 

educators to the United States, where they could 

learn about the American school system first-hand 

(Brazinsky, 2007). With this assistance, the South 

Korean school system expanded dramatically during 

the 1950s. The number of students attending high 

school grew from 59,000 to 275,000, while those 

attending colleges and universities quadrupled to 

140,000 (Brazinsky, 2007). These students would in 

turn become a critically important political force. 

Student and intellectual dissent had a long history 

in Korea. During the Joseon era, scholars saw 

it as their moral duty to criticise the king when 

wrongdoing was perceived. This tradition persisted 

in a slightly different form during the colonial 

period, when many anti-Japanese protests were 

student-led. By the late 1950s, students and 

intellectuals were once again taking up the mantle 

of righteous dissent. It was a student-led revolution 

that finally toppled Syngman Rhee’s government in 

1960. Although the democratic government that 

took its place barely lasted a year, students would 

remain an important source of protest throughout 

the Park Chung-hee era. Finally, student protests 

were at the heart of the South Korean democratic 

movement during the 1980s. At that time, a new 

and highly unpopular military clique, led by Chun 

Doo-hwan, had seized power. More than any other 

group, it was students who took to the streets 

to protest military rule and it was often student 

dissidents who bore the brunt of the regime’s 

violent efforts to suppress dissent. Student activists 

also moved into factories to mobilise protests by 

workers during the 1970s and 1980s. The intent of 

building up South Korea’s school system had never 

been specifically to foment student protests. It had 

nonetheless created an important social group that 

was deeply committed to democratic change and 

willing to fight for it. 

The Korean War was an important incubator for 

South Korean arts and culture, and these too would 

be important to the emergence of a democratic 

society. The war’s influence on the film industry 

was particularly important. According to Christina 

Klein, ‘The Korean War cleared a space, literally 

and figuratively for the production of a distinctive 

postwar film culture.’ (2019, p. 14) It destroyed 

what was left of the colonial-era film production 

system and brought South Korean filmmakers 

into greater contact with Western techniques and 

materials. A number of filmmakers who would 

become important during the 1950s and 1960s 

gained significant experience working with the 

United States Information Agency producing 

propaganda films. The South Korean motion 

picture industry produced only 18 films in 1954 

but the number had already grown to 111 by 

1959 (Klein, 2019). Other cultural and intellectual 

endeavours achieved similar growth, in part due 

to American assistance. During the war, the US 

Embassy in Seoul first began supporting South 

Korean publication by providing newsprint –  

a scarce commodity in war-torn Korea – or other 

supplies. This continued during the 1950s, when 

American funds supported journals such as 

Sasanggye (‘World of Thought’) that challenged  

the authoritarianism of the South Korean 

government. The State Department supplemented 

these efforts through the so-called ‘Leader 

Program’, which brought important intellectuals, 

opinion-shapers and democratic-minded political 

leaders to the United States (Brazinsky, 2007).

South Korea’s burgeoning popular culture would 

become another important force behind its 

eventual democratisation. Although the state  

could censor some publications and control some 

cultural production, it could never completely 

prevent dissenting ideas from being expressed 

when such heterogeneous cultural media existed. 

Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, artists and 

intellectuals such as the poet Kim Chi-ha would 

become powerful voices against authoritarianism, 

and their writing would inspire many to join  

pro-democracy protests. Many political figures 

who participated in the Leader Program during the 

1950s would become important leaders in South 

Korea’s democratisation movement during the 

1980s. Two participants in particular, Kim Young-
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sam and Kim Dae-jung, would become not only 

important democracy activists during the 1980s  

but also future presidents of the Republic of Korea 

after authoritarian rule ended. 

Today South Korea is a prosperous democracy. 

Since 1987, when Chun Doo-hwan agreed to allow 

an open presidential election, South Korea has 

generally moved towards greater accountability 

for elected officials, more freedom and greater 

transparency. Of course, South Korea’s institutions 

are not perfect and it still needs to achieve greater 

social equality, reduce corruption and eliminate 

some longstanding constraints on freedom of 

information and expression. But 75 years after the 

Korean War began, South Korea has become a 

prosperous democracy with tremendous soft power 

and a cutting-edge technology industry. Few could 

have envisioned such a success story at the time at 

which the Korean War began, and yet the legacy of 

the war is deeply infused into almost every part of 

this story.
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1C SITUATING THE KOREAN WAR IN THE CONTEXT OF 
THE COLD WAR AND BRITISH COLD WAR POLICIES
Professor Thomas Hennessey, Canterbury Christ Church University

Korea in 1950 was when the Cold War turned 

hot. It was a dangerous period, during which one 

of the superpowers seriously considered the first 

use of nuclear weapons against the forces of a 

communist power and might have precipitated 

a third world war. The Korean War also drew in 

the United Kingdom against its strategic national 

interests at the time; but it also gave the British 

the opportunity to influence Washington’s policy, 

usually advocating restraint to localise the conflict. 

THE CONTEXT FOR THE USA 
– THE END OF KENNANITE 
CONTAINMENT

The war also witnessed the manifest abandonment 

of the original strategy of ‘containment’ towards 

the perceived threat of Soviet expansionism, 

transforming the policy from a limited one into  

a wider geopolitical pushback against communism. 

Up to the outbreak of the war, the central figure 

in defining American foreign policy towards the 

Soviet Union was a career diplomat, and historian 

of Russia, George Kennan. Based in the American 

embassy in Moscow, Kennan found himself in a 

unique position to shape the State Department’s 

thinking when, during the ambassador’s absence 

through illness, he seized the opportunity to 

dispatch his assessment of Soviet policy. This was 

the Long Telegram, which arrived in Washington  

on 22 February 1946. (Gaddis, 1982, 2005; 

Kennan, 1967; Greenwood, 1990).

Kennanite containment of the Soviet Union  

evolved in the author’s mind from 1946 to 1948.  

It encapsulated a series of fundamental principles 

that Kennan believed must guide American policy 

towards Moscow. The first proposition was that 

co-operation with the USSR was both unattainable 

and undesirable. The Soviets were expansionist, 

for sure, but this was through their sense of 

insecurity (particularly given their experience of the 

sudden Nazi attack in 1941) and not through an 

ideological commitment to communist conquest. 

Kennan emphasised that, to contain the Soviets,  

it was essential to realise that the United States had 

finite resources and means to resist any communist 

expansion by Moscow. The ‘ends’ (containment) 

must fit the ‘means’ (resources) to attain 

Washington’s strategic aim. The United States  

could not be a ‘world policeman’. 

When Kennan looked around the globe, he saw a 

hierarchy of US interests that must be protected 

before anything else. He boiled this hierarchy  

of interest down to five vital power centres. These 

were the United States, Great Britain, Germany 

and western central Europe, the USSR and Japan. 

Significantly, from the point of view of this 

publication, Kennan did not include Korea in this 

defensive perimeter. It was Kennan’s firm belief 

that the Soviet Union would use all means short of 

war to expand – political, diplomatic and economic 

methods. The American response – if containment 

was to work – had to be to match like with like, 

i.e. the full use of American political, diplomatic 

and economic responses. And the joker that 

Washington could play, if the Soviets were 

considering military expansion, was the American 

atomic monopoly, which Kennan believed would be 

sufficient as a deterrent to Moscow (Gaddis, 1982, 

2005; Kennan, 1967).

Thomas Hennessey 
is Professor of 
Modern British and 
Irish History at 
Canterbury Christ  
Church University  
in England. He is  
an acknowledged 
expert on British 
and Irish history  
and author of 
Britain’s Korean 
War: Cold War 
Diplomacy, Strategy 
and Security 1950–
53 (Manchester 
University Press, 
2015). 

The opening page of George 
Kennan’s Long Telegram 



Soviet interventions in Iran, the Berlin airlift, the 

Greek civil war and threats to Turkey created a shift 

in American thinking, given coherence by Kennan’s 

timely telegram. Its arrival in the State Department 

meant, as Daniel Yergin argues, that the official 

American view of Russia was no longer ambiguous. 

Washington’s assessment ‘no longer entertained  

any notion that the Russians were confused or 

crudely reactive; instead, interpretations and 

assessments from this point on derived from the 

axiomatic construct that the Soviets were not a 

great power operating within the international 

system but rather a world revolution estate bent  

on overturning that system.’ (Yergin, 1977, p. 235)

When President Truman ordered a root and branch 

study of the international issues facing the United 

States, he did so in the shadow of Churchill’s  

Fulton speech, and his declaration of the  

‘Truman Doctrine’ responding to the 

aforementioned events in Europe and the Middle 

East. It culminated in NSC 68, whose authors, 

including the Secretary of State, Dean Acheson, 

identified the hostile intent of the Soviet Union  

and advocated a massive build-up of American 

military might. As Walter Lafeber argued, with the 

American people by no means prepared to pay 

such costs, NSC 68 was ‘a policy in search of an 

opportunity. That opportunity arrived on June 25, 

1950.’ (Lafeber, 2002, p. 103) Coming in the 

aftermath of the ‘loss of China’ to communism, 

American intervention in Korea was a radical 

departure from Kennan’s original definition of 

non-military intervention and from focusing on the 

five key power centres that he identified as vital to 

American security. 

THE DILEMMA FOR BRITAIN 
– CONFLICTING STRATEGIC 
PRIORITIES

To understand how Britain became embroiled in  

the Korean War, it is first necessary to appreciate 

the country’s strategic priorities in 1950. In June 

of that year, the British Chiefs of Staff set out the 

United Kingdom’s position in their ‘Allied Defence 

Policy and Global Strategy’. Here, the Chiefs 

defined as the ‘first essential’ of Britain’s political 

and military aims the struggle against Russian 

Communism. They concluded that the ‘enemy’s aim 

is quite clear – it is a communist world dominated 

by Moscow’. Echoing Kennan, the Chiefs concluded 

that Russian policy was ‘fundamentally opportunist 

and the Soviet will always exploit any weaknesses – 

especially the weakness inherent in a lack of unified 

policy on the part of the Western democracies’. 

But they recognised how, historically, the Russians, 

while always aggressively expansionist in policy,  

‘do draw back when faced with determined 

opposition, a characteristic which communist 

Russia appears to share with imperial Russian policy 

– the tactical withdrawal when conditions are 

unfavourable’. The Chiefs, therefore, cautioned that 

the West should not be unduly impressed by the 

‘war of nerves’ that would undoubtedly continue 

with varying intensity over the coming years.

The defence of Western Europe was absolutely vital. 

Militarily, this meant that the defence of Europe 

– including the United Kingdom – ‘must have top 

priority. The primary offensive weapon in hot war 

must remain the atomic bomb.’ The second most 

important theatre was the defence of the Middle 

East, which had ‘always been one of the three 

pillars of British defence policy and it is of equally 

critical importance in Allied strategy’. It was the 

land bridge between Europe, Asia and Africa and  

a most important link in the Commonwealth  

system of sea and air communications. Its oil 

supplies could not be allowed to fall under Soviet 

control. Third, the Chiefs considered the key to 

the Cold War problem in the Far East to be China. 

Allied policy in that direction, ‘while inflexibly  

anti-communist, should not be anti-Chinese’.  

It was important that ‘we should not drive China 

irrevocably into the arms of Russia’. The Chiefs 

accepted that there was room for doubt over 

whether the inherent xenophobia of the Chinese 

would allow them to submit to Russia any more 

than to any other foreign intervention. 

The front line of the Cold War in Asia lay not in 

Korea but in Indo-China, where the French were 

fighting communists; the British, meanwhile,  

were engaged in another anti-communist  

counter-insurgency campaign in Malaya. The most 

important object of British foreign policy in the Far 

East was to achieve a firm unity of policy between 
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the British Commonwealth, the United States and 

France. ‘Nothing could suit our enemies better 

than for the Western Powers to pursue divergent 

objectives in the Far East and South-East Asia’, 

considered the Chiefs (see ‘Documents on British 

Policy Overseas’ (DBPO), 1991, for report by Chiefs 

of Staff). The very idea that Korea would be the 

principal theatre in which East and West turned  

the Cold War into a Hot War seemed absurd. But 

that is precisely what happened with the North 

Korean invasion of South Korea in June 1950. 

What would have surprised the Chiefs of Staff even 

more was that British ground forces were soon 

committed to the fight. 

BRITAIN’S DECISION TO COMMIT 
TROOPS – A POLITICAL NOT A 
MILITARY DECISION

What led to British forces being committed was a 

series of discussions, held between 20 and 24 July, 

between US and UK representatives in Washington 

on the ‘Present World Situation’. The Americans 

were represented by General Omar Bradley and the 

British by Sir Oliver Franks, the British Ambassador, 

and Lord Tedder, the senior British military figure 

in Washington. The meetings were to alter 

fundamentally the British reaction to the Korean 

War. At the first meeting, on 20 July, the question 

of UN land forces in Korea was raised by Bradley.  

He emphasised that, with American forces pushed 

back by the advancing North Koreans, such 

reinforcements were of utmost importance from 

a military as well as a political aspect (TNA DEFE 

11/196 BJSM). 

Franks despatched a telegram to London, putting 

the case for the offer of British ground forces in 

Korea. The Ambassador’s telegram changed British 

policy. Foreseeing a long and difficult ground 

campaign, the Americans knew that ‘many nations 

will follow the British decision on this matter. They 

see us as the key to the situation and hence await 

our decision as more important to them and their 

purposes than any other.’ The Americans looked 

to the British because underneath the thoughts 

and emotions engendered at times by ‘difficulties 

and disagreements between us and them there is a 

steady and unquestioned assumption that we are 

the only dependable ally and partner. This derives 

from our position in the world over past decades, 

our partnership with them in two world wars  

and their judgement of the British character.  

The Americans in Korea will be in a tough spot  

for a long time. They look round for their partner’. 

(TNA DEFE 11/197) 

The Chiefs in London were sceptical of deploying 

British ground troops – there were strategic military 

reasons for not committing them – so it was the 

British prime minister, Clement Attlee, who took the 

decision to contribute forces on political grounds. 

On 24 July, the Prime Minister informed the Chiefs 

of his decision: although he fully understood that 

there were strong military reasons for not sending 

land forces to Korea, ‘there were now strong 

psychological reasons for reviewing the situation’. 

Franks’s telegram was the key, in that Attlee 

thought the ‘moral’ effect of providing this force 

would be considerable and that it was in fact now 

essential for a British token force to be provided 

(TNA DEFE 11/197).  

THE LIMITS OF BRITISH INFLUENCE 
– CONSULTED OR INFORMED?

The commitment of British land, air and naval 

forces meant that London was now intimately 

concerned with the conduct of the war. It was 

particularly concerned with the actions of the  

UN Supreme Commander, General MacArthur, 

who the British feared wanted a wider war with 

communist China. London was concerned over 

whether it was President Truman and the State 

Department, with the US Joint Chiefs of Staff in 

Washington, deciding policy, or was it MacArthur 

in Tokyo? Chinese military intervention heightened 

these concerns of a wider war that would draw 

in the Soviet Union – fears that did not lessen 

following MacArthur’s removal in 1951. 

British fears about American intentions were 

crystallised when Truman, at a press conference  

in December 1950, appeared to suggest that the 

atom bomb might be used in Korea (Foreign 

Relations of the United States, 1950). Although it 

was clarified, quite quickly, that the President had 

not been advocating the use of the bomb in Korea 
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(Attlee later told the Cabinet that ‘Truman didn’t 

realise he’d dropped such a brick’ (TNA CAB 195/8 

C.M. 85 (50)), it did furnish an excuse for the 

British to persuade the White House that this was 

an opportune moment for an Anglo-American 

summit. When Attlee met with Truman in 

Washington, differences of emphasis emerged.  

The Prime Minister urged the Americans to take 

account of public opinion both in the United 

Nations and in America, Europe and Asia;  

he argued that the United Kingdom, through  

its Commonwealth associations, was perhaps 

particularly able to gauge opinion in Asia:  

‘If we became involved in war with China  

we should be playing the Russian game.’  

The Americans took a different view, with Acheson 

arguing that the central moving factor in this 

situation was not China but Russia. The former  

was a ‘satellite’ of Moscow (TNA PREM 8/1200).

What the British hoped for was an undertaking 

from the Americans to be ‘consulted’ on the use  

of the atomic bomb. They were disappointed.  

In a private meeting, the President promised  

Attlee that the UK would be consulted if 

Washington considered the use of atomic  

weapons; but, with no formal minute-takers 

present, the State Department later disputed 

that any formal commitment was given and only 

recognised the need to ‘inform’ the British (DBPO, 

1991, note 2, p. 311). The British Foreign Office 

had to settle for the Prime Minister accepting the 

President’s personal guarantee, ‘which we can 

feel sure will be honoured while President Truman 

remains in office. More than that we cannot hope 

to obtain at present.’ (BDPO, 1991, no. 111)

THE NUCLEAR OPTION –  
WAS THERE A REAL DANGER?

The limits of British influence did not mean that the 

Americans could ignore the former, who remained, 

after all, their principal allies. The relationship 

meant that the British maintained a privileged 

insight into American policy, allowing them to 

do what they could to influence Washington’s 

thinking. The necessity for this was never more 

relevant than when the Korean Armistice, in 1953, 

saw President Eisenhower and Prime Minister 

Churchill discuss Korean options at the Bermuda 

Conference, in December 1953. The British were  

in for a shock.

Eisenhower revealed, at the opening meeting,  

that the United States government would  

‘hit back with full power’ in the event of a 

communist breach of the Korean Peninsular  

(TNA FO 371/105540 PM/53/337). He found the 

world in a ‘rather hysterical condition about the 

atomic bomb’ (Foreign Relations of the United 

States, 1952–1954). The President privately 

informed Churchill that if there was a deliberate 

breach of the Armistice by the communists, ‘we 

would expect to strike back with atomic weapons 

at military targets. We would not expect to bomb 

cities but would attack areas that were directly 

supporting the aggression.’ The Prime Minister, 

according to the American record, replied that 

he ‘quite accepted’ this and that the President’s 

statement put him in a position to say to Parliament 

that he had been consulted in advance and had 

agreed (Foreign Relations of the United States, 

1952–1954b). The elderly Churchill was on his  

own here: his Foreign Secretary, Anthony Eden,  

was staggered by the news, warning the Prime 

Minister: ‘This goes far beyond anything we have 

hitherto agreed… we have never given, or been 

asked to give, approval… to the use of atom 

bombs.’ Eden feared that the Chinese would not 

attack again in Korea without Soviet approval: 

the use of atomic weapons by the Americans 

would invite nuclear retaliation from Moscow 

(TNA FO 371/105540 PM/53/337). With American 

nuclear bomber bases in the UK, this meant 

unleashing a third world war and the possible 

nuclear devastation of Britain (TNA FO 371/105540 

PM/53/339). 
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In the end, there was no breach of the Armistice. 

But the Korean stand-off illustrated the hair trigger 

by which the world was now away from a possible 

global nuclear confrontation in the region – and 

possibly beyond. Not long after Bermuda, the 

Americans exploded their first hydrogen bomb.  

The Soviets would follow suit. The nature of a  

future global war had been transformed by  

thermo-nuclear weapons, and the possibility of  

the United Kingdom surviving in such a conflict  

was diminished considerably when compared to the 

aftermath of an atomic attack on it. And for Eden, 

it was the Americans, with their commitment to the 

first use of nuclear weapons in a renewed Korean 

conflict, who appeared to be the greatest danger  

to world peace.
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1D SITUATING THE KOREAN WAR IN BRITISH HISTORY
Dr Grace Huxford, University of Bristol

Until recently, the Korean War has lived up to its 

most famous soubriquet – the ‘Forgotten War’. 

When war broke out in the summer of 1950,  

just five years after the end of the Second World 

War, it seemed to many British people a far more 

distant, more ambiguous war. Britain had few 

historic links with the Peninsula, and the war’s 

uncertain progress, protracted peace negotiations 

and eventual conclusion in 1953 did little to 

cement its position in the national consciousness. 

Few British novels and films explored the Korean 

War after 1953 and even historians largely 

overlooked it as a violent anomaly in Britain’s  

post-war history, a period much more associated 

with the establishment of the welfare state than  

the continuance of warfare.

But publications like this highlight just how 

important the Korean War is in understanding 

post-1945 British history. Militarily, the British Army 

faced some of its harshest battles in Korea – most 

famously the Battle of the Imjin in April 1951,  

but also the Battles of the Hook (1952 and 1953) –  

and 1,060 British servicemen withstood months of 

captivity as prisoners of war (Farrar-Hockley, 1995). 

British service personnel were a mixture of the old 

and the new: young National Service conscripts 

served alongside veterans of the last war, called  

up from the reserve or remaining as regulars.  

Of the Army, Royal Navy and a small Royal Air Force 

contingent sent to Korea, 1,078 service personnel 

were killed (Farrar-Hockley, 1995 – estimates of the 

total number of British service personnel vary due 

to the lack of official statistics; official historian 

Anthony Farrar-Hockley indicates a standing 

commitment of 27,000 but an overall commitment 

of 81,084, but it is unclear whether this includes 

Commonwealth forces). Politically, the war posed 

awkward questions for Clement Attlee’s post-war 

Labour government and exposed the weaknesses  

in Britain’s international standing and relationship 

with the United States. In wider society,  

it prompted short-lived panics about the  

potential use of nuclear weaponry in the early 

stages of the war, the dangers of communist 

‘brainwashing’ techniques in prisoner of war 

camps and the threat of the ‘enemy from within’ 

in Britain itself (Daily Mail, 1950). Many of these 

worries persisted after the war and came to define 

British culture in the Cold War. The Korean War 

also demonstrated just how much the long years 

of war between 1939 and 1945 had changed how 

ordinary people understood war itself and how 

they memorialised conflict in the post-war world, 

something that would shape how the Korean War 

was remembered – or forgotten. 

Britain’s Korean War is therefore not only an 

important episode in military history, but it also had 

profound political, social, economic and foreign 

policy implications for Britain itself. This publication 

shows the many ways in which we can encourage 

learners to engage with the complex histories of the 

Korean War and the British role within it. This short 

introduction provides a brief overview of some key 

concepts and new approaches that historians have 

used when analysing Britain’s involvement in  

‘the Forgotten War’.

WELFARE, WARFARE AND 
DIPLOMACY IN THE COLD WAR 
WORLD 

Britain’s Korean War must first be set against  

the domestic backdrop of post-war politics.  

Even before the Second World War had ended, 

people across Britain had begun to think about 

what they wanted Britain to be like after the war. 

Clement Attlee’s Labour Party’s manifesto Let Us 

Face the Future Together (1945) had promised 

an ambitious set of policies to promote economic 

reconstruction and social change after the Second 

World War. Labour’s victory in the 1945 general 

election led to a new programme of reforms,  

most notably social reforms, which many today see 

as the foundation of the modern ‘welfare state’. 

 These included acts regarding housing, national 

insurance and – most famously – the foundation of 

a National Health Service (NHS) in 1948.
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The outbreak of the Korean War in 1950 potentially 

challenged this welfare agenda. Minister for Health 

Aneurin ‘Nye’ Bevan famously resigned from the 

Cabinet in April 1951 over the increase in defence 

spending due to the Korean War, which had led 

to the introduction of charges for false teeth and 

glasses. For Bevan, these charges challenged the 

foundational idea that the NHS should be free 

at the point of use. Yet historian David Kynaston 

points out that one 1950 Gallup poll estimated 

that 78% of people supported increased defence 

expenditure. For all their emphasis on domestic 

reform, the Attlee government had taken a strong 

line on foreign policy, in particular the foreign 

secretary Ernest Bevin and Attlee himself. In a radio 

broadcast in July 1950, shortly after the outbreak 

of the war, Attlee told listeners that ‘The fire that 

has been started in distant Korea may burn down 

your house’ and told them that Britain needed to 

stop aggression, as it had done in the last war  

(Daily Mail, 1950). For Attlee and others, the Korean 

War was not therefore a challenge to their vision  

of post-war Britain, but a necessary undertaking  

to protect it. As historian David Edgerton 

has argued, warfare as well as welfare thus 

characterised post-war Britain (Edgerton, 2006). 

John Newsinger goes even further, arguing that 

the praise given to the Attlee administration for 

its domestic programme obscures the Labour 

government’s hard-nosed ‘imperial strategy’,  

such as its continued involvement in colonial wars 

and even its reluctance to grant independence 

to India in 1947 (Newsinger, 2018). In this way, 

histories of Britain’s Cold War – and its experiences 

in the Korean War – overlap with its complicated 

position at the end of empire, as well as the 

fluctuating demands of welfare and warfare.

Yet there are some who ask whether Britain should 

even be included in histories of the Cold War at all. 

Anders Stephanson argued that the geopolitical 

rivalry between the United States and the Soviet 

Union was always at the core of the ‘Cold War’  

and that to extend it beyond those two 

superpowers dilutes the meaning and usability 

of the term (Stephanson, 2012). As Lawrence 

Freedman puts it, the Cold War is not ‘everything 

that happened everywhere between 1945 and 

1991’ (2010, emphasis added). Yet others argue 

that the conflict had a global reach that affected 

Britain profoundly: its fixation with the ‘special 

relationship’ with the United States during the 

Cold War, for instance, is important in explaining 

Britain’s turbulent relationship with Europe after 

1945. On a cultural level too, the Cold War shaped 

a generation of British fiction, television and film 

(see Hammond, 2013, and Shaw, 2001). Britain 

influenced the course of the Cold War: its proximity 

to mainland Europe made it strategically significant, 

as did its imperial and military spheres of influence 

and its possession of nuclear weaponry. Britain 

also had some influence at the United Nations 

and NATO, albeit less than the US, but significant 

nonetheless (Stueck, 2002). We might usually ask 

our students then to consider whether Britain was 

the ‘junior partner’ in the Korean War or whether it 

had influence over its strategy, operations or tactics, 

either on its own or in collaboration with the other 

Commonwealth countries who came to form the 

1st Commonwealth Division on 28 July 1951  

(see Grey, 1998, and Barnes, 2010). 

The relationship with the United States was 

doubtless another important factor in Britain’s 

Korean War. In December 1950, Attlee stated that 

‘where the stars and stripes fly in Korea, the British 

Labour Party election poster, 
1945



flag will be beside them’ (British Pathé, 1950).  

But historians differ on the significance of such 

statements, particularly as Attlee made this 

statement during ‘crisis’ talks in Washington.  

Peter Hennessy has interpreted Korea as the height 

of Britain’s influence over decision-making in the 

Cold War, whereas Callum MacDonald highlighted 

just how uneasy the US response to Chinese 

intervention in November 1950 made Attlee and his 

cabinet (MacDonald, 1990). There were other more 

subtle differences between the two nations too.  

In April 1951 at the Imjin River, as two divisions  

of Chinese troops bore down on 29th Brigade, 

British Brigadier Tom Brodie reported to the 

American Corps headquarters that their situation 

was ‘a bit sticky’. Presuming that no situation 

described as ‘sticky’ could be that grievous, 

the Americans did not send sufficient support: 

the subsequent capture of many men from the 

1st Battalion of the Gloucestershire Regiment 

highlighted just how much of an understatement 

it had been. For some, this anecdote represents the 

cultural, as well as political, differences between 

Britain and the United States, and it has entered the 

popular folklore that surrounds the war (Hastings, 

1987; Reynolds, 1987).

THE BRITISH MILITARY EXPERIENCE 

British soldiers recall the difficult conditions of 

the Korean War, particularly in the intensely cold 

winter of 1950–1951, equipment shortages and 

the seemingly harsh landscape. But they also later 

remembered the hardship they saw the Koreans 

enduring too, the many thousands of refugees they 

passed on the roads. Yet, though it was unique in 

many ways, the Korean War was still overshadowed 

by the Second World War, even at the time. 

Soldiers wrote about ‘the last war’ frequently and 

some younger service personnel saw it as their 

chance to do something as great as their fathers 

(Montgomery, 1954). 

But source material like this requires careful 

analysis. Service personnel from all wars stress  

the difficulty of speaking and writing about their 

experiences: the boredom, fear, discomfort and 

violence of warfare is hard to express, even if 

people are willing to listen (Harari, 2008).  

But historians of Britain’s Korean War do have 

access to ‘primary source’ material in the form 

of letters written home, diaries and oral history 

interviews conducted many years after the war.  

All these sources offer a different perspective  

and require different analytical tools, but all are 

attempts by service personnel to make sense of 

the war and the world around them. Historians of 

war and conflict increasingly use such ‘life-writing’ 

material to tell the histories not simply of what 

happened on the battlefield, but also the outlook 

of individuals and their sense of themselves as part 

of the military and even as citizens in the post-1945 

world (Gill, 2010; McLoughlin, 2010). 

Service personnel also wrote histories of the war. 

Anthony Farrar-Hockley published two official 

histories of the British role in the early 1990s. 

Farrar-Hockley was a senior figure in the British 

military in the late twentieth century and had  

been the Adjutant of the 1st Battalion,  

the Gloucestershire Regiment, during its infamous 

‘stand’ at the Imjin River. His detailed narrative 

history provides a meticulous account of British 

military actions during the war (Farrar-Hockley,  

1990, 1995). Taken captive in Korea in April 1951, 

Farrar-Hockley also wrote an autobiographical 

account of his experiences much earlier too,  

and many other service personnel wrote published 

(and unpublished) memoirs of their experiences 

(1954). Memoirs such as naval officer Dennis 

Lankford’s I Defy! (1954) and chaplain Sam 

Davies’s In Spite of Dungeons (1954) remain some 

of the most compelling British narratives of the war, 

as do newer publications such as Ethel McNair’s  

A British Army Nurse in the Korean War (2007) 

and Fred Hayhurst’s Green Berets in Korea (2001). 
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Shortly after the war there was also a small burst of 

fiction-writing about the war: Simon Kent’s novel,  

A Hill in Korea (1954), follows the unfortunate 

exploits of one patrol largely composed of National 

Service conscripts, and John Holland’s searing novel 

The Dead, the Dying and the Damned (1956) was 

a best-seller. These accounts deeply enrich our 

understanding of what it felt like to live through 

the Korean War, but they also tell us something 

about the way in which the war was remembered 

after it happened: how the memories of the conflict 

changed over time, even after the war had ended. 

These publications are therefore ‘primary’ sources  

as well for students and teachers of Britain’s  

Korean War. 

PRISONERS OF WAR AND THE 
INVENTION OF BRAINWASHING 

Another distinctive element of Britain’s Korean  

War was the experiences of its prisoners of war. 

Twenty-five Royal Marines were captured in 

November 1950 at Jangin (Chosin) and 80 officers 

and other ranks (most Royal Ulster Rifles) were 

taken in the first Chinese Offensive in January 1951. 

The capture of the largest number of British troops 

took place at Imjin River (527, including Colonel 

James Power Carne, who was awarded the Victoria 

Cross), and small numbers of others were taken in 

minor engagements in November 1951. Prisoner 

of war historians point out that their captivity 

does not fit with our vision of barbed wire, watch 

towers and daring escapes, images so prevalent in 

Second World War films. In fact, many Korean War 

prisoner of war camps were located in a network of 

abandoned villages and camps along the Yalu River 

in the north, and the distances involved made the 

possibility of escape very limited. Initially overseen 

by DPRK forces, China assumed responsibility for 

POWs in 1951 and ran distinctive ‘re-education’ 

classes for POWs, calling on them to reconsider  

their role in this ‘senseless’ American war (Huxford, 

2015). Only one British serviceman defected to 

China after his imprisonment, Royal Marine Andrew 

Condron. He later claimed that he wanted to see a 

Marxist society in action, though he returned to the 

UK in 1962 (Mackenzie, 2011). 

These re-education classes had more far-reaching 

consequences in Britain and America. In 1950, 

journalist Edward Hunter first used the term 

‘brainwashing’ (originally a Chinese term, hsi-nao) 

to describe Chinese re-education methods and, 

though the term was quickly dismissed within 

the scientific community, it became culturally very 

popular. Brainwashing became a key element of 

Cold War films such as The Manchurian Candidate 

(1962) and The Ipcress File (1965), starring Michael 

Caine. In 1961, the ability of ‘turning’ someone 

in captivity was exemplified still further by the 

imprisonment of former intelligence officer George 

Blake, who had acted as a Soviet double agent 

since he had been imprisoned in Korea during  

the war. Blake later staged a dramatic escape from 

Wormwood Scrubs prison, fleeing to the Soviet 

Union. Fascinating as these examples are, cultural 

historians would point out that they tell us much 

more about how British and American societies 

responded generally to Cold War threats, rather 

than whether brainwashing actually existed or 

not. We only have to look at its subsequent history 

to realise that the term brainwashing had a long 

afterlife, regardless of whether it existed or not 

(and the scientific community was largely sceptical). 

Historian Kathleen Taylor notes how ‘useful’ the 

term has been for politicians and how it has been 

used since 1950 to describe varying disagreeable  

or inexplicable views (Taylor, 2004). Brainwashing as 

an idea, then, is one of the most powerful cultural 

legacies of the Korean War. 

RESPONSES TO THE KOREAN WAR 
IN BRITAIN 

As ‘brainwashing’ shows, people back in Britain 

responded to the war in a variety of ways.  

First came anxiety, even panic. In Mass Observation 

surveys conducted in the first months of the war 

(these social surveys ran from 1937 to the early 

1950s, observing and recording personal writing, 

conversation and behaviour in Britain – see  

www.massobs.org.uk), people describe being 

‘frightened’ and worrying about what would 

happen to their families. Some of this concern came 

from memories of Second World War bombing of 

urban areas, and some people considered rebuilding 

their air-raid shelters. But after the initial worries 

and the dramatic events of the first year of the war,  

Korea became less visible in the press and in 
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people’s memories of the early 1950s. By the end  

of the war, one news report argued that England’s 

cricket victory in the Ashes was more celebrated 

than returning troops (Bury Free Press, 1953).  

As British troops became more static in the second 

half of the war, attention lessened, not helped by 

the inconclusive end of the war and continued 

division of Korea. 

But not everyone was apathetic about the war. 

Members of the Communist Party of Great Britain 

(CPGB) expressed their opposition to the war 

fiercely in their publications and through various 

peace and ‘friendship’ organisations. Politicians 

from within the Labour Party too called for an 

end to hostilities: Monica Felton, Chairman of 

the Stevenage Development Corporation, was 

sacked from her position for visiting North Korea 

on a sponsored visit. Elsewhere, the ‘Red Dean of 

Canterbury’ Hewlett Johnson (1874–1966) and the 

scientist Joseph Needham (1900–95) alleged that 

the United States Air Force had conducted  

a ‘germ’ warfare campaign in northern China. 

Some of these figures were dismissed as eccentric, 

but some newspapers called them traitors and 

lobbied for them to be tried in court as such.  

For historians of anti-war protest, the Korean War 

marks an important early episode in anti-nuclear 

protest, which hit the headlines later in the decade 

with the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament 

(CND)’s first Aldermaston march in spring 1958 

(Hudson, 2005). 

REMEMBERING THE  
FORGOTTEN WAR 

But if the Korean War was so controversial,  

why was it forgotten? Some of the reasons lie in 

its unclear aims, the nature of the fighting and the 

outcome of the war itself. The shadow cast by the 

Second World War also meant that Korea failed to 

attain a distinct place within British and memorial 

popular culture. Charles S. Young suggests that 

the story of the Korean War also fails to fit within 

a ‘usable past’, unlike the Second World War or 

the much-criticised Vietnam War (Young, 2014). 

However, we can also ask whether the Korean 

War is still forgotten in the same way in Britain: 

it features in major museums of war and conflict, 

its new memorial on the Victoria Embankment 

in London opened in 2014, and the war is even 

mentioned in television programmes such as  

Call the Midwife. As this publication demonstrates, 

it can also be usefully taught throughout the 

secondary curriculum. The history of the Korean 

War in Britain must therefore address the changing 

significance and remembrance of the war in the 

twenty-first century, even as the generation who 

served in the war pass away. The war might, in 

short, be forgotten no longer. 
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SPECIALIST SUPPORT FOR THE ENQUIRIES

1E WHY DID THE UNO JOIN THE USA IN THE 
KOREAN WAR?
Margot Tudor, HCRI, University of Manchester

THE UN FORUMS WERE EVOLVING 
IN THE COLD WAR CLIMATE

In the shadow of the Second World War, the United 

Nations (UN) was established by the victorious 

Allies – the United States, United Kingdom, China, 

Soviet Union and France – during the San Francisco 

Conference on 25 April 1945. 

Bringing together independent countries from 

across the globe, the construction of the UN 

represented the advent of a new international order: 

an inter-governmental organisation that sought 

to define, lobby and petition for peace rather 

than wage war. Decisions made under the aegis 

of the organisation, such as the adoption of the 

UN Human Rights Declaration in December 1948, 

established new norms in states’ fundamental 

duties towards their citizens and, in tandem, 

encouraged movements for self-determination 

within colonising nations. In the post-war context, 

diplomatic discussions within the UN about human 

rights, humanitarian relief and international law 

indicated that the world’s leaders intended to 

participate in the UN as a means not only to repair 

the damage of the past decade, but also to ensure 

that such violations never happened again. 

However, only a few years following the conclusion 

of the Second World War, diplomatic conflict 

between the two superpowers, the US and the 

Soviet Union, was rapidly accelerating. As the  

two nations fought for ideological supremacy,  

the primary forums of the UN – the Security Council 

and the General Assembly – became the preferred 

spaces for debate. The organisation provided a 

unique forum whereby representatives from all UN 

member states were given a platform to present a 

resolution or to debate those presented by others. 

Thus, it was the perfect environment for diplomats 

to assert the ideological convictions and political 

weight of their nation on the world’s stage.  

The UN forums also provided an environment 

where the superpowers could vie for allegiance 

from other member states, encouraging a 

combative environment. This geopolitical 

dynamic served to stymie any diplomatic progress 

anticipated in the cosmopolitan UN Charter: how 

could the organisation’s member states work in 

unity towards peace in the context of the  

Cold War?

THE POWER OF VETO ALLOWED 
PERMANENT MEMBERS TO BLOCK 
ACTIONS FOR IDEOLOGICAL 
REASONS

The procedures that facilitated the operations 

of the UN were also at odds with the conflict 

between the two superpowers. At the centre of the 

organisation’s functionality was the UN Charter,  

a document that outlined the specific activities that 

the organisation was permitted to perform and the 

requirements of nations for membership. The UN 

Charter did not explicitly authorise the organisation 

to construct or lead peacekeeping missions,  

but it did give permission for the Security Council 

to respond to breaches of international peace and 

security. Member states within the Council could 

call upon other nations to take measures  

to restore stability, and this resolution would then 

be taken to a vote. Although this process appeared 

democratic, the five founders of the UN were 

provided the special privilege of veto-power over 

any resolution with which they disagreed. In the 

evolving conflict of the Cold War, this power was  

a significant means for the superpowers to interfere 

in the international interventions of the others.  

As all permanent members were legally required to 

support a resolution for it to be authorised by the 

Security Council, the activities of the forum were 

frequently immobilised by the use of veto by the US 

or Soviet Union. It was the guaranteed frustration 
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of this procedural tactic, with relative ease of use, 

that contributed to its frequent deployment:  

the diplomatic costs of a veto were low while 

the benefits of frustrating an ideological enemy 

were high. 

THE USSR BOYCOTT OPENED THE 
DOOR FOR THE UN TO SUPPORT US 
ACTION IN KOREA

As the Cold War diplomatic battles within the UN 

Security Council continued to rage, the conflict 

was beginning to have real impact on the ground 

in North and South Korea. Despite the constraints 

of the UN Charter, the organisation, hypothetically, 

could potentially deploy armed forces as a reaction 

to a breach of the peace. Using the vague wording 

of the UN Charter, the US representatives alerted 

the UN Security Council to the North Korean 

belligerents’ invasion of the southern territory  

and called for an international response to the 

armed attack. 

During most of 1950, the Soviet Union had chosen 

to boycott the UN forum because the organisation 

had accepted a representative of Taiwan to take 

China’s chair rather than a representative from the 

People’s Republic of China. This absence meant 

that the normal five permanent members of the 

UN were reduced to four – an absence that had 

never been legally accounted for in the UN Charter. 

Could a resolution ever be authorised through the 

Security Council if all permanent members were not 

present and voting? However, this legal quandary 

was overlooked, and the United Nations Command 

(UNC) was authorised by UN Security Council 

Resolution 83 in June 1950. 

A truly unique armed force, the UNC positioned 

the UN as a belligerent actor within the conflict, 

despite its lack of military authority over the 

force. The 16 countries who unified against the 

communist invasion from the North were militarily 

and strategically led by the existing US personnel 

on the ground. Thus, although transnational 

in design, the UNC was directed towards the 

protection and supremacy of pro-capitalist (and US) 

interests. Although fighting under the UN flag, the 

military character and strategy employed by  

the transnational battalions was far from a  

UN-staff-led mission.

THE DECISION WAS A PRECEDENT 
THAT HELPED CHANGE DECISION- 
MAKING PROCEDURES AT THE UN

The influence of the UNC on the evolution of 

peacekeeping is significant. The context of the  

UNC and its presence on the ground in South Korea 

provided a legal and operational precedent for 

future UN missions. As a diplomatic collaboration, 

it was a military experiment held together under 

the principles of the UN. The existence of this 

multinational force forged in the name of ‘peace’ 

– or anti-communism – led to the creation of the 

‘Uniting for Peace’ General Assembly resolution, 

which permitted member states to circumvent the 

permanent members’ right to veto in cases of a 

breach to the peace to introduce the resolution to 

the General Assembly. Thus, due to the procedural 

and diplomatic dynamics of the UNC, the functions 

of the General Assembly were expanded from 

being exclusively a deliberative forum to being 

an operational forum capable of authorising 

‘appropriate measures’ for the resolution of 

international peace. 
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1F HOW DID BRITAIN RESPOND TO THE  
KOREAN WAR? 
John Marrill, Strode’s College, Surrey

STRATEGIC BRITISH INTERESTS 
DICTATED GOVERNMENT 
RESPONSE TO THE KOREAN WAR

When the Korean War began in June 1950, the 

British Labour government of Clement Attlee had 

been in power for five years, having been re-elected 

earlier that year. 

The Labour government fulsomely supported the 

denunciation of North Korea as the aggressor in 

the conflict, through the UN Security Council. 

Moreover, when the US engineered an intervention 

on the Peninsula, to counter North Korean 

advances into the South, under the guise of the 

UN, the British establishment agreed that the British 

Far East fleet, already stationed in Asia, could be 

mobilised in support. This was unsurprising given 

that the British elites, the government, foreign 

office and army had been keen to forge closer ties 

with the US throughout the post-World War II 

period, which had culminated in the establishment 

of NATO in 1949. 

However, the senior commanders of the armed 

forces, in particular, expressed concerns that British 

military power in Asia, where imperial possessions 

such as Hong Kong and Malaya were still prized, 

would be unnecessarily stretched by the 

deployment of ground troops in Korea. These 

concerns encouraged the Attlee government to 

initially decide against sending such a combat force 

to engage with the army of Kim Il Sung. This was 

deemed only partial support by Washington,  

who were unflinching in their desire to have their 

closest ally support their intervention in Korea with  

combat troops. 

Under this pressure, dominant figures within the 

military and Foreign Office altered their stance and 

came around to the view that any rupture in US–UK 

relations as a result of British non-deployment of 

ground forces would be potentially more damaging 

to British interests than not doing so. Influenced by 

changed attitudes from other key players,  

the Labour government shifted its own position, 

and by the end of July 1950, Britain was committed 

to sending ground forces to Korea, with the first 

battalion arriving within a month. 

THERE WAS MORE CONTINUITY 
THAN CHANGE UNDER 
SUCCESSIVE LABOUR AND 
CONSERVATIVE GOVERNMENTS

Developments regarding Korea in the summer 

of 1950 demonstrated how decision-making 

regarding British foreign policy at this juncture  

was not just the preserve of the government but,  

rather, it evolved within a polycratic state. 

In its dealings with the joint Chiefs of Staff and 

Foreign Office, voices within the Attlee government 

did not present perspectives regarding Britain’s 

place in the world, which were at odds with those 

of the supposed bastions of conservatism –  

the military and Foreign Office. The public-school-

educated doyennes of the Foreign Office and 

the military were speaking the same language, 

regarding Korea, as the Minister of Defence,  

Manny Shinwell, who first emerged on the public 

scene as a socialist agitator during the ‘Red 

Clydeside’ movement that came out of World War I. 

Eventually a split did occur within the Labour 

cabinet over Korea, which saw three leftist ministers 

resign, including, most famously, the architect of 

the NHS, Bevan. It is not beyond the realms of 

possibility that concerns about the Korean War 

as an imperialistic venture had some influence 

upon those who resigned, yet publicly they 

claimed that their opposition was the cost of the 

intervention, which precipitated the introduction 

of some charges for NHS patients, which they were 

unwilling to swallow. 

When Churchill’s Conservative administration 

replaced Labour, following the October 1951 
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general election, the conflict in Korea was still 

ongoing, although by that point it had settled 

into the stalemate that would continue right up 

to the end of the conflict in 1953. However, there 

was basically no alteration to the British position 

in Korea. Indeed, Cabinet discussions pertaining to 

the conflict did not entertain the idea that the new 

government might adopt a policy altered from its 

predecessor. The Korean War is therefore a good 

indicator of the immense continuities between 

the foreign policy of the two British parties of 

government in the post-World War II, Cold War era. 

GOVERNMENT AND MEDIA UNITED 
TO DISMISS DISSENTERS

Much of the domestic population responded to 

British intervention in Korea with a combination 

of puzzlement and fear. Britain was fighting in a 

faraway theatre, of which most knew little, and 

this so soon after World War II and its associated 

horrors, including the Blitz and evacuation. Attlee 

made a very public case to engender support for 

British intervention, by highlighting its centrality 

to the domestic front and arguably fomenting the 

aforementioned fears, claiming that ‘a fire in Korea 

may burn down your house’. 

With both major party frontbenches supporting 

British intervention, including the deployment 

of ground forces, and with most of the media 

unquestioning of the conflict as well, it is not 

surprising that dissent in Britain was limited. 

The miniscule British Communist Party, not 

unexpectedly, was critical, and a few Labour 

backbenchers were doubtful, but the most  

famous dissenters were individuals. 

In 1951, town planner Monica Felton conducted a 

‘fact finding’ mission in Korea, thanks to an invite 

from the women’s section of the International 

Democratic Foundation. Felton critiqued British 

and American operations on the Peninsular by 

suggesting that their treatment of North Koreans 

entailed ‘ruthless barbarity that was beyond 

imagination’. Felton was subsequently sacked from 

her job and vilified in the media. 

Another dismissed by his employers for espousing 

similar concerns was journalist James Cameron. 

Cameron, later the founder member of CND, 

was fired from the Picture Post for attempting to 

publish horrific images of violence exacted against 

the North Korean population. 

Other dissenters, including the ‘Red Dean of 

Canterbury’ Hewlett Johnson and the scientist 

Joseph Needham, particularly the former, were 

criticised in the media and condemned by various 

politicians for questioning whether the US had 

used biological weapons during the conflict. 

The scathing response to dissenters, from all 

but the most fringe leftist publications, i.e. the 

communist newspaper The Daily Worker, highlights 

a unanimity between political decision-makers in 

Cold War Britain and the media, the supposed 

proponents of heterodox critical discourse on all 

matters of public interest, including foreign policy. 

Moreover, it poses questions regarding media 

ownership and continuities of personnel and world 

view across the British political, military and cultural 

elites, relating to their shared backgrounds.
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1G THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE BATTLE OF THE  
IMJIN RIVER 
Henry Palmer

The Battle of the Imjin was the bloodiest 

engagement the British Army experienced during 

the Korean War. The 29th British Independent 

Infantry Brigade held back a Chinese Spring 

Offensive directed at the capital of South Korea, 

Seoul. During this four-day battle between 22 and 

25 April 1951, the 1st Battalion Gloucestershire 

Regiment were surrounded and eventually 

captured, along with members of the 170 

Independent Mortar Battery. These soldiers  

held out on and around the hill designated  

‘Hill 235’, south of the Imjin River. Despite being 

outnumbered, the Glosters allowed UN forces 

to retreat and reform. This offensive would see 

the end to the mobile phase of the Korean War 

and begin the stalemate that would last until an 

armistice was signed in July 1953. It would also 

give rise to debate on its significance. 

BACKGROUND
The war before Imjin had four distinct phases:

•  The North Koreans invaded in June 1950, 
pushing American and South Korean forces  
back to the port of Pusan. 

•  With UN reinforcements, including British forces, 
the North Koreans were beaten back all the way 
to the Yalu River, the natural border between 
China and North Korea, by November. 

•  At this point, China declared war, pushing back 
UN forces and capturing Seoul in January 1951. 

•  Finally, a counter-offensive by UN forces retook 
Seoul, creating a buffer-zone at the 38th parallel 
in March. 

China’s main aim by this time was to push all UN 

forces out of the Peninsula and unite a communist 

Korea. The Battle of the Imjin would occur as 

Chinese forces mounted an offensive to retake 

Seoul and destroy UN brigades, such as the British 

29th Brigade, that stood in their way (MacKenzie, 

2013). The aim of the UN Command on the other 

hand, was to maintain a defensive line just north of 

the 38th parallel, from the Imjin River in the west 

to Wonsan on the east coast. This would provide 

General Matthew B. Ridgeway, the commander-in-

chief of UN operations in Korea, flexibility in dealing 

with the build-up of Chinese forces in the vicinity  

of the 38th parallel (Son, 2018). 

THE MAIN EVENTS
The UN forces held a zigzag formation on their 

front line. Chinese forces identified this as a 

weakness that would allow them to focus their 

troops on isolating sections of the UN line from 

their flanking units (Kim, 2018). The Glosters,  

under Lieutenant Colonel Carne, the Royal Artillery 

and the reserves had 773 men holding three 

points with a three-kilometre gap to the Royal 

Northumberland Fusiliers’ position on their right 

and Belgian Volunteers on their left. British forces 

were better armed than the Chinese, but they were 

about to meet a force of 27–30,000 soldiers. 

On 22 April 1951, a patrol of Glosters met the 

waiting Chinese forces north of the Imjin at  

6:00 am, where they engaged, but they soon 

returned to an allied position south of the river. 

With not enough men to hold the entire front,  

the companies of the battalion occupied hill 

positions, which were considered by Major  

P. W. Weller as ‘fairly secure’ (MacKenzie, 2013,  

pp. 41–42). 

First contact began at 9:45 am on 22 April with 

Chinese forces crossing the Imjin River. The 29th 

Brigade was able to hold them off until 11:30 pm. 

‘They kept coming in waves, large numbers of 

them, however intense the fire they just seemed 

to keep coming’, a Corporal of the Glosters 

remembered (MacKenzie, 2013, p. 40). 

On the morning of 23 April at 7:00 am, the 

Glosters ‘beg[a]n to run out of ammunition…’,  

as one of the Glosters remembered (MacKenzie, 

2013, p. 64). D Company withdrew from its 

position at 8:30 am, after covering A and B 

Companies, before repositioning around Hill 235. 

Then, during the night, C Company and battalion 
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HQ moved to Hill 235, and during the day  

on 24 April, B Company joined them.  

The Northumberland and Belgians on the flanks 

were in trouble, with all companies being engaged, 

and by night the Chinese soldiers managed  

to infiltrate between the brigades and reach  

artillery a mile behind the Northumberland 

(MacKenzie, 2013). 

On 25 April at 8:30 am, the USAF finally got 

through to supply support for the Glosters,  

strafing napalm on the Chinese forces, which 

revolted some of the Glosters, but soon after, the 

Glosters’ position became untenable. Lieutenant 

Colonel Carne ordered Company A, followed by 

the rest, to make their way off the hill at 10:00 am 

on the final day (MacKenzie, 2013). The Glosters 

had lost 623 men: 597 non-officers missing/killed/

wounded, along with 26 officers, meaning that 

only 43 men made it back to friendly territory. 

POST-MORTEM
The events as reported to commanders outside  

the battlefield differed from the situation as 

recorded by the Glosters. For example: on the  

final day’s report, the 29th were holding position;  

it was also noted that an infantry and tank 

taskforce had reached the Glosters and that ‘all 

is well with the battalion’ (The National Archives, 

‘Made by the Ministry of Defence’, no. 262).  

It was not until the day after that the report stated 

that the Glosters were completely isolated, with no 

news on relief, while the rest of the 29th Brigade 

had withdrawn (The National Archives, ‘Made by 

the Ministry of Defence’, no. 263). This failure 

to achieve a clear picture of the circumstances 

surrounding the Glosters would result in much  

of the post-battle debate.

The immediate reaction to the battle was to search 

for those responsible for the fate of the Glosters. 

Tom Brodie, a brigade commander, would take 

some of the blame, while blame would go higher 

to General Ridgway, who wrote on 9 May: ‘I cannot 

but feel a certain disquiet that down through the 

channel of command, the full responsibility for 

realizing the danger to which this unit exposed 

them for extricating it when that danger became 

grave, was not recognized nor implemented.’ 

(MacKenzie, 2013, p. 190)

Lieutenant General James A. Van Fleet suggested 

that Colonel J. P. Carne was at fault, stating that he 

‘did not indicate the seriousness of his position and 

the need for either additional help or withdrawal’ 

(MacKenzie, 2013, p. 191). This understatement 

came while a Filipino-led armoured relief column 

attempted to reach the Glosters. When asked for 

an update on their situation, the Glosters replied: 

‘A bit sticky; things are pretty sticky down there’ 

(MacKenzie, 2013, pp. 81–82) – a statement that 

might demonstrate the seriousness to British high 

command but not to American-led UN command. 

Eventually, the debate was put aside for the 

promotion of UN co-operation. The actions of 

the Glosters were promoted as an example of 

proper strategy. On 8 May 1951, the 1st Battalion 

Gloucester and 170th Independent Mortar Battery 

survivors received the Presidential Citation, the 

highest US award to military units, which appeared 

in The Times the next day (Fisher and Lohan, 2006). 

This came at an opportune moment, as The Sunday 

Times had published an article quoting the President 

of South Korea, Syngman Rhee, ‘The British had 

outlived their welcome in my country.’ This could  

not be proven and was disavowed by President Rhee, 

but the backlash, especially from front-line soldiers, 

was seen as a threat to morale (The National 

Archives, ‘Made by the Foreign Office’). Since the 

decision to promote the actions of the Glosters, 

there has not been further debate surrounding who 

was responsible for the Glosters’ fate.

CONCLUSION
The Battle of the Imjin was a hard-fought battle, 

during which the Chinese had the advantage in 

strategy and manpower. Despite the odds, the 

British 29th Brigade was able to hold them back, 

alongside their fellow UN forces, while the Glosters 

held longer, allowing their allies to withdraw.  

The Glosters have been honoured and became a 

symbol of resistance to support morale during the 

war. However, the battle, like the war itself, is a 

largely ignored subject in Britain. This despite the 

fact that veterans who survived the battle are still 

alive, the actions taken by national servicemen at 

Imjin River to help secure the continued existence 

of the South Korean state, and the achievement of 

the highest US award to a unit.
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1H THE KOREAN WAR: IMPACT AND MEMORY
Tasha Kitcher, University of Loughborough

When war broke out in 1950, Korea was seen  

as a distant nation of little immediate interest to 

the British public. Some British cabinet officials 

were allegedly unsure where Korea actually was 

(Norton-Taylor, 2010). The war in Korea was not 

seen as a direct threat to Britain, and the Labour 

government was not as invested in the global 

struggle against communism as America was. 

Furthermore, World War II had left British people 

predictably nervous about another war. Its public 

were reluctant to send their sons and fathers into 

battle. In 1945, the British electorate had voted for 

a government promising an unprecedented level of 

domestic investment in social policies for housing 

and health. Yet the nation was still financially 

unstable, and the electorate were understandably 

concerned at the effect it might have if vital 

government funding and tax payer money was 

diverted to a war in Asia. 

Thus, it is easy to see the reasons why Britain  

was reluctant to engage in the Korean War.  

It is therefore equally important to understand  

why they did. 

Regardless of these legitimate concerns,  

Atlee advised his government that backing the  

US in Korea was ‘distant, yes, but nonetheless  

an obligation’ (Norton-Taylor, 2010). He meant  

that they were obliged to do so by their 

commitment to the UN and their relationship  

with the US. However, Britain had other strategic 

concerns. The government was anxious that the 

invasion of South Korea might encourage the 

Soviets to threaten Europe, and was aware that 

supporting American forces in Korea might increase 

their chances of having American support in the 

event of any conflict on European soil. 

There were limits to the British support. Some 

government officials were worried about the role  

of General Douglas MacArthur in the war, seeing 

his actions as excessively aggressive. They were  

also keen to look after Britain’s ongoing interests  

in the East, which included keeping Hong Kong 

stable and protecting the government in Malaya. 

Thus, when asked to impose sanctions on China  

to aid the war effort, Britain refused. 

This same ambivalence towards the conflict is 

evidenced in the way in which the war has  

been remembered.

HOW THE BRITISH CONTRIBUTION 
TO THE KOREAN WAS HAS BEEN 
MEMORIALISED

Britain originally pledged only naval support to  

the war in Korea, but subsequently sent troops that 

formed a major part of the First Commonwealth 

Division. British troops came face to face with the 

Chinese insurgence in 1951, played a key role in the 

Battle of the Imjin, then patrolled the 38th parallel 

as peace negotiations between North and South 

Korea dragged on for two years. 

Despite this contribution and the 1,078 dead,  

the Korean War was largely understudied,  

un-commemorated, and uninteresting to members 

of the British public in the decades that followed. 

As noted by Huxford (2018), the narrative began to 

change from the 1980s. The British Korean 

Veterans Association was finally formed in 1981, 

allowing British veterans to talk to each other  

about their Korean experiences. Following the  

60th anniversary of the war, Britain unveiled its first 

official Korean War Memorial in 2014, although, 

significantly, this memorial was a gift from the 

Republic of Korea rather than a British commission. 

There can be no doubt that Britain has been slow 

or disinterested in commemorating the Korean 

War. Most dedications to soldiers that lost their 

lives in the conflict are plaques attached to existing 

memorials to the dead of the Great War and 

World War II. These memorials were initiated by 

Korean veterans, and often specific to local areas 

and regiments. Many veterans found the lack of 

government involvement in remembrance either 

frustrating or downright offensive. 

Tasha Kitcher is 
a PhD candidate 
in history at the 
University of 
Loughborough, UK.
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HOW THE WAR HAS BEEN 
MEMORIALISED IN KOREA AND 
THE USA

North Korea is equally uneasy with commemorating 

the war. In Panmunjeom, within the building where 

the Korean ceasefire was signed in 1953, sits the 

North Korean Peace Museum. It hosts a traditionally 

designed memorial statue as well as an information 

area about the Korea War.

By contrast, South Korea is home to many 

monuments and cemeteries, as well as the War 

Memorial of Korea, which was created in 1994 

to teach the military history of South Korea in an 

effort to avoid future atrocities. 

The United States has an even greater number  

of memorials dedicated to the Korean War. There 

are memorials dedicated to those who served as 

well as to those that lost their lives in the conflict. 

The remarkable Korean War Veterans Memorial 

consists of 19 large statues of soldiers marching/

proceeding towards the pool of tranquillity, 

alongside a wall of images from the conflict and 

the names of United Nation member states that 

served alongside the United States in Korea. 

UNCOVERING THE IMPACT OF THE 
WAR ON KOREAN CIVILIANS

Military deaths were dwarfed by civilian casualties 

in both North and South, yet these are little 

memorialised, and uncovering the true extent 

of civilian suffering has been complex and 

controversial. This is particularly true of the 

accusations of atrocities that have been  

uncovered in the South.

Through the war, there were a huge number of 

civilian deaths. Victims were killed by bombing 

and crossfire, but also deliberately by their own 

government, as South Korean troops sought 

to destroy any communist sympathisers and 

collaborators. The South Korean leadership feared 

that many people would be swayed in favour of the 

communist cause if a North Korean army invaded 

their village, and so the South Korean army sought 

to destroy these potential traitors. 

In 2005, the South Korean government formed the 

Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Korea.  

Its purpose was, in the words of its president,  

to ‘settle the past’ and ‘provide a more 

comprehensive resolution’. A government body set 

up to last four years, the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission had a mandate to ‘investigate illegal 

massacres before and after the Korean War, 

human rights violations due to constitutional and 

legal violations or unlawful exercise of authority, 

incidents involving suspicious manipulation of the 

truth, and other historical incidents deserving the 

Commission’s attention’. This included investigating 

atrocities committed against its own people by the 

former South Korean government. 

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission 

interviewed survivors of the Korean War and 

investigated burials at sites where mass killings 

were believed to have happened. The Commission 

found ditches filled with hundreds of bodies,  

some still tied together by barbed wire, in positions 

that clearly corroborated the survivors’ stories. 

The Commission found that civilians had been 

regularly targeted by troops scouring the country 

to eliminate potential communists. In one incident 

in Naju, in 1950, South Korean officers disguised 

themselves as a North Korean unit of soldiers 

and then shot every civilian that welcomed the 

communists to their home. 

The Commission gave a voice to many  

whose stories had not been told for years under 

authoritarian leadership. Despite this,  

the Commission was seen as slow, unproductive and 

costly. Two-hundred-and-forty researchers worked 

on just 300 cases over a four-year period, yet the 

Commission estimated that 100,000 South Koreans 

died at the government’s hands – systematically 

slaughtered by the army. Allegedly, there were also 

over 200 instances of mass killings instigated by 

American warplanes and ground troops.

Some civilians were also disappointed by 

the Commission’s inability to prosecute their 

oppressors. The Commission was not a court.  

It was set up to discover the truth of what 

happened in the years 1950 to 1953, but it was 

not empowered to prosecute offenders, although  

it could offer reconciliation through compensation 

to victims’ families. 

REFERENCES
Byung-Ook, A. (2009)  
‘Truth and reconciliation: 
Activities of the past three 
years’, Seoul: Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission.
Foreign and Commonwealth 
Office (2014) ‘Memorial to 
the Korean War unveiled in 
London’,   
www.gov.uk/government/
news/memorial-to-the-korean-
war-unveiled-in-london”  
www.gov.uk/government/
news/memorial-to-the-korean-
war-unveiled-in-london.
Huxford, G. (2018) ‘State 
power, cultural exchange,  
and the “Forgotten War”: 
British veterans of the Korean 
War, 1953–2013’,  
in A. Alcalde and  Núñez 
Seixas, X. M. (eds) War 
Veterans and the World After 
1945, London: Routledge.
Kim, D.-C. (2013) ‘Korea’s 
Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission: An overview  
and assessment’, Human 
Rights Law Review, Buffalo.  
www.researchgate.net/
publication/318776386_
KOREA’S_TRUTH_AND_
RECONCILIATION_
COMMISSION_AN_
OVERVIEW_AND_
ASSESSMENT.
Norton-Taylor, R. (2010) 
‘British reaction to outbreak of 
Korean war: Distant –  
but still an obligation’ in the 
Guardian, www.theguardian.
com/politics/2010/jun/25/
british-reaction-korean-war 
Rowland, A. and Hae-Rym, 
H. (2010) ‘Time running out 
on South Korea’s Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission’, 
Stars and Stripes,  
www.stripes.com/news/time-
running-out-on-south-korea-
s-truth-and-reconciliation-
commission-1.98156.
Sang-Hun, C. (2007) 
‘Unearthing war’s horrors 
years later in South Korea’, 
The New York Times,  
3 December.  
www.nytimes.
com/2007/12/03/world/
asia/03korea.html.



38

Section 2 | 2A The Historical Association Teacher Fellowship Programme

SECTION 2: TEACHING KOREAN HISTORY IN BRITISH SCHOOLS

2A THE HISTORICAL ASSOCIATION TEACHER 
FELLOWSHIP PROGRAMME
Ben Walsh, Associate Vice President, Historical Association

For many years, one of the fundamental principles 

of the Historical Association’s work on professional 

development for history teachers has been the 

value and importance of up-to-date subject 

knowledge. This commitment has not always  

been in the mainstream of professional 

development provision. However, the importance  

of subject expertise is being increasingly recognised 

as a key driver in effective teaching and learning 

(Coe et al., 2014, Cordingley et al., 2015).  

This commitment is increasingly being supported  

by research into teaching and learning and is 

central to the new Ofsted Education Inspection 

Framework (Ofsted, 2019). 

This commitment to making up-to-date,  

cutting-edge scholarship available to teachers  

can be seen in the structure of the Historical 

Association’s Teacher Fellowship Programme.  

So far, there have been Fellowships on the later 

Middle Ages; the Cold War; Britain and 

Transatlantic Slavery; Conflict, Art and 

Remembrance; and the Age of Revolutions.  

Each programme involves a rigorous selection 

process for practising teachers. They then  

work with academic experts in the relevant  

field of historical scholarship and with  

experienced educators. 

The current Fellowship was run in collaboration 

with the World History Digital Education.  

The programme had five stages: 

•  Applications from current teachers  

and selection.

•  A residential event held in Athens in August 

2019, in which representatives of many of the 

nations that took part in the Korean War 

exchanged scholarship and perspectives on  

the Korean War and its legacy. 

•  An intensive online programme in which 

teachers engaged with cutting-edge academic 

scholarship and discussed their learning from 

this intensive input. 

•  The creation of teaching resources  

inspired by this scholarly input but mediated 

into accessible and ready-to-use classroom 

resources. This book you are reading is  

the result.

•  A programme of dissemination starting 

with the Historical Association Annual 

Conference in 2020 but also involving many 

more local networks of teachers. 

The impact of this scholarship can be seen in the 

quality of discussion that was generated week after 

week among the Teacher Fellows. Here are just a 

few examples of the insightful comments generated 

in discussions: 

Bruce Cumming’s argument, that the Korean War 

was strongly rooted in localised disagreement, 

which the USA, with the ‘larger quest of 

hegemony’, then exploited, contrasts sharply with 

the views expressed by some at the residential 

conference back in August. I agree that revisionism 

certainly appears to hit a nerve with Stueck, 

particularly when he addresses the blame for the 

length of the war (which Revisionists attribute in 

part to the ‘inflexible, intolerant and self-righteous’ 

approach of the UN negotiators).  

Week 2 discussion on the origins of the 

Korean War

Hoare notes the fledgling regime in Beijing was 

worried about US intentions in East Asia in general 

and extremely watchful about developments in 

Korea due to its border with China. However, it is 

only when the UN forces go beyond the 38th 

parallel and head towards the Chinese border that 

the Chinese build up troops on the border and 
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decide to intervene in the War. Jian’s argument 

seems focused on stating that Chinese involvement 

in Korea was very much to do with ideology and 

the need to spread communism in the Cold  

War world. 

Week 4 discussion on China’s intervention in 

the war

Huxford’s article makes a compelling case as to  

why the Korean War is largely forgotten in Britain 

by arguing that it has not proved serviceable for  

the purposes of national identity formation/

entrenchment. Framings linked to World War II 

such as the ‘underdog’ triumphing over ‘evil’  

don’t work in relation to a conflict, where Britain 

was a junior partner and whose aims, methods  

and outcomes had been at best unclear,  

at worst criticised. 

Week 7 discussion on how far the Korean War 

was a forgotten conflict

These insights can be seen to have informed the 

contents of this publication, along with the 

scholarly subject updates that grace Section 1 of 

the publication. We are grateful to Dr Grace 

Huxford of the University of Bristol and Professor 

Thomas Hennessey of Canterbury Christ Church 

University in particular for their support and written 

contributions. We are also grateful for the support 

given by other colleagues in the history community, 

notably Dr Michael Shin of Cambridge University 

and Dr Deokhyo Choi of the University of Sheffield. 

Inspired by the work of these and other academic 

colleagues, our Fellows have produced a range of 

classroom resources that we hope are both 

rigorous and engaging for students. They are 

arranged in order of the age group at which they 

are aimed. However, most experienced teachers 

should have no great difficulty in adapting these 

resources to their teaching at other levels. 

More information about Historical Association 

Fellowships can be found on the Historical 

Association website. We urge teachers to consider 

applying for these tremendous opportunities! 
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2B A BASIC INTRODUCTION TO THE KOREAN WAR 
(IF YOU NEED IT!)
When the Korean War broke out in 1950, it was 

something of a shock and a mystery to many –  

in fact probably most – people in the West. It is 

quite telling that US and British newspapers and 

newsreels carried articles and features on where 

Korea was and why conflict had broken out. 

To some extent this lack of awareness persists 

today, so much so that few Americans are aware 

that casualty rates in Korea were higher than in 

Vietnam. Similarly, the tens of thousands of British 

Korean War veterans regarded the conflict as a 

forgotten war (which is explored in several of our 

resources) and few British people are aware of 

significant engagements such as the Battle of  

the Imjin River. 

THE ROOTS OF THE KOREAN WAR

To locate the roots of the Korean War, we need to 

look in several different regions and explore several 

different contexts. 

CONTEXT 1: THE COLD WAR IN EUROPE

From 1941 to 1945, the USA and USSR had  

been allies in the Second World War against 

Germany and its allies Italy and Japan. But it was 

not a natural alliance. The USA (capitalist and 

democratic) and USSR (communist) had completely 

different political and economic systems. As the 

war ended, the contrasts and rivalries emerged. 

The first clear signs of the rivalry that was to 

become known as the Cold War were seen in 

Europe. Between 1945 and 1948, Europe became  

a divided continent. In general terms, Western 

Europe allied with the USA while Eastern Europe 

became part of what Soviet leader Josef Stalin 

called the Soviet sphere of influence. Western  

Cold War propaganda portrayed this as Soviet 

imperialism in the East while, not surprisingly, 

Soviet propaganda told a story of the USSR 

protecting Eastern Europe from American 

imperialism. The arguments about responsibility  

for the tensions continue to this day, but the 

relevance of this to Korea was that a mentality of 

aggressive suspicion was now the currency of US–

Soviet relations. Soviet leader Stalin felt threatened.  

He wanted to rebuild Eastern Europe as a buffer 

zone to protect the western border of the USSR. 

The Americans saw this as expansion of 

communism, and they determined to stop any 

further expansion. This policy became known  

as containment. 

CONTEXT 2: COMMUNISM AND 
CONTAINMENT IN ASIA 

The Americans applied containment in Asia as  

well as Europe. Soon after the Soviet takeover of 

Eastern Europe, China became communist in 1949, 

under Mao Zedong. The Americans had always 

regarded China as their ally in the Far East.  

Between 1946 and 1949, they pumped $2 billion 

in aid into China, largely to support the nationalists. 

Now, suddenly, a massive new communist state 

had appeared on the map. The US was stung by 

this turn of events. It was one of the factors that 

precipitated a Red Scare in the USA, in which many 

innocent people were accused of being communist 

sympathisers. For example, the East Asia scholar 

Owen Lattimore was accused and forced to answer 

questions in Congress. He had been President 

Truman’s adviser on China, and when China fell  

to Mao, suspicion fell on Lattimore for somehow 

helping him. Lattimore was cleared but his story 

revealed the fear and suspicion in the USA  

about communism. 

Some of this fear was based on evidence, however. 

American spies reported to President Truman that 

Stalin was providing support and resources to help 

communists win power in Malaya, Indonesia, 

Burma, the Philippines and Korea. Truman and 

other Americans watched with increasing anxiety. 

They saw a conspiracy. They thought that 

communist countries were acting together to 

spread communism. They had visions of the 

communists overrunning all of Asia, with country 

after country being toppled like a row of dominoes.
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CONTEXT 3: THE KOREAN PENINSULA 

Korea had been ruled by Japan until 1945. At the 

end of the Second World War, the northern half 

was liberated by Soviet troops and the southern 

half by Americans. When the war ended, the North 

remained communist-controlled, with a communist 

leader who had been trained in the USSR, and with 

a Soviet-style one-party system. The South was 

anti-communist. It was a not a well-established 

Western-style democracy at this point, having 

recently been liberated from 35 years of Japanese 

colonial rule. However, the fact that it was anti-

communist was enough to win it the support  

of the USA. 

There was bitter hostility between the North’s 

communist leader, Kim Il Sung, and Syngman  

Rhee, President of South Korea. Kim was eager  

to strengthen his position. North Korea quickly 

established strong links with the new communist 

regime in China. In fact, many North Koreans had 

fought on the communist side in the war that 

brought Mao to power. Kim lobbied Mao to 

support a plan to try to take control of the whole 

Korean Peninsula. Kim also lobbied Stalin, Mao and 

Stalin were eventually persuaded. Mao was keen  

to assert himself on the world stage. Stalin saw  

the advantages of getting the USA involved in a 

war in Asia while it would not involve troops  

from the USSR. 

WAR, INTERVENTION AND STALEMATE

In June 1950, the hostility spilled over into open 

warfare. North Korean troops overwhelmed the 

South’s forces. By September 1950, all except 

a small corner of south-east Korea was under 

communist control. 

UNITED NATIONS INTERVENTION 

President Truman immediately sent advisers, 

supplies and warships to the waters around Korea. 

At the same time, he put enormous pressure on the 

UN Security Council to condemn the actions of the 

North Koreans and to call on them to withdraw 

their troops. In the Cold War atmosphere of 1950, 

each superpower always denounced and opposed 

any action by the other. So normally, in a dispute 

such as this, the Soviet Union would have used its 

right of veto to block the call for action by the UN. 

However, the USSR was boycotting the UN at this 

time. When China became communist in 1949, the 

USA had blocked its entry to the United Nations, 

since it regarded the nationalists (Chiang Kai-shek 

and his followers) as the rightful government of 

China. The USSR had walked out of the UN in 

protest. So when the resolution was passed, the 

USSR was not even at the meeting to use its veto. 

The UN contingent included troops from the  

USA and Britain, Canada, Australia, the 

Netherlands, Colombia, Turkey, the Philippines, 

France and many others. The USA made the largest 

contribution of troops and equipment, Britain the 

second. By spring 1951, Britain’s contribution to 

the UN forces was 12,000 strong. In 1950, South 

Korean forces numbered between 80,000 and 

100,000, increasing, according to some estimates, 

to 240,000 by spring 1951. Facing the UN forces 

were, at first, 150,000 North Korean troops.  

They were reinforced in the autumn of 1950  

by 200,000 Chinese troops. China’s involvement 

eventually rose to around one million. 

The first UN action was to reinforce the remaining 

South Korean territory around Pusan.  
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United Nations forces stormed ashore at Inchon  

in September 1950. At the same time, other UN 

forces and South Korean troops advanced from 

Pusan. The North Koreans were driven back beyond 

their original border (the 38th parallel) within 

weeks. MacArthur had quickly achieved the original 

UN objective of removing North Korean troops 

from South Korea. But the Americans did not stop. 

Despite warnings from China’s leader, Mao Zedong, 

that pressing on would mean China’s joining the 

war, the UN approved a plan to advance into North 

Korea. By October, US forces had taken the North 

Korean capital Pyongyang and reached the Yalu 

river and the border with China. 

CHINESE INTERVENTION

Chinese leader Mao saw this as a threat to his  

own country, and in November 1950 China 

officially entered the war. Huge forces launched  

a devastating counter-attack, driving the UN and 

South Korean forces back again. As the freezing 

cold winter weather drew in, the Chinese advance 

continued and they recaptured South Korea’s 

capital Seoul in January 1951. In the next few 

months, the UN and South Korea forces were able 

to regroup. They retook Seoul in March 1951 and 

established defensive positions to the north of 

Seoul and in the valley of the Imjin River. 

At the same time, Truman and Macarthur had 

fallen out. Macarthur wanted to escalate the war, 

attacking China and even using nuclear weapons  

if necessary. In April, Truman removed MacArthur 

from his position as commander and brought him 

back home. He rejected MacArthur’s aggressive 

policy towards communism. Containment was 

underlined as the American policy. One of the 

American army leaders, General Omar Bradley,  

said that MacArthur’s approach would have 

‘involved America in the wrong war, in the  

wrong place, at the wrong time, and with  

the wrong enemy’. 

Back on the ground, the Chinese and North 

Koreans launched another offensive in April 1951 

along the Imjin River. Ferocious fighting followed, 

including a famous action by British troops from 

the Gloucestershire Regiment (‘The Glosters’).  

There were heavy casualties on all sides but the 

defences held. 

STALEMATE

The Battle of Imjin marked the end of the mobile 

phase of the war. What followed was a stalemate, 

similar to the trench warfare that had been  

seen on the Western Front in the First World  

War. Casualties mounted, from fighting,  

weather and disease. 

Away from the front line, peace talks between 

North and South Korea began in June 1951.  

There is much debate about why this stalemate 

continued until July 1953 when it was achieving  

so little. Some historians have blamed the American 

negotiators, who tried to force China and North 

Korea to accept humiliating terms. Other theories 

include the view that Stalin actually wanted the war 

to continue because it tied up American resources. 

There is some evidence that Mao was keen to 

continue fighting because he enjoyed the prestige 

of matching the Americans and also because Korea 

was an opportunity to give his troops experience. 

The fighting continued until July 1953, when an 

armistice was agreed. By then, the US had a new 

president, Dwight Eisenhower, who favoured 

peace. In March 1953, Stalin died and the new 

Soviet leaders were also inclined towards ending 

the war. This in turn made the Chinese and North 

Koreans less confident. An armistice was finally 

signed in July 1953, but the war never officially 

ended and North Korea remains divided today,  

with the border zone between the two Koreas 

remaining a tense and heavily fortified area. 
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2C WHY TEACH ABOUT THE KOREAN WAR? 
Across the United Kingdom, indeed across the 

world, history teachers can usually be relied upon to 

bemoan the fact that they never have enough time 

to teach all the historical content they would like 

to. Many highly significant topics are taught only in 

outline or are not taught at all. 

In many countries, and this certainly includes the 

UK, the Korean War is one such topic. The articles 

and resources in this publication will inevitably raise 

concerns for many teachers, who despairingly ask 

themselves how they might incorporate such topics 

into an already crowded curriculum. 

As the representative body for history teachers in 

England, the HA is all too aware of this tension.  

There is no simple answer. However, what we can 

do is to showcase what has been done in some 

classrooms and to try to extract the planning and 

pedagogical, curricular and methodological issues  

and lessons that have emerged from these examples 

or that drove them in the first place. We can also 

highlight the opportunities that arise from engaging 

with up-to-date scholarship. 

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE  
KOREAN WAR

Perhaps the most compelling case for giving more 

teaching time to the Korean War is the sheer 

significance of the war in terms of global history.  

As Matray (2002) argues, most scholars accept that 

the Korean War effectively militarised the Cold War, 

turning it from a political contest into an outright 

conventional conflict. They also agree that the 

Korean War expanded Soviet–US hostility from 

Europe into Asia. The Cold War is, of course,  

taught widely but Korea tends to take a backstage 

role in the majority of teaching programmes here  

in the UK. The significance of this militarisation 

should not be underestimated, because it involved 

the Soviet Union, North and South Korea and,  

for once and once only, the United Nations 

Organisation. Margot Tudor’s scholarly update 

(page 3) and Jacob Keet’s resource (Enquiry 4,  

page 87) explores this militarisation of the UNO, 

and in the process the resource gives students an 

insight into the workings of the UNO itself. 

A CONFLICT WITH CONSEQUENCES 

Another reason to consider teaching the Korean 

War is that it had such far-reaching consequences. 

One key consequence was the way in which the war 

transformed the communist bloc. It was particularly 

significant for China. It is easy to forget that the 

communist regime established in China was only 

one year old when the Korean War began. The war 

massively strengthened the prestige of China and its 

leader Mao Zedong, as his forces fought the  

USA and its allies to a standstill. The war also 

transformed the armed forces of China. The Red 

Army emerged from the war with a large force of 

officers and troops who had combat experience  

and were well-equipped with up-to-date weapons 

supplied by the USSR.

It would also be impossible to ignore the fact  

that the Korean War has had serious long-term 

geopolitical impacts. The very fact that North Korea 

and its relationship with the rest of the world is a 

live issue to this day is due to the Korean War and 

the inability of all of the parties involved to reach  

a satisfactory settlement. This issue is explored in 

great depth and with fascinating source material  

by Guy Birks in his resource on why the Korean War 

never really ended (Enquiry 7, page 119). 

A CONFLICT WITH IMPACT

In the short term, the war had massive and 

devastating consequences for Korean civilians  

and also for the soldiers who fought on all sides.  

For Britain, the casualties alone would make this the 

most costly British conflict since the Second World 

War. British deaths in Korea exceed all of the 

Falklands, Afghanistan and Iraq wars combined.

Rachel Steels’ resource (Enquiry 2, page 63)  

explores the experiences of the British veterans 

during the war and includes a selection of extracts 

from interviews with Korean War veterans that are 

both powerful and very moving. 
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Andrew Wrenn’s resource (Enquiry 3, page 72)  

picks up on the devastating impact of the Korean 

War on Korean civilians, using testimonies from 

veterans and also from the Korean War Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission. Wrenn then investigates 

how the Korean War has been memorialised and 

asks students to engage in deep thinking about  

the very concept of memorial. 

A CONFLICT WITH A HISTORIC 
LEGACY

Another reason to study the Korean War is the  

way in which South Korea recovered from the 

devastation of war, a phenomenon that is often 

referred to as South Korea’s ‘miracle’. In history,  

we all too often study wars and their causes and 

events, but sometimes powerful stories like South 

Korea’s development can be missed. Gregg 

Brazinsky’s article on the legacy of the Korean War 

(page 13) explores this phenomenon in greater 

detail, but it is worth considering the facets of 

South Korea’s recovery that underpinned this rise: 

democratisation and economic development. 

The years following the war saw the emergence  

of a democracy. But it is important to recognise 

that this democracy had to be built up, sometimes 

fought for. South Koreans at times took to the 

streets over threats to democracy, particularly in  

the 1960s. South Korea today is a well-established 

democracy, with a strong civic society and political 

institutions, but this journey is a worthwhile 

reminder that a functioning democracy has to  

be built and cannot be imposed. 

There was also a massive and concerted effort  

to take South Korea from a war-torn and poverty-

stricken region to become a modern, economically 

developed powerhouse. Governments, working 

with big corporations, have transformed South 

Korea into a modern economy – one of the world’s 

top ten economies, in fact. From a country that 

received economic aid, South Korea has now 

become a provider of aid.

HIDDEN HISTORIES 

Students like discovering hidden histories – stories 

that for one reason or another have been either 

suppressed or simply not aired. The Fellowship 

programme exposed the Fellows to many aspects  

of the Korean War that could be considered as 

hidden histories. 

Kristian Shanks’ resource (Enquiry 6, page 107) 

uses original source material to examine a massively 

controversial issue – whether the US used biological 

weapons in the Korean War. In doing so, Shanks 

helps students to develop that important 

disposition (that is so vital to historians), the ability 

to interrogate sources and then use these sources 

as evidence in building an argument. He also shows 

how source material can be bent and shaped to 

suit narratives that promote particular agendas. 

Although not exactly a hidden history, the Battle  

of the Imjin River is relatively unknown in the UK. 

Erica Kingswood’s resource (Enquiry 5, page 98) 

and Henry Palmer’s scholarly update (page 34) 

focus on this crucial battle, understanding its place 

in the war. Kingswood uses a range of source 

material to challenge students to write a narrative 

of the battle and to consider the ways in which it 

has been remembered or not. 

Jennifer McCullough (Enquiry 1, page 52) and John 

Marrill (Enquiry 8, page 135) also uncover some 

hidden histories, as their resources look at what  

the history of British involvement in the Korean  

War can reveal about Britain as well as the war. 

McCullough channels the work of Grace Huxford 

(summarised in scholarly article 1D on page 24)  

to investigate British protest against the Korean 

War. Using Mass Observation, press and newsreel 

sources and pen portraits of protesters, she asks 

Key Stage 3 students to consider how serious the 

opposition was. 

Marrill considers protest but in a broader context, 

which is the decision-making processes that shaped 

British policy decisions on Korea. He then 

challenges A-level students to delve into the 

workings of government by using notes and 

minutes from Cabinet meetings and extracts from 

the press at the time. 
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A PROVING GROUND FOR 
DEVELOPING STUDENTS’ 
UNDERSTANDING OF THE 
DISCIPLINE OF HISTORY

As this publication shows, studying the Korean War 

can be a proving ground for the kind of rigorous 

but accessible activity and study that will build the 

disciplinary understanding that young people need 

to become accomplished historians but also good 

citizens. For example:

•  These resources provide engaging but 

challenging opportunities to investigate 

original source material. McCullough 

(Enquiry 1) uses sources to help students to 

understand the motivation of those who 

protested against the war. Steels (Enquiry 2) 

uses veteran testimonies to evoke the 

experiences of veterans during and after the 

war. Marrill (Enquiry 8) also uses original 

sources to shine a light into hitherto unexplored 

areas of the Korean War. In addition to that,  

he introduces us to the very essence of 

historiography by looking at how these same 

sources have been viewed differently by 

historians of different backgrounds and beliefs. 

•  In their different ways, Shanks (Enquiry 6), 

Steels (Enquiry 2) and Wrenn (Enquiry 3)  

each encourage students to grapple with 

historical memory. Shanks provides the 

opportunity to study the ways in which 

accounts of the past have been manipulated. 

Steels considers how the war affected  

veterans in the years after the war and how  

the collection of the memories in oral histories 

helped to rekindle interest and pride. Wrenn 

looks at similar issues of historical memory. 

Young people often find the concept of 

memory problematic because many of them 

tend to think in binary modes of true or false  

or fact/fiction. Wrenn introduces the idea that 

the same events can legitimately generate 

differing narratives. 

•  On the subject of narrative, Kingswood  

(Enquiry 5) provides a perfect opportunity to 

challenge students to create a narrative of 

their own. In a similar vein, Keet (Enquiry 4) 

provides differing narratives for students to 

compare and contrast.  

In the Enquiry outlines in Section 3, each of the 

authors has carefully explained their curricular 

rationale – how and why this particular set of 

lessons can enhance a teaching programme. 

REFERENCES 
Matray, I J. (2002) Revisionism and the Korean War, Introduction. Journal of Conflict Studies, XXII no. 1. 
https://journals.lib.unb.ca/index.php/JCS/article/view/364/575 

https://journals.lib.unb.ca/index.php/JCS/article/view/364/575
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2D FINDING SPACE IN YOUR CURRICULUM FOR 
TEACHING ABOUT THE KOREAN WAR
Those of us who have participated in this Teacher 

Fellowship would have no doubt that all students 

could benefit from studying these fascinating 

and too-often-ignored topics. The fact remains, 

however, that you probably have limited time and 

a lot to achieve, so you need to assure yourself 

and your students (if not prove to a deputy head 

in charge of curriculum!) that these materials are 

worth the time and energy that they require, and 

that they will complement your existing schemes of 

work at Key Stage 3, GCSE or A-level and enhance, 

extend or deepen them in relevant ways. 

KEY STAGE 3

As we go to print with this publication, schools in 

England are reconfiguring their history programmes 

in the context of a new Education Inspection 

Framework from the education inspectorate Ofsted. 

This new framework puts a much greater emphasis 

on the quality of the curriculum. In short, they 

want the history that students tackle to be 

authentic and meaningful and not driven by the 

needs of examinations. One of the aims of this 

publication is to provide opportunities for this  

kind of authentic history. 

Most Year 9 courses cover the twentieth century – 

and many focus on the theme of conflict, majoring 

on the two World Wars and the Cold War. Studying 

Korea in greater depth could freshen up such 

schemes of work: 

•  The Korean War contrasts relevantly with the 

Second World War. 

•  It focuses on an ignored Cold War flash point 

– indeed, the closest the superpowers ever 

came to nuclear war. 

•  It is arguably more relevant to British history 

than the Vietnam War.

•  It gives helpful insight into how Britain saw 

itself at home and abroad in the 1950s.

Equally importantly, Key Stage 3 courses are 

building disciplinary understanding – by using 

original documents engaging with a range of 

historical interpretations, grappling with issues such 

as memorialisation and writing historical narratives.

Three of our enquiries are designed with this Key 

Stage 3 context in mind. 

Enquiry 1:

An unpopular war? 

How significant was 

opposition to the 

Korean War in Britain?

•  The first lesson introduces students to the nature and causes of the war.  

It touches on the historical debate surrounding the war’s origins.

•  The second lesson draws on the work of Dr Grace Huxford and 

investigates reaction to the war back in Britain, including how we  

might measure the ‘significance’ of opposition to the war. 

•  Opposition to the Korean War saw the beginning of the anti-nuclear 

protest movement, which makes this a good bridge into studying the  

Cold War and nuclear tension. 

Enquiry 2: 

A forgotten war? 

Unearthing the voices 

of British veterans of the 

Korean War

•  These lessons introduce students to veteran testimony and how and why 

certain events and people’s experiences are remembered in society. 

•  This could be a moving contrast with any study of the First and Second 

World War, where veterans’ stories have been so highly prized and 

much studied. The contrast with the way in which the Korean veteran 

experiences have been all but ignored will probably anger your students 

(in a worthwhile and creative way!) and they should enjoy the experience 

of trying to correct the historical record and give these veterans their  

due attention.

•  They will also see how oral histories change. 
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Enquiry 3: 

Impact and memory. 

How should the Korean 

War be remembered?

•  This goes deeper still into those themes and concepts, building deeper 

understanding of specific terms such as memorial and memorialisation, 

and developing students’ ability to handle evidence, describe change and 

continuity, evaluate historical interpretations and identify similarity and 

difference (diversity).

•  By approaching the war through individual stories and through 

memorialisation, it also gives you the opportunity for some local history, 

some online research and some creative work. 

KEY STAGE 4 

The Korean War features strongly in AQA GCSE history. It also features in the two international GCSEs  

from Cambridge and from Pearson Edexcel (see Table 1). 

Table 1: The Korean War in the GCSE history specifications

AQA GCSE 

history

BC Conflict and tension 

between East and 

West, 1945–1972

Part 2: The 

development of the 

Cold War 

•  The significance of 

events in Asia for 

superpower relations: 

USSR’s support for 

Mao Tse-tung and 

Communist revolution 

in China, and the 

military campaigns 

waged by North Korea 

against the UN. 

BD Conflict and tension in Asia, 1950–1975 

Part 1: Conflict in Korea

•  The causes of the Korean War: nationalism in Korea;  

US relations with China; the division of Korea;  

Kim Il Sung and Syngman Rhee; reasons why the 

North invaded the South in June 1950; US and the UN 

responses; USSR’s absence from the UN. 

•  The development of the Korean War: the UN campaign 

in South and North Korea; Inchon landings and 

recapture of South Korea; UN forces advance into North 

Korea; reaction of China and intervention of Chinese 

troops October 1950; the sacking of MacArthur. 

•  The end of the Korean War: military stalemate around 

the 38th Parallel; peace talks and the armistice;  

impact of the Korean War for Korea, the UN and  

Sino-American relations.

Edexcel 

International 

GCSE

B5 The changing role of international 

organisations: the league and the UN, 

1919–c2011

Setting up the United Nations 

Organisation and its work to 1964

•  The UN role in the Korean War  (1950–53)

Depth study 6 A world divided: 

Superpower relations, 1943–72

The Cold War in the 1950s

• The impact of the Korean War

Cambridge 

IGCSE

Core Content: Option B The twentieth century: international relations  

since 1919

5 How effectively did the United States contain the spread of Communism?

•  The United States and events in Korea, 1950–53

(Specified content: American reactions to North Korea’s invasion of South Korea, 

involvement of the UN, course of the war to 1953)
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Many students will be studying the war in those 

contexts. However, it is notable by its absence from 

the other specifications. However, if Korea is in your 

GCSE history course, these resources will help you 

to add depth and texture. 

GCSE courses tend to become utilitarian – the exam 

grade outcome is what leads and everything else 

falls into place behind it. Whether that is a trend 

you have reluctantly learned to live with or one you 

fight every inch of the way, then we believe that 

these resources can help you in delivering your Key 

Stage 4 course in three main ways.

MOTIVATION

Students are more motivated by what they study in 

depth. If the Korean War is reduced to just a few  

bullet points without real understanding or context 

it could be very boring. If it is approached as an 

unfolding story with complex underlying issues, 

they will be intrigued and motivated to understand 

the detail. For example, if you use Lesson 4.2 (How 

significant a role did the members of the UN play 

in the Korean War?), the UN force will no longer 

be an amorphous blob but a varied and textured 

organism – worth getting your head around. 

Complexity enriches. Simplification dilutes.

MEMORY

We all know that GCSE students most worry about 

remembering stuff for their exam. You probably 

spend a good deal of your time each year boiling 

down the content into manageable and organised 

boxes. And yet one of the surest ways to strengthen 

memory is emotional engagement and particularly 

engagement with real people with real stories that 

illuminate the whole. For example, students will 

remember more about the events of the Korean 

War when it is hung on Tommy Clough’s testimony 

of what happened at the Battle of the Imjin River 

(which features in Enquiry 5: What happened at the 

Battle of the Imjin River, April 1951?) than from a 

depersonalised narrative.

MEANING

In our twentieth-century-focused GCSE studies, 

we investigate big events with strong moral 

implications. The Korean War is one such event.  

It was a brutal war that brought massive suffering 

for civilians. Chemical weapons such as napalm 

were used; there was blanket bombing of civilians; 

there were atrocities on both sides; and the use 

of battlefield nuclear weapons was seriously 

considered by General MacArthur. These are big 

issues. The Americans were also accused wrongly 

of using germ warfare. Enquiry 6 investigates 

these accusations, the reasons for them and 

the controversy still surrounding them, thus 

foregrounding the moral dimension of twentieth-

century warfare. 

Three of our enquiries are pitched at Key Stage 4 

level with GCSE in mind.

Enquiry 4: 

The UNO 

intervention. Why did 

the UNO join the USA in 

the Korean War?

•  This enquiry begins with an assessment of the UNO’s role in the Korean 

War and the processes and events that led it to intervene in the conflict. 

•  It then continues with four source-based case studies on the role that 

Turkey, the Netherlands, Canada and Denmark played in the Korean War. 

•  Its aim is to enable students to contextualise and enrich their 

understanding of the UNO’s involvement in the Korean War. 

Enquiry 5: 

The Glorious Glosters. 

What happened at the 

Battle of the Imjin River, 

April 1951?

•  We all know the challenge of how to meaningfully engage students with 

historical evidence. This challenge is particularly evident when looking 

at GCSE exam questions. How can they evaluate the utility of a source 

without first using that source as evidence for a specific enquiry? 

•  This resource attempts to address the issue by providing source 

investigation that is interesting, motivating, engaging, challenging and 

proper history. Students work as historians to build a narrative of the 

Battle of Imjin by using source material from the time.  
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Enquiry 6: 

Contested evidence. 

Why is the use of 

biological weapons 

in the Korean War a 

controversial subject?

•  One of the most challenging aspects of the Korean War for students 

relates to the long stalemate between 1951 and 1953. The allegations of 

biological warfare come within this part of the topic and could be used by 

teachers to develop knowledge of this phase of the war. 

•  In particular, it would provide useful context for those delivering the AQA 

GCSE unit on Conflict and Tension in Asia 1950–1973, especially the bullet 

point covering the Development of the Korean War. This paper has a 

source-based component, and work done through the tasks should enable 

students to develop their skills in this aspect of historical thinking.  

KEY STAGE 5 

The Korean War also features in most A-level history specifications (See Table 2). 

The two Key Stage 5 resources we have provided can be used to enrich many of these A-level programmes: 

• Enquiry 7, with its causation focus 

• Enquiry 8, with its evidential and historiographical focus   

 

Enquiry 7: 

An unfinished war. 

Why was there no peace 

in Korea?

•  The scheme of work aims to develop students’ ability to evaluate primary 

sources and historical interpretations. Across the four lessons they use 

these sources to build a fuller understanding of why the Korean conflict 

has proven so intractable. 

•  The developed analysis will help students to construct their own 

interpretations and judgements. 

•  It will enhance students’ skills in identifying and elaborating on the tone, 

utility and overall value of sources: core competencies at GCSE and A-level. 

Enquiry 8: 

How did Britain 

respond to the 

Korean War? 

An evidential and 

historiographical 

approach

•  This enquiry develops students’ understanding of governance and power 

in Britain. In the process, students engage with original source material 

and consider what historians see as the purpose of their discipline and 

what influences their approach. 

•  The resource is relevant to many options within A-level history courses that 

focus on British government and foreign policy. Moreover, some A-level 

modules have historical-interpretations focused-bullet points, to which this 

enquiry readily applies. 

•  This resource aims to access the radical questioning approaches of leftist 

historians such as Curtis, Herman/Chomsky and Gramsci to enable learners 

to ask penetrating questions about elite power in Britain during the early 

years of the Cold War, and so to advance their historical understanding. 

By bringing such scholarship into the history classroom, the resource aims 

to foster deeper analysis of what lies behind the construction of historical 

works, how the types of sources used affect the decisions that historians 

make, and how historians differ regarding what they see as the purpose of 

their scholarship. Such interrogation of source context and the historian’s 

methodology is something that examiners expect learners to engage with 

(Edexcel A-level coursework module being one example).  
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Table 2: The Korean War in the A-level history specifications Blue = General focus Red = British

AQA 1K 

The making of 

a Superpower: 

USA, 1865–1975

The Superpower, 

1945–1975 (A-level 

only)  

• The USA and 

international 

relations: the Cold 

War and relations 

with the USSR and 

China; the Vietnam 

War.

2N 

Revolution and 

dictatorship: 

Russia, 1917–

1953

The transformation 

of the Soviet 

Union’s 

international 

position: the 

emergence of a 

‘superpower’; the 

formation of a 

soviet bloc; conflict 

with USA and the 

capitalist West; 

death of Stalin and 

Stalin’s legacy at 

home and abroad.

2P 

The 

Transformation 

of China, 

1936–1997

PRC’s international 

position and 

dealings with 

neighbours: Korea, 

Tibet, Taiwan and 

the USSR.

2Q 

The American 

Dream: reality 

and illusion, 

1945–1980

The USA and 

the Cold War: 

Superpower 

rivalry and conflict 

with the USSR; 

responses to 

developments 

in Western and 

Eastern Europe; 

reactions to the 

rise of Communism 

in Asia.

2R 

The Cold War, 

c1945–1991

The Widening 

of the Cold War, 

1949–1955 • The 

defensive perimeter 

strategy; support for 

South Korea; NSC-68 

• The Korean War: 

causes, position and 

aims of Kim ll Sung 

and Syngman Rhee; 

attitudes and actions 

of the UN, USA, 

USSR and China; 

military involvement 

and settlement  

• Increasing Cold 

War tensions.

2S 

The Making of 

Modern Britain, 

1951–2007

Debates over the 

nuclear deterrent; 

Korean War; 

Suez; the ‘Winds 

of Change’ and 

decolonisation.

Edexcel Paper 1, Option 1F

In search of the American Dream: the 

USA, c1917–96

1 The changing political 

environment, 1917–80

1941; the impact of involvement in Korea 

and Vietnam.

Paper 2, Option 2E.1

Mao’s China, 1949–76

1 Establishing communist rule,1949–57

China and the Korean War: its role in enhancing CCP control, 

suppressing opposition, and promoting national unity; the 

human and financial costs of intervention in Korea; China’s 

enhanced international prestige.

OCR Unit Y113

Britain 1930–

1997

Britain’s position 

in the world 

1951–1997 - 

Relations with and 

policies towards 

the USA and the 

USSR; Britain’s 

influence at the 

UN; role in Europe; 

nuclear policy; 

response to crises: 

Korean War.

Unit Y222

The Cold War in Asia 1945–1993

The Korean War 1950–1953 and its impact to 1977 - 

Causes and outbreak of the Korean War, the aims of Kim Il 

Sung and Syngman Rhee; US and UN involvement in the war: 

Russian support for Kim, the Inchon landing, the UN crossing 

of the 38th parallel and advance to the Yalu river, Chinese 

intervention in Korea and its impact; reasons for Truman’s 

dismissal of MacArthur; causes of stalemate 1951–1953; US 

public opinion; the changing nature of the war; difficulties in 

reaching a settlement; the outcome for the participants, the 

situation in Asia in 1953; the creation of SEATO in 1954 and 

its failure to 1977; non alignment: the Bandung Conference 

1955 and its development from 1961.

Unit Y317

China and its 

Rulers 1839–1989

China and the 

wider world – 

Relations with the 

USSR and the USA; 

the Korean War.

Unit Y318

Russia and its 

Rulers 1855–

1964

Impact of war 

and revolution 

on the 

development 

of the Russian 

Empire and the 

USSR - the Cold 

War.

WJEC A2 Unit 3 - Option 8 

THE AMERICAN CENTURY c.1890–1990

The impact of US involvement in the Second World War and 

the Cold War 1941–75 - the Cold War and relations with the 

USSR and China 1945–1972.

Section 2 | 2D Finding space in your curriculum for teaching about the Korean War 



51

FLEXIBILITY AND ADAPTATION

So there are ample hooks on which to hang these 

enquiries. However, we think the challenge is not to 

identify where the Korean War figures as things 

stand, but to imagine how the Korean War might, 

profitably, be added to your schemes of work in the 

future. So, we urge you to consider not ‘do I study  

it now?’ but ‘how might it improve my courses if  

I did?’ This may not be immediately obvious. If it 

was, you would probably already have been 

teaching Korea for years!

So, our aim in these resources has been to provide 

rigorous resources that arouse your curiosity to try 

something new and see how it goes. We don’t 

expect many people to use these resources as they 

stand (however hard we have tried to make them 

pedagogically watertight). It is much more likely 

that, and we will be much more excited if, you pick 

and mix and build your own lessons, and use the 

stimulus of this project to find your own meaning 

and excitement in the events of the Korean War.

With this in mind:

•  We have made all lessons relatively 

self-standing.  

You don’t have to do a two- or four-lesson 

enquiry if all the time you have available is a 

spare slot on the eve of half-term.

•  We have included masses of source 

material, including abundant video material, 

that looks at the war from many angles. 

•  We have built in optionality. The tasks within 

an enquiry build on each other, but if you miss 

one out, the whole edifice will not usually fall 

down! Likewise, some enquiries (such as Enquiry 

4) break into parallel case studies and you 

decide whether to tackle two, three or four of 

the case studies.

•  We have revisited content and themes at 

different levels. For example, opposition to the 

Korean War in Britain is tackled in both Enquiries 

1 and 8. Memorialisation occurs regularly but is 

a key aspect of Enquiries 2, 3, 5 and 7. 

HOW TO USE THE SCHEMES OF WORK

The rest of this book is given to the eight enquiries. 

Each enquiry is presented in the same pattern. 

Enquiry outline

Summary 

Key areas of focus 

Target age range  

Scholarly rationale 

Curricular rationale 

References to academic works

Scheme of work 

Overview 

Lesson breakdown  

Starter 

Activities 

Plenary 

Selected lesson PowerPoints

These resources are also available in editable form 

in Word on the HA website at www.history.org.uk/

go/KoreanWar. They are free to all signed-up HA 

members.

The online resources also include complete 

PowerPoint presentations plus lesson resource 

sheets that are not included in this print 

publication.

Section 2 | 2D Finding space in your curriculum for teaching about the Korean War 
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ENQUIRY OUTLINE

SUMMARY

This enquiry has been designed to help teachers of Key Stage 3 integrate the Korean War into a wider 

scheme of work on the Cold War. 

After covering, in outline, the main events of the war and Britain’s involvement, it then explores the war  

as it was perceived in Britain. 

It focuses particularly on opposition to the war from a number of individuals, investigating the reasons  

for that opposition and how their views were received by the media, politicians and the public at large. 

KEY AREAS OF FOCUS 

•  Introductory background knowledge: the causes and the course of the Korean War.

•  The British reaction to the outbreak of war in Korea – how it was covered in the news and what this 

tells us about the British public’s knowledge of the situation in Korea.

•   Key groups and individuals who opposed the Korean War, the differing reasons for their opposition 

and the nature of their opposition.

•   The way that these individuals and groups were treated by politicians and the media and the influence 

(or lack thereof) that they had on wider public opinion.

•   Reach a judgement about the ‘significance’ of opposition to the war in Britain. 

TARGET AGE RANGE 

The lessons are designed for use with Key Stage 3. The opposition theme is also tackled in Enquiry 8 as part 

of an A-level enquiry.  

SCHOLARLY RATIONALE 

Lesson 1 offers an overview of the Korean War, principally a focus on the causes of the war. This is rooted 

in the ongoing debate about how far the Korean War was a civil war between North and South and how 

far it was a manifestation of international tensions and rivalry. The resource in Lesson 1 is based on the 

work of Dr Michael Shin (2013). 

However, the principal focus of the enquiry is in Lesson 2. This focus emerges from the research of Huxford 

(2018), which charts a social history of the war in Britain and uses a range of source material including 

Mass Observation surveys, letters and diaries. 

ENQUIRY 1  
AN UNPOPULAR WAR? WHY DID BRITAIN GO  
TO WAR (AGAIN) IN 1950?
A two-lesson enquiry by Jennifer McCullough

Jennifer McCullough 
is a history and 
politics teacher, 
a senior GCSE 
examiner and a 
textbook author for 
Hodder Education. 
She has also written 
online resources 
for the Churchill 
Archive. 
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It is traditionally argued that when the Korean War broke out, there was relatively little interest in Britain at 

the time. Kynaston, for example, notes a diary entry that indicates that the birth of Princess Anne received 

more attention in the media than the outbreak of the Korean War (Kynaston, 2008). By contrast, Huxford’s 

research shows that there was a significant – if short-lived – anxiety shown by the public on hearing about 

the outbreak of war, with memories of the Second World War still very much alive. And although this 

anxiety and interest did subside after the first year, there was nevertheless a certain amount of ongoing 

controversy surrounding Britain’s involvement in the war. 

What is particularly striking is Huxford’s exploration of opposition to the Korean War in Britain. This is 

therefore chosen as the basis for this enquiry. This aspect has previously been somewhat overshadowed 

by opposition to the Vietnam War, which is typically viewed as the most ‘controversial’ war. Yet Huxford 

argues that there were absolutely contentious elements to British involvement in Korea, with some British 

people growing uneasy about how the war was conducted as it progressed. It was also during this period 

that many people started to adopt an anti-nuclear stance. Huxford highlights some fascinating stories of 

various individuals, ranging from fully paid-up communists, to journalists, to scientists who bought into 

rumours of germ warfare. One particularly absorbing story is the case of Monica Felton, a town planner 

who was sacked from her government position for taking part in a ‘fact-finding’ trip to North Korea.

Therefore, although ‘forgotten’ in this way, as well as in many others, the Korean War can be seen as an 

important turning point in anti-war opposition in Britain.

CURRICULAR RATIONALE 

Most teachers of Key Stage 3 will cover the Cold War at some point in their scheme of work, and yet  

the Korean War is rarely a main feature in this coverage. The starring role is usually reserved for Vietnam. 

Yet as Professor Kathryn Weathersby (2019) has argued, there are a number of important reasons for 

studying the Korean War:

•  The Korean War shaped the international post-war system.

•   It was the Korean War that militarised the Cold War.

•   The war transformed the communist side in the Cold War.

•   It had a profound impact on North East Asia.

Add to this that Britain was the second largest force in the UN contingent, with over 100,000 British  

troops serving through the course of the war, and there are plenty of reasons why Korea should get a look-

in with Key Stage 3 students of history. This enquiry therefore seeks to expose students to this ‘forgotten’ 

war, emphasising its links with Britain, while bearing in mind that most teachers will not have space for 

more than two lessons in their Cold War scheme of work. 

The first lesson in the enquiry covers some essential groundwork, introducing students to the nature  

and causes of the war. It seeks to expose them to the historical debate surrounding the war’s origins  

(as set out in Shin, 2013, and referenced above), as well as to help them place into context people’s 

perceptions of the war back in Britain, ready for their second lesson. 

The second lesson draws on the work of Dr Grace Huxford outlined above and investigates reaction  

to the war back in Britain. It is hoped that students will understand that the outbreak of war did not  

go unnoticed in Britain, nor was there unquestioning acceptance of Britain’s involvement in the war.  

They are also required to grapple with how we might measure the ‘significance’ of opposition to the war. 

After completing the enquiry, it is anticipated that students will have a better and more well-rounded 

understanding of the early Cold War period so that their studies of (for example) Cuba or Vietnam will  

have some broader context. 
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SCHEME OF WORK

OVERVIEW 

The enquiry provides two relatively self-standing lessons. We envisage that it would be taught in Year 9, 

building on earlier work covering the end of the Second World War and the onset of the Cold War  

(e.g. lessons on Potsdam and the Berlin Blockade).

Lesson 1 establishes an overview of the Korean War. If you have already covered this ground,  

you might go straight to Lesson 2. 

Students examine the historical debate around why conflict erupted in 1950. They find evidence to 

support two different arguments and come to a judgement. Following that, students build up a basic 

understanding of the main stages of the war. 

Lesson 2 focuses on the perception of the war in Britain. Students analyse a contemporary newsreel on the 

war’s outbreak and infer how the British government persuaded people back home that sending troops to 

Korea was necessary and worthwhile. 

The main focus of the enquiry is on opposition from different groups/individuals, and students consider 

how we might measure how ‘significant’ this opposition was. 

If you are not using Lesson 1, then Lesson 2 could easily be taught over two separate lessons. 

Lesson Key content

Lesson 1:

Why did Britain go to 

war in 1950?

For obvious reasons we don’t start with the enquiry question.  

We don’t even mention Korea. Given that this is a forgotten war,  

we presume that the students have not even heard of it.

In this lesson, students use oral history and photographs from the war to 

figure out which conflict they are about to examine. 

They examine two different explanations for the origins of the war and  

find evidence to support each. 

They use maps and a timeline to get a sense of the nature and course  

of the war. 

To summarise their learning in this lesson, they write a caption for the image. 

Lesson 2:

How significant was 

British opposition to 

the war in Korea?

In this lesson, students use a contemporary source and case studies based on 

Huxford’s research to explore how the war was perceived back in Britain. 

They use case studies of five groups/individuals who opposed the war to 

measure the ‘significance’ of British opposition. 

Using simplified role cards, they each research one of the five groups/

individuals who opposed the war, recording their findings, and then feed back 

to the rest of the class. 

They conclude by answering the overarching enquiry question. 

Section 3 | Enquiry 1 An unpopular war? Why did Britain go to war (again) in 1950?
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LESSON 1.1 BREAKDOWN: WHY DID BRITAIN GO TO WAR (AGAIN) IN 1950?

STARTER (SLIDES 1–7)

NB For obvious reasons, we don’t mention Korea at the start of this lesson. We don’t even 

mention it in the enquiry question! Test out whether this is really a ‘forgotten war’ –  

have students heard of it? 

Slide 3: Play the clip from 1’00” where Captain John Shipster describes how he took his golf clubs  

and tennis racquet with him to Korea (although Korea itself is not mentioned in this clip). 

Students speculate on the questions listed on the slide, perhaps writing their guesses down  

on whiteboards. 

• Shipster’s excellent accent should hopefully give it away that he is British! 

•  Students might also pick up on details such as he mentions going to Japan, and also how he was 

greeted by a tall, black sergeant (they will probably need help with the phrase ‘We’ve got a right  

load of Charlies here’!). 

Allow them to make their guesses but don’t give the game away just yet. 

Following this, show/play them Clues 1–5 (on Slides 3–7) one at a time and in that order. After examining 

each one, they should attempt to answer any of the questions on Resource sheet 1.1A (reproduced from 

Slide 3). You are primarily leading them towards finding out where the conflict is, although students should 

also be able to make other inferences about the fighting conditions, the causes of the war and the troops too:

•  Clue 1 might lead them to believe that the war is somewhere very cold (so the eventual answer  

may surprise them if they do not associate Asia with being cold!), and also reveal the difficulty of the 

winter conditions. 

•  Hopefully they will recognise the Aussie accent in Clue 2 (some of them might also pick up on ‘napalm’ 

here and perhaps guess Vietnam). 

•  Clue 3 should narrow down the possible location of the war as Asia.

•  You might allow them to look at an atlas to assist with Clue 4, which also gives them a big hint as to 

US involvement and why the war is being fought.

•  And of course, Clue 5 gives the answer if they haven’t guessed by then. 

 This has been a lengthy starter, but now that the secret is out that we are studying the Korean War,  

you can now overview the rest of the lesson and enquiry using Slides 8 and 9. 

ACTIVITY 1: WHY DID WAR BREAK OUT IN KOREA IN 1950? (SLIDES 10–13)

Use Slide 10 to give some very basic background to the situation in Korea in 1950. 

Then explain that historians don’t actually agree as to why the war broke out, and use Slide 11  

to introduce them to the two schools of thought: 

• that Korea was merely a symptom of Cold War tension between the USSR and the USA 

• that its origins lie with internal tension inside Korea 

Slide 12 gives them an explanation grid, also on Resource sheet 1.1B. They colour-code each piece of 

information to show which of the arguments it supports. 

(NB This sheet is based on the summary of the historiography presented in a podcast by Dr Michael Shin of 

the University of Cambridge, The Korean War, which is available on the HA website.) 

Slide 13: Recap by going through the answers and asking students to decide which statement on the slide 

they find more convincing. There is also a third option, which links the previous two together.

Section 3 | Enquiry 1 An unpopular war? Why did Britain go to war (again) in 1950?

BEFORE YOU START

You will need:

•  Lesson PowerPoint 

1.1

•  Resource sheet 

1.1A (Questions for 

Starter 2)

•  Resource sheet 1.1B 

(Explanation grid for 

colour-coding for 

Activity 1)

•  Resource sheet 

1.1C (Timeline of 

the Korean War for 

Activity 2 plus maps 

to sequence on 

pages 2 and 3)
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ACTIVITY 2: WHAT HAPPENED DURING THE KOREAN WAR? (SLIDES 14–16)

The intention here is that students gain a basic understanding of the nature and course of the war 

between 1950 and 1953. 

Slide 14 gives a link to a BBC documentary 20th Century Battlefields: 1951 Korea, presented by  

Dan and Peter Snow. At the time of writing, the documentary was accessible on YouTube at  

www.youtube.com/watch?v=iLV3eonORPc, but if it disappears, a Google search for ‘Dan Snow Peter 

Snow Korean War’ should work!

You could start at 2’06”. The explanation of the war starts at 4’15” but students might find the preceding 

two minutes interesting as they describe the border today. Play on until around 9’30”. 

This clip should firstly give students a good idea of the strangeness of the current border situation  

between the North and South, as well as serving as an excellent introduction to the beginning of the  

war, ending with the arrival of UN troops in South Korea. 

Next, students should read through the fuller timeline narrative of the war (Slide 15 and on Resource  

sheet 1.1C) and, using this, attempt to place the four maps on page 2 of that sheet in the correct order 

– sticking them in the space on page 3. These illustrate the main stages in the war. You can then use the 

animation on Slide 16 to go through the correct answer.

Students may well ask why the stalemate continued for so long between 1951 and 1953 when it was 

achieving so little. There is much debate around this. 

•  Some historians have blamed the American negotiators, who tried to force China and North Korea  

to accept humiliating terms. 

•  Other theories include the view that Stalin actually wanted the war to continue because it tied  

up American resources. 

•  There is some evidence that Mao was keen to continue fighting because he enjoyed the prestige of 

matching the Americans and also because Korea was an opportunity to give his troops experience. 

These issues are examined in depth in one of the Key Stage 5 enquiries (Enquiry 7). 

PLENARY (SLIDES 17–18)

Slide 17 continues the story to the present day and outlines casualty figures. 

Slide 18 shows a photo of the current border crossing between the North and South. It might look 

neat and ordered but the border (or Joint Security Area) is a symbol of extreme tension between the two 

countries, who are still technically at war. 

Students are invited to reflect on what they have learned about the causes and course of the war,  

writing a 25- to 50-word caption to go with the photograph.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iLV3eonORPc
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LESSON 1.2 BREAKDOWN: HOW SIGNIFICANT WAS BRITISH OPPOSITION TO 
THE WAR IN KOREA? 

STARTER (SLIDES 1–5)

Slide 3 displays an image of Monica Felton and invites students to speculate about why she was  

sacked from her job in 1950. Either give students the eight clue cards relating to her (Resource sheet 1.2A) 

or drip-feed them in one at a time, starting with the less obvious clues – for example, ‘she missed an 

important meeting’ may encourage them to guess that she was sacked for not doing her job. 

Given some of the clues and the previous lesson’s learning, you may have students who quickly guess  

that this is related to the Korean War, despite any mention of Korea being deliberately left off the clues. 

Take that feedback from students but don’t reveal who is correct at this stage.

Explain that the clues were missing one vital piece of information: that Monica Felton’s trip in June 1951 

was to Korea. Congratulate any students who made the link and tell them that they will find out more 

about Monica Felton’s story later in the lesson. 

ACTIVITY 1: HOW DID THE BRITISH GOVERNMENT ‘SELL’ THE KOREAN WAR? (SLIDES 6–7)

Briefly recap verbally (or ask students to do this themselves) on last lesson’s learning: why war broke out  

in Korea in 1950, and how British troops were a key contributor to the UN forces. 

Before going into the resources, ask the question of the students: ‘How would you expect the British 

people to react when war broke out?’ 

Students then watch the newsreel from September 1950 (we suggest from 2’06” to 9’ 30”) and answer 

the questions on Resource sheet 1.2B. There are two differentiated versions to choose from, depending on 

the ability of your students/class: page 1 has open-text response, page 2 has scaffolding in the form  

of options to choose from.

Take feedback on how the government persuaded British people that sending troops to Korea was 

necessary and worthwhile. 

ACTIVITY 2: HOW SIGNIFICANT WAS OPPOSITION TO THE WAR? SIGNIFICANCE CRITERIA 
(SLIDE 8)

Slide 8 introduces students to the study of opposition to the war. 

If you are choosing to extend this enquiry across two lessons, there will be scope for students to speculate 

about why people might oppose the war, perhaps making links to previous knowledge of the suffering 

of the Second World War, to the first use of the atomic bomb in 1945, or perhaps to more contemporary 

examples of opposition to war, such as the massive protests against the Iraq War. 

Tell students that they will examine some case studies of people who opposed the war and that their job 

will be to measure how ‘significant’ the opposition was. They will need to come up with some criteria to 

assist in that process – how could or should we measure how significant the opposition was? Give them 

one or two ideas to get them started and then ask each pair to come up with at least two more ways of 

measuring it. Take feedback then go through our suggestions on Slide 8. 

ACTIVITY 3: HOW SIGNIFICANT WAS OPPOSITION TO THE WAR? CASE STUDIES (SLIDES 9–15)

Slide 9: Give each pair of students one of the five different case studies (they are all on Slides 11–15 and 

on Resource sheet 1.2C). They need to read the information about their person or group and complete the 

grid (shown on Slide 16 and Resource sheet 1.2C (page 1), which asks them to find out:

• why their person/group opposed the war 

• the nature of their opposition 

• how they were received by others in Britain 

BEFORE YOU START

You will need:

•  Lesson 1.2 

PowerPoint

•  Resource sheet 1.2A 

(Starter clues)

•  Resource sheet 1.2B 

(Questions for guided 

listening to newsreel 

for Activity 1)

•  Resource sheet 1.2C 

(Case study sheets 

for Activity 3)

•  For plenary:  

A large continuum 

of significance on 

the wall – or desk – 

big enough to have 

a whole class worth 

of sticky notes. 
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Hopefully, armed from Activity 2 with how they might measure ‘significance’, they will be able to manage 

column 5 and give their case study person or group a significance rating. 

Depending on your group and whether you are extending Lesson 2 over two lessons, you could then 

either rotate the role cards around, giving the students other rows to fill in, or else invite pairs to feed back 

verbally to the rest of the class, with you as the teacher filling in the grid on the whiteboard.

PLENARY (SLIDE 17)

After feedback (in whatever form) on all case studies, students now return to the enquiry question. 

To scaffold this, Resource sheet 1.2C (page 7) provides a choice of adjectives (also shown on Slide 11)  

to describe the opposition. Students can circle the word(s) they think best describes it (or come up with 

their own). They need to write down between one and three pieces of evidence on their sheet to support 

their choice of words. 

Finally, to reflect on what they have concluded, and to judge overall significance, they place their sticky 

note on a continuum of significance. They should be able to justify their position according to the criteria 

that they have come up with for the Activity on Slides 7 and 8.

SELECTED LESSON POWERPOINTS

LESSON 1.1
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LESSON 1.1 (continued)
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LESSON 1.1 (continued)



61

LESSON 1.2
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LESSON 1.2 (continued)
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Section 3 | Enquiry 2 A forgotten war? Unearthing the voices of British veterans of the Korean War

ENQUIRY OUTLINE

SUMMARY

These two lessons are designed to introduce students to the fact that the Korean War has become a 

forgotten war in Britain and to reflect on the reasons for this. 

A key element is students hearing the voices of the veterans, but students will also get the chance to use 

other source material to place these voices into context. 

In addition, students will see how learning about the veterans’ experiences can make the Korean War  

a remembered war, and they will engage with the concept of memorialisation. 

KEY AREAS OF FOCUS 

•  Why the Korean War is a forgotten war in Britain, using the voices of the veterans and recent 

scholarship as evidence on this issue.

• Why Korea should not be forgotten. 

• How the Korean war has been memorialised in Britain.

•  How oral testimony (what veterans choose to share) reflects the concerns of the society at the time  

they speak and how history is constructed by people living after the events.

TARGET AGE RANGE 

The lessons are designed for use with Key Stage 3 and fit well within a scheme of work on Conflict in the 

Twentieth Century, alongside studies of the First or Second World War. 

The resources can be used with or without the support and scaffolding that we have provided,  

depending on the ability level of your students.

SCHOLARLY RATIONALE

In recent years, academics have taken more interest in the British experience of the Korean War.  

For example, Grace Huxford has written books and articles including The Korean War in Britain:  

Citizenship, Selfhood and Forgetting (2018) and appeared on radio programmes about the Cold War:  

https://coldwarconversations.com/episode31/. 

Unearthing forgotten voices is of interest to all historians. As Huxford (2016) comments: 

‘E. P. Thompson’s famous introduction to The Making of the English Working Class (1963), highlighting 

those previously excluded from the historical narrative, was not just a call to re-orientate the subjects 

a historian should study, but to actively “rescue” historical subjects – through recording, archiving and 

cataloguing’ (p. 201)

 

 

ENQUIRY 2  
A FORGOTTEN WAR? UNEARTHING THE VOICES  
OF BRITISH VETERANS OF THE KOREAN WAR
A two-lesson enquiry by Rachel Steels

Rachel Steels is 
Subject Leader for 
History in a school 
in Cumbria. She has 
a particular interest 
in the Korean 
War, especially 
in the value of 
the testimony 
of veterans as a 
teaching resource. 

https://coldwarconversations.com/episode31/
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Huxford argues that the Korean War came at a time when World War II dominated the historical narrative 

of Britain in ‘its finest hour’, fighting a morally justified war, alone at times, against an evil enemy that 

sought to take over its way of life. This war overshadowed Korea, particularly as Britain (with its own 

Empire-led dominance in decline in the 1950s) was not leading the military campaign but was a junior 

partner in a UN force. 

Moreover, Korea was in a faraway place that few had heard of and was not in a position to threaten 

invasion of Britain. 

The veterans did not feel that they could talk about their experiences, as they felt that their war could 

not match up to that of their fathers in World War II. The silence of the veterans contributed to the war 

becoming a forgotten war. 

However, from the 1980s, this attitude began to change. According to psychologist Nigel Hunt,  

veterans’ attitudes began to shift when they saw how the veterans of the Falklands War were celebrated.  

(NB This was a war with a high media profile but far fewer British casualties than Korea – 255 British 

servicemen were killed.) The Korean veterans wanted to share their own experiences. This change was  

boosted by the fact that the Falklands War coincided with the retirement (from employment) of many veterans, 

who now had more time to reflect on their military service and trauma (cited in Huxford, 2016, p. 214). 

So, in view of the fact that Korean veterans have become increasingly eager to talk about their experiences, 

combined with the fact that those still alive are in their late 80s and that next year is the 70th anniversary 

of the outbreak of the war, now seems a fitting time for students to learn more about this ‘forgotten war’.

CURRICULAR RATIONALE 

These lessons seek to introduce students to how and why certain events and people’s experiences are 

remembered in society. Some events that fit with dominant historical narratives or with national identity  

are remembered while other events or experiences can remain obscured. 

By understanding something of the veterans’ military experiences in Korea, students can develop an 

understanding of this phenomenon and also take part in making Korea not a ‘forgotten war’ but one that 

is remembered today. 

Through these lessons, students can gain an awareness of concepts such as ‘national identity’ and some 

understanding of historiography, particularly: 

• how history is constructed

•  why some events are selected while others are not 

•  how selection of what events to study and how to study them changes over time 

The new Ofsted framework from September 2019 focuses on curriculum design that provides opportunities 

for students’ moral and cultural development. This topic helps students to consider how Britain has 

portrayed itself through history and how history reflects cultural attitudes at the time when it is written.

The lessons also allow students to use oral testimonies. They will see how oral histories change. 

To start with, veterans did not want to speak about Korea, but more recently they have done so and now 

want their war to be remembered. What people say about events that they have experienced changes 

according to the changed context.

Through studying the experience of British soldiers in Korea, students can also understand the substantive 

concept of ‘National Service’ and what that meant for people in the 1950s. They can also make links 

with and compare and contrast soldiers’ experiences and the types of fighting in the Korean War with 

experiences in previous wars, particularly the First and Second World Wars.
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SCHEME OF WORK

OVERVIEW

The enquiry comprises two lessons. It is envisaged that it would be taught in Year 8 or 9, building on 

students’ study of other wars in the twentieth century.  

 

Lesson Key content

Lesson 1:

Why has the Korean 

war been called a 

forgotten war in 

Britain?

Students consider what veterans say are the reasons why Korea became a 

forgotten war.

They then look at the work of academic Grace Huxford, and consider her 

explanations of wider reasons why Korea became a forgotten war.

They then summarise these reasons under different headings and write about 

which reasons are the most important and why.

Lesson 2:

Helping people to 

remember the  

Korean War

Students develop an overview of the British soldiers’ experience in Korea 

through veterans’ accounts.

(Optionally, they then find out about the nature of warfare, e.g. trench 

warfare, guerrilla warfare and civilian suffering, and compare this with  

previous wars.)

Students finally reflect on why Korea should be remembered. Students write 

a message to appear on or with a Korean War medal. By doing this, they can 

become active participants in helping to ensure that Korea is not forgotten. 

(Optionally, a classroom Korean War memorial can be created – but note that 

this is a major focus of Enquiry 3, so you won’t want to do both.)

LESSON 2.1 BREAKDOWN: WHY HAS THE KOREAN WAR BEEN CALLED A 
FORGOTTEN WAR IN BRITAIN? 

STARTER (SLIDES 1–8)

Show students Slides 4 and 5, which lists casualties of some of the conflicts of the twentieth century.  

Ask them:

• which wars they know about

• which wars Britain was involved with 

• why they know about some wars but not others

If you have not already covered this, then use Slides 6–8 to give them a brief overview of the Korean War, 

and explain that they will be learning about this war and will be reflecting on its role in British history.

ACTIVITY 1: LISTENING TO THE VOICES OF THE VETERANS (SLIDES 9–10)

Slide 9 presents a short clip describing what happened when the veterans came home after their war 

service and what some veterans feel about the war being forgotten. 

BEFORE YOU START

You will need:

•  Lesson PowerPoint 

2.1

•  Resource sheet 2.1A 

(Veteran testimony)

•  Resource sheet 2.1B 

(Video recording 

grid)

•  Resource sheet 2.1C 

(Huxford extracts)
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Students then discuss what the clip tells them. Some students might need prompts for what to look  

for, such as: 

• scale of British contribution 

• memorial (or lack of it)

• destruction 

• experience of veterans

• what it was like to return 

• contrasting attitudes of UK and South Korean governments

Slide 10: They then read the veterans’ testimonies (on Resource sheet 2.1A) about what happened when 

they returned from Korea, and use the table on page 2 of that sheet to record what the veterans say about 

why Korea became a forgotten war.  

An alternative approach (for stretch and challenge) would be to ask students to use the extracts to test the 

views expressed in the video clip – how representative are they? Or could the video be simply the views of 

two particularly unhappy veterans? 

Whole-class discussion about what we have learnt so far about why Korea became a forgotten war.

ACTIVITY 2: WHO DOES REMEMBER THE KOREAN WAR AND HOW? (SLIDE 11)

Slide 11 hyperlinks to a clip about Scottish veterans of the Korean War. We recommend using the first 

6’30” (up to the point when the presenter asks what Danny would have made of it). However, please 

watch the whole 12-minute clip yourself to make your own judgement. The video was made by BBC 

Scotland, tracing the story of one young soldier killed in Korea. 

As described on the slide, watch the clip, then discuss what this film tells us about the Korean War.  

In particular, note that it was not seen as being as important as World War II. 

As they watch, students can record what they learn on Resource sheet 2.1B. 

ACTIVITY 3: THE LONDON KOREAN WAR MEMORIAL (SLIDES 12–13)

Students then consider the memorial set up in London in 2014 to the Korean War. Slide 12 has just 

the image. Discuss what they think of it. Then give them more information on Slide 13 and discuss the 

memorial, using the prompts on Slide 13. 

These discussions should lay a helpful foundation for the later tasks on memorialisation.

ACTIVITY 4: HISTORIAN GRACE HUXFORD ON KOREA AS A FORGOTTEN WAR  
(SLIDES 14–15)

Students read the speech bubbles on Slide 14. These are extracts from historian Grace Huxford’s article in 

Twentieth Century British History, Vol. 27, ‘The Korean War never happened: forgetting a conflict in British 

culture and society’.

Using Slide 15, draw out in class discussion what she says about why Korea became a forgotten war. 

Then provide students with Resource sheet 2.1C (page 1 includes the same four extracts plus six more).  

Page 2 provides a recording sheet to analyse these explanations as to why Korea became a forgotten war. 

Some students could do this without the help of the headings on the Resource sheet. 
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Students then consider which reasons are linked and decide which is the most important and why.  

The Resource sheet provides scaffolding if needed.

Whole-class feedback to test their understanding of the main reasons why Korea became a forgotten war.

PLENARY (SLIDES 16–17)

Use the quotes on Slide 16 and the linked clip to explain that veterans today want their voices to be 

heard. Compare this with their attitude when they came back from Korea. Perhaps refer back to veteran Bill 

Hall, who said, ‘We waited too long to talk about it and by that time the Korean war was forgotten about.’ 

Use Slide 17 to reflect on the fact that, in history, some people only get a voice if others choose to tell 

their story. For example, in the past, the voices of enslaved Africans were not heard. By learning about the 

Korean War, students can help to make Korea a remembered rather than a forgotten war.

LESSON 2.2 BREAKDOWN: HELPING PEOPLE TO REMEMBER THE  
KOREAN WAR 

STARTER (SLIDES 1–3) 

Students listen to the sound file – the voice of Sir Michael Caine, who fought in Korea while on National 

Service. Use the first 3’15”.

This clip recaps the last lesson and links to this one. Michael Caine reiterates the ‘forgotten war’  

theme but then also vividly describes his experiences. 

If you listen through the rest, he then begins his description of the fighting conditions. 

ACTIVITY 1: BRITISH ARMY EXPERIENCES IN KOREA (SLIDES 4–9)

In groups, students study the pack of ten photographs presented on Slides 5–9 and on Resource  

sheet 2.2A. These are photographs (mostly from the collections of the Imperial War Museum), 

predominantly showing British troops. 

You might wish to differentiate this work by selecting particular photographs for particular  

students to look at. 

Students should use these photographs to make some initial judgements about the British experience. 

Slide 4 provides hints on what to look for. 

You will need to consider how long you want students to spend on this task, as it could easily fill a lesson 

in its own right. You may, for example, want to scale back Activity 2 below in order to allow more time to 

really explore the photographs and even to use them in a presentation. 

[OPTIONAL] ACTIVITY 2: COMBAT EXPERIENCE IN THE KOREAN WAR (SLIDE 10)

You could now move straight to Activity 3 (that is what we recommend), but if you want to spend more 

time on the combat experience and on understanding the course of the war and comparing the types of 

warfare with other twentieth-century wars, then lengthen your scheme of work to allow this activity. It uses 

two video clips and a timeline. Which pathway you choose will depend on your students’ prior knowledge 

of the Korean War, the available time and your priorities for your teaching. 

Slide 10: Students watch a short clip giving an overview of the Korean War and then use a detailed 

timeline (Resource sheet 2.2B) to reach judgements about the main development and the types of warfare. 

Hopefully, students will be able to see similarities with World Wars I and II.

BEFORE YOU START

You will need:

•  Lesson PowerPoint 

2.2

•  Resource sheet 2.2A 

(Photo pack)

•  Resource sheet 2.2B 

(Timeline)

•  Resource sheet 2.2C 

(Veteran testimony)

•  Resource sheet 2.2D 

(Plenary)
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ACTIVITY 3: VETERANS’ VOICES: WARTIME EXPERIENCES IN KOREA (SLIDE 11)

Students read the veterans’ testimonies on Resource sheet 2.2C and use page 2 of the sheet to analyse 

what the veterans say. 

To extend this activity, you can find interesting additional testimonies here: 

www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/uk-48064775/british-korea-war-veteran-remembers-injured-child  

(use 4’30”–8’40”)

www.youtube.com/watch?v=5KMmuTVeLEI&feature=youtu.be (use 31’52” – 36’42”)

PLENARY (SLIDE 12)

Use Slide 12 to prime students to reflect on what they have learnt. They need to choose some aspect  

of the Korean War that they want people to remember: something they found particularly surprising, 

moving or shocking, and/or something that might mean this is no longer a ‘forgotten war’. 

They record their memory on Resource sheet 2.2D on a photo of a UN Korean War medal. 

Use these medals to create a classroom Korean War memorial, so that the war is no longer a forgotten war 

in your class or school at least.

Students then reflect on how their learning about the Korean War has helped them to take an active role  

in history-making.
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LESSON 2.1 (continued)
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LESSON 2.1 (continued)

LESSON 2.2
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LESSON 2.1 (continued)



ENQUIRY OUTLINE

SUMMARY

The Korean War (if it is studied at all) is usually presented as part of the Cold War or from the point of view 

of particular nationalities who fought in it. In contrast, this resource aims to explore the impact that the 

war had on a variety of participants at the time. 

It also considers how memory of the war became ‘lost’, in Britain at least, and then how the memory was 

recovered by British military veterans. 

The resource then broadens its focus to consider which participants in the war or victims of the war 

students might include in a memorial and for what reasons. 

KEY AREAS OF FOCUS

• The immediate impact of the Korean War on military veterans, civilians and participating countries. 

• The extent to which British military veterans ‘forgot’ about the war between 1953 and the 1980s.

• The subsequent process of gradual memorialisation of a neglected war.

• Design of a new British Korean War memorial.

TARGET AGE RANGE 

Lessons are designed for use with Key Stage 3. But they could also be used to complement a study of the 

Korean War at GCSE. 

SCHOLARLY RATIONALE

In her major work The Korean War in Britain: Citizenship, Selfhood and Forgetting (2018: also summarised 

in her introductory article in this publication), Grace Huxford has lucidly explained both the reasons why 

the Korean War was little studied or talked about in Britain in the decades following the war, and also the 

process by which that began to change from the 1980s. 

The research points to various factors: that the war was presented as a UN policing action (despite the 

reality on the ground) – which consequentially diminished media interest; that it was morally dubious; 

and that it was inconclusive – it ended with a tense ceasefire, a score draw, rather than victory. Many UK 

veterans found little interest in their war stories when they came home, and for the British public and 

media the whole conflict was overshadowed by the still-recent memory of the Second World War.

Huxford then documents how the veteran voice finally emerged from the shadows. Around the time 

of their retirement in the 1980s, many military veterans in Britain and the United States found time to 

ENQUIRY 3  
IMPACT AND MEMORY. HOW SHOULD THE 
KOREAN WAR BE REMEMBERED?
A three-lesson enquiry by Andrew Wrenn

Andrew Wrenn is 
a freelance history 
consultant, former 
local authority 
humanities 
adviser and an 
honorary fellow 
of the Historical 
Association. He is 
a textbook author 
and has led training 
in the UK and 
abroad. 
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recall this conflict of their youth and wished it marked in some way. This recovery of interest was strongly 

linked to the 50th anniversary of the Korean War in 2003, which helped to prompt the creation of new 

memorials. Some veterans also made sponsored visits to newly democratised and grateful South Korea, 

which validated their war experience in ways that had not usually occurred in their home countries. 

Therefore, we see that the act of commemoration and of memorialisation was both a result of and 

a reason why Korean veterans found their voice. This is the context for this enquiry, which seeks to 

understand the power of memorialisation both to drive and reflect understanding of past conflict  

and to validate, yet also challenge, popular perceptions of war.

A second strand to this enquiry is to ensure that the death and destruction suffered by civilians are 

acknowledged. The damage and casualties were no great secret – Seoul was captured by the two sides 

several times, for example, and was left in ruins by the end of the war. But this story did not particularly 

fit with the narrative that each side wanted to promote. In essence, the Americans promoted a narrative 

of containing communism. South Korea promoted a narrative of national survival. North Korea and China 

promoted a narrative of heroic resistance against American imperialist aggression. None of the sides were 

particularly anxious to acknowledge the horrific cost of the war. Up to three million civilians died from 

bombing, massacres, crossfire and revenge killings. Over a million soldiers on both sides died in battle, 

from exposure to the elements or as prisoners of war.

However, this amnesia in the historical record was to some extent challenged by the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission in South Korea from 2005 to 2009, which aimed to give public voice to the 

trauma experienced by many Korean families during the war. This was sometimes the first time these stories 

were heard (Choe Sung Han, 2007). Tasha Kitcher, in her supporting article in this publication, notes that 

‘The Commission gave a voice to many whose stories had not been told for years under authoritarian 

leadership. Despite this, the Commission was seen as slow, unproductive, and costly... the Commission 

estimated that 100,000 South Koreans died at the government’s hands – systematically slaughtered by  

the army.’ The Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s work unearthed a picture of devastation.

In this enquiry, the final outcome is for the students to design their own new war memorial. The process 

is carefully designed to ensure that they look at these scholarly concerns regarding memorialisation and 

perception of the war. It was not possible to encompass the work of the Commission without extending  

this enquiry still further; however, civilian suffering is essential background to the key issue of Lesson 3.3, 

which is for the students to consider whether, and if so how, to memorialise civilian as well as military dead.

CURRICULAR RATIONALE

This resource would be suitable as part of a study of the twentieth century at Key Stage 3 in the English 

National Curriculum for history. 

Equally, it could be used as part of a study of British history, where it could consolidate students’ 

understanding of substantive core knowledge about warfare in general and growing knowledge of Britain’s 

place in geo politics over time. 

The resource is also designed to build a deeper understanding of specific terms such as ‘memorial’  

and ‘memorialisation’. 

In terms of second-order concepts or disciplinary knowledge, pupils would be revisiting important foci that 

they should be experiencing over time, both because these form part of National Curriculum expectations 

and because, at Key Stage 3, they anticipate related GCSE concepts. In this enquiry, the specific concepts of 

handling evidence, change and continuity, historical interpretations, and similarity and difference (diversity) 

will feature prominently but will also overlap with other concepts such as significance.

Each of the three lessons could stand alone, and even within each lesson some activities could be omitted 

or used self-standing. There is a lot of material packed into these three lessons and you will need to select 

carefully for the time you have available.
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SCHEME OF WORK

OVERVIEW

Students will gauge the depth of impact of the Korean War on British military veterans, US military veterans 

at the Battle of Jangjin (Chosin) Reservoir, victims of a massacre of Korean civilians and participating 

countries in general.  

They will trace the process by which many British military veterans ‘forgot’ the conflict between 1953 and 

the 1980s, before deliberately ‘recovering’ the memories of their lost youth on retirement. This process will 

be set against evidence of the war’s place (or lack of it) in British culture and public life since 1953. 

Lastly, students will design a new British Korean War memorial, considering whether it should just be 

restricted to British veterans or whether it should be widened to include participants from other United 

Nations allies, veterans of communist states and Korean civilian victims.

Lesson Key content

Lesson 1: 

Who was most deeply 

affected by the Korean 

War between 1950  

and 1953?

The main objective of this lesson is for students to gauge which types of 

people and which countries might have been most deeply affected by the 

Korean War 1950–53. They will do this through investigations of: 

• British military fatality

• two wider episodes from the war itself 

• details of casualties, country by country 

Lesson 2: 

Why did some British 

military veterans 

forget the Korean 

War and deliberately 

remember it again 

years afterwards?

In this lesson, students trace how the Korean War was largely forgotten by 

many British veterans between 1953 and the 1970s, but how afterwards their 

memories were gradually recovered through the process of commemoration. 

Students will complete a living graph where they plot the way in which 

veterans’ attitudes changed over time and how they came to terms with their 

wartime experiences. This is contrasted with the level of awareness from the 

wider British public. 

Lesson 3: 

Who should be 

remembered on our 

memorial and how?

The aim of this lesson is for students to design an appropriate new memorial. 

They take their inspiration from a range of other memorials from around  

the world. 

They will also have to debate and decide which groups of people  

encountered in the previous two lessons might be commemorated in this  

new British memorial. 

This debate will be deliberately complicated by the possible inclusion of 

Korean civilian casualties and casualties, and veterans from all participating 

states, including China and North Korea. 

Section 3 | Enquiry 3 Impact and memory. How should the Korean War be remembered?
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LESSON 3.1 BREAKDOWN: WHO WAS MOST DEEPLY AFFECTED BY THE 
KOREAN WAR BETWEEN 1950 AND 1953?

STARTER: WHO WAS AFFECTED BY THE DEATH OF CORPORAL BELSAY? (SLIDES 1–7)

Reveal Slides 4–6 quickly, and in sequence, zooming in on the location, the small village of Bickleigh in 

Devon (Slide 4), the church and the memorial (Slide 5) and then details of Corporal Belsay’s death  

(Slide 6). Draw attention to two particular details: 

• that he went missing in action and his body was never recovered

• that he had recently married Joyce West – shortly before he went to Korea 

Give out a copy of Resource sheet 3.1A, which is a large version of Slide 6. Ask students to draw lines or 

use letters to mark on the scale the people who would be affected by this day and the degree. NB this is 

not evidenced. They are thinking about it as a human being from their experience. 

Draw out two further points:

•  The vast number of and range of people who are affected by a single death. Once you add up all the 

relatives, colleagues and friends, you have a long list already. The British casualties may not have been 

enormous in Korea, but every death is significant to a large number of people.

• Most obviously, that the degree of effect depends on how close they were to him. 

In Activity 1, students are going to find out more about the Battle of Jangjin (Chosin) where Corporal 

Belsay went missing, presumed dead. 

ACTIVITY 1: WHO WOULD PROBABLY HAVE BEEN MOST DEEPLY AFFECTED BY FIGHTING 
CONDITIONS AT THE BATTLE OF JANGJIN (CHOSIN) RESERVOIR? (SLIDES 8–10)

Slide 8 introduces the geographical location of Jangjin (Chosin) Reservoir, and the photograph shows the 

mountainous terrain of Korea. 

Slide 9 reminds students that this was the battle where Corporal Belsay went missing while British troops 

and other United Nations forces were retreating in dreadful winter conditions, forced back by Chinese 

communist forces, who had recently entered the war for the first time. 

Play the video from the link provided. The clip graphically describes the freezing conditions in which soldiers 

of both sides fought and perished. It shows black and white photographs and film of frozen bodies. 

This comes from the reputable and internationally produced documentary Korea: The Never-ending War, 

which was shown by the BBC in 2019 (watch from 50’33” to 57’22”).

www.youtube.com/watch?v=DoSRwmuVYyI 

Slide 10 describes groups of people on both sides of the conflict who would have been affected by the 

fighting at Jangjin (Chosin) Reservoir. They are also on Resource sheet 3.1C as sorting cards. Give a set to 

each pair of students (along with Resource sheet 3.1B, showing an impact line). Ask them to place the 

cards on the impact line to show the extent to which each group might have been affected by the battle. 

Finally, discuss whether having greater knowledge of the fighting conditions in which Corporal Belsay died 

might change students’ minds about their answers to the starter activity. 

BEFORE YOU START

You will need:

•  Lesson PowerPoint 

3.1

•  Resource sheet 3.1A 

(For starter)

•   Resource sheet 3.1B 

(Degree of impact 

scale used for 

Activity 1 and 2.  

Print at A3.) 

•   Resource sheet 3.1C 

(Impact cards for 

impact of the Battle 

of Jangjin (Chosin) 

Reservoir, Activity 1)

•  Resource sheet 3.1D 

(Impact cards for 

impact of No Gun Ri 

incident, Activity 2)

•  Resource sheet 3.1E 

(Impact cards for 

casualties, Activity 3)
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ACTIVITY 2: WHO WOULD PROBABLY HAVE BEEN MOST DEEPLY AFFECTED BY THE NO 
GUN RI INCIDENT IN JULY 1950? (SLIDES 11–13)

(This activity follows exactly the same pattern as Activity 1, so one way of streamlining this lesson to  

make it manageable if you are short of time will be to make Activity 1 and 2 alternatives. One half of the 

class tackle Activity 1, on the Battle of Jangjin (Chosin) Reservoir, and the other half tackle this activity,  

the No Gun Ri incident.)

Slide 11 shows the bridge at No Gun Ri where crowds of South Korean refugees sheltered. As the slide 

explains, numerous South Korean witnesses testified that they were fired on by US forces from the air and 

by infantry who feared that North Korean soldiers and spies might be concealed in their midst. 

Slide 12: From the link provided, show a second clip, which comes from the same documentary  

Korea: The Never-Ending War that featured in Activity 1. It contains graphic eyewitness testimony  

of the incident (watch from 32’47” to 37’25”).

www.youtube.com/watch?v=DoSRwmuVYyI 

Atrocities were committed against Korean civilians through the course of the war by both sides,  

but this famous incident is well presented in this clip.

Slide 13 describes individuals or groups of people who were, or might have been, affected by the incident. 

They are on Resource sheet 3.1D as a card sort. Print out a set for each pair. As in the previous activity, 

students agree the extent to which they think each person or group of people described might have been 

affected by the incident and place them on the impact line on Resource sheet 3.1B. 

ACTIVITY 3: WHICH COUNTRIES WERE MOST DEEPLY AFFECTED BY THE KOREAN WAR 
BETWEEN 1950 AND 1953? (SLIDES 14–16)

Slides 15–16 detail the casualties of each combatant country (and a few non-combatant ones  

still participating). 

They are on Resource sheet 3.1E as a card sort. Once again, give out a set to each pair to organise  

into order, starting with the country most deeply affected at the top, to the country least affected  

at the bottom. 

Lead class discussion about the order in which different pairs have placed the cards and take a vote  

on the most-agreed order, particularly those they have put in their two, three or four positions. 

PLENARY (SLIDE 17) 

Slide 17 is deliberately untitled. It shows a US bombing raid on North Korea. Simply show it and ask 

students’ views as to why we have selected this slide to sum up the lesson. 

It should be obvious in the discussion that the country (or countries) that suffered most from the Korean 

War were North and South Korea and in particular, the civilians of both, who saw parts of the Peninsular 

reduced to rubble amid great suffering.

Bombing was not the whole story of civilian impact, of course, as you will find out from other enquiries.

Section 3 | Enquiry 3 Impact and memory. How should the Korean War be remembered?
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LESSON 3.2 BREAKDOWN: WHY DID SOME BRITISH MILITARY VETERANS 
FORGET THE KOREAN WAR AND DELIBERATELY REMEMBER IT AGAIN YEARS 
AFTERWARDS?

STARTER (SLIDES 1–4)

Slide 3 shows a photograph of Bill Speakman in 1953 and of a Victoria Cross. Bill Speakman was awarded  

a Victoria Cross (VC), Britain’s highest award for military bravery, for his service in the Korean War. 

Play the clip from the Pathé Newsreel for February 1952, which shows Speakman returning to his home 

town of Altrincham in Cheshire, following the announcement of the award of the Victoria Cross. 

www.britishpathe.com/video/VLVAAZHBB7SPKNLWPHS9CYWMJBD77-HERO-WILLIAM-SPEAKMAN-

RETURNS-FROM-KOREA/query/Speakman 

Then allow pairs a limited amount of time to discuss the questions on Slide 4 before leading some class 

discussion based on student comments.

ACTIVITY 1: THE BILL SPEAKMAN STORY (SLIDES 5–6)

This activity is a bridge between the starter and the rest of the lesson. The starter should have aroused 

students’ interest in Bill Speakman. Slide 5 continues his story in five highlights (or lowlights), including  

a video report on the arrival of his ashes in Korea. 

Slide 6 then gets students used to using the graph (on Resource sheet 3.2A – ideally print this out A3 size) 

that will be used in all the main activities for the lesson, as they plot Bill Speakman’s relationship with and 

attitude to his Korean War experiences. The exact placement is unimportant, but it is vital that:

•  Students get a V-shape of some sort, reflecting the nadir when he sold his VC and (arguably)  

a peak when his ashes were welcomed back to Korea as, once again, a hero. 

• They understand the two axes – the bottom is time, the upright is degree of remembrance. 

Point out the aim of the lesson, which is to consider some wider evidence to plot two more lines on their 

graph. The intention is to use two different colours to plot what students think happened to:

• veteran memories of the war over time (more generally – was Speakman’s line typical?)

• the British public awareness of and memory of the war over time

ACTIVITY 2: WHAT WERE ATTITUDES TO THE WAR IN 1953? (SLIDES 7–10)

Activity 2 is entirely focused on where students start their graph. 

(NB Given the time constraints that you are probably under and the importance of getting to Activity 4, 

you could fast-forward through this activity by simply telling students where to start their graph on the 

remembrance axis. Quite high, we suggest, or wherever they pitched it for Bill Speakman. But if you have 

the time this gives you more evidence and some fascinating video resources relating to 1953 and 1954.)

Lead discussion about where each line might start on the vertical axis if the only available evidence was the 

Pathé newsreel from the starter about Bill Speakman’s reception in Altrincham. 

Now move on to some new video evidence – another newsreel. Slide 8 explains some important 

background information and definitions. 

Play the Pathé newsreel clip on Slide 9. This shows the public welcome in September 1953 (two months 

after the armistice that halted fighting) of former British prisoners of war, together with interviews with 

some returnees playing down rumours of communist brainwashing. 

www.britishpathe.com/video/pows-home-aka-korea-p-o-w-s-return-to-lyneham

BEFORE YOU START

You will need:

•  Lesson PowerPoint 

3.2

•  Resource sheet 

3.2A (Living graph 

template. Use in all 

activities – ideally 

printed at A3)

•  Resource sheet 3.2B 

(Evidence cards A–M 

for Activity 3)

•  Resource sheet 3.2C 

(Evidence cards 1–24 

for Activity 4)
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Lead class discussion of the questions on Slide 9. 

Finally move on to a third piece of video evidence. Slide 10 provides a clip from a British feature film from 

1956, A Hill in Korea. Play the first three minutes.

https://archive.org/details/ahik5345435 

Lead class discussion of the questions on Slide 10 and also discuss where the two clips taken together show 

that the British public’s awareness or memory of the war might start on the vertical axis of the living graph.

ACTIVITY 3: WHY DID SOME BRITISH MILITARY VETERANS FORGET THE KOREAN WAR 
BETWEEN 1953 AND THE 1970S? (SLIDES 11–14)

(NB The most obvious way to fit this lesson into a tighter time frame is for students to only plot one line 

– either the ‘veteran memory line’ or the ‘wider public awareness line’ – and then to compare their lines 

at the end of the activity. This halves the amount of evidence that they have to consider and reduces the 

complexity of the plotting.)

Resource sheet 3.2B has the evidence on Slides 12–14 as a card sort. They have to sort them and use  

them to plot two lines on their graph (Resource sheet 3.2A). This evidence relates to the first two decades 

after the war – to the mid-1970s.

Point out that some cards refer to a particular date, which could be marked with a cross on the graph, 

while others refer to a trend over time, which can be used to help them judge the overall position of the 

line on the graph. Model the process for students, using a couple of cards as examples. 

Students will need a fair amount of time to read and discuss all these cards. You could drip-feed the  

cards in three stages – just the blue ones first (which relate to the veteran line), then the red ones (the 

wider public) and finally the graded ones, which could be either. 

Once again, remember that it is more important that they get a convincing rough shape for the line than 

they worry too much about the detail. 

ACTIVITY 4: WHY DID SOME BRITISH MILITARY VETERANS DELIBERATELY REMEMBER 
THE KOREAN WAR FROM THE 1970S ONWARDS? (SLIDES 15–19)

(NB This activity is the heart of the lesson, so do make sure you get to it! Here, again, the most obvious 

way to fit this activity into a tighter time-frame is for students to plot either the ‘veteran memory line’  

or the ‘wider public awareness line’ – and then to compare their lines at the end of the activity.) 

Play the following brief clip from the popular BBC comedy Fawlty Towers, in which John Cleese  

(playing hotel owner Basil Fawlty) states that he killed four men during the Korean War. Prunella  

Scales, playing his wife Sybil, ridicules this by claiming that Basil poisoned them as a result of his  

cooking for them in the Army Catering Corps. 

https://twitter.com/fawltytowers_/status/1025063852986257409?lang=en-gb 

Lead a brief discussion about whether this clip alters their living graph for the early 1970s. 

Now give out Resource sheet 3.2C (which reproduces evidence cards on Slides 16–19).  

These cover the second period of the graph, the period from the 1980s to the present. 

Once again, with 21 evidence cards students will need a good amount of time to read them and sort them 

and plot them on their graph. So once again you could drip-feed it in three stages – just the blue ones first 

(for the veteran line), then the red ones (the wider public) and finally the graded ones, which could be either. 
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PLENARY 

Allow time for pairs to compare their graphs (in broad shape, not in detail). 

If time allows, you should also finally agree a whole-class version of the living graph, for the entire period 

and with both lines. 

Finally, use Slide 20 to return to the story of Bill Speakman from the starter. Consider how far his life fits the 

pattern they have plotted for veterans more generally. How typical is his story?

PREPARATION/HOMEWORK FOR NEXT LESSON

Note that there is a suggestion for preparatory homework before Lesson 3.3. If you are doing that,  

then brief it now – give each student one of the Korean memorials (Resource sheets 3.3A) and the list of 

questions to ask about memorials (Resource sheet 3.3B). NB Discourage students from going online to find 

out about their memorial. We want them to approach it as it stands, without context, in the first instance.

LESSON 3.3 WHO SHOULD BE REMEMBERED ON OUR MEMORIAL  
AND HOW?

BEFORE YOU START

There is a lot of flexibility in this lesson. It all depends on how seriously you want to take the creative 

commission of designing the memorial. Doing that properly could take a couple of extra lessons.  

And if you also deeply consider the issues of who should be remembered, that will add to the time you 

need. So, we offer two tracks in this lesson plan: 

• The fast-track, which should fit in a normal lesson (with preparatory homework).

• The expanded version (online only), which significantly expands Activity 2.

PREPARATORY HOMEWORK

Another way to help fit this material into a lesson is with some preparatory homework. Well before the 

lesson, give each student one of the Korean memorials (Resource sheet 3.3A) and the list of questions to 

ask about memorials (Resource sheet 3.3B). This will speed up the starter and Activity 1 a lot – leaving you 

enough time for the rest of the lesson. NB Discourage students from going online to find out about their 

memorial. We want them to approach it as it is stands, without context, in the first instance.

STARTER (SLIDES 1–5)

Slide 3 shows one of the British memorials, the Korean Veterans Memorial, at the National Memorial 

Arboretum, Staffordshire, UK. Slide 4 has some information about it. Ask any students who had this as 

their homework image to give their assessment of it. 

Ask: 

• Is it a good memorial? Why?

• Does it do justice to the people and issues that we have been examining? Why?

Slide 5 then introduces the commission for the lesson, which is to design a new memorial for  

the National Memorial Arboretum in Staffordshire for the 70th anniversary of the Korean War  

Armistice in 2023.

BEFORE YOU START

You will need:

•  Lesson PowerPoint 

3.3 Fast-track

•  Resource sheet 3.3A 

(Memorial images 

for homework)

•   Resource sheet 3.3B 

(Questions to ask 

about memorials for 

homework  

and lesson)
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ACTIVITY 1: WHAT CAN WE LEARN FROM OTHER KOREAN WAR MEMORIALS?  
(SLIDES 6 –16)

(Once again, preparatory homework can give you a running start on this activity.)

Slides 7–16 introduce another five memorials from around the world. Each image is followed by an 

information slide. Show each in turn and ask one student who has studied this either for homework or in 

class time to share their opinions on this memorial. 

Once all memorials have been viewed, allow time for groups/pairs to consider which memorial most 

appeals to them and why. Lead class discussion, taking student comments.

Get them to note down any key features of the memorials they would like to use in their own memorial. 

ACTIVITY 2: WHO SHOULD BE REMEMBERED ON OUR NEW MEMORIAL? (SLIDE 17) 

(This is where the expanded version departs from the fast-track version. Fast-track reduces the issue of who 

should be commemorated to a single slide instead of a sequence of three activities with video support.) 

Slide 17 offers six categories of people who were impacted by the war as combatants or civilians.  

They were all studied in some way in the previous two lessons. This task reviews that prior learning by 

students giving supported views on who should be commemorated.

Encourage debate and stress that there is no right answer. Students could all do it differently if  

they wished. 

If you follow the expanded version there are six slides for Activity 2 covering these decisions: 

• Should the memorial commemorate just British casualties or all UN casualties?

• Should the memorial commemorate Chinese and North Korean casualties?

• Should the memorial commemorate the millions of Korean civilians who died?

ACTIVITY 3: HOW SHOULD THEY BE REMEMBERED? (SLIDES 18–19)

The rest of the lesson should be devoted to students sketching out or describing their ideal memorial.  

There won’t be time in a single lesson to draw it or model it in detail (that could be a follow-up homework 

if you have that luxury!). The emphasis needs to be on the choices they have made and the reasons for 

those choices. 

They have already decided who should be on their memorial, so they now have to create a memorial 

befitting those people. Slide 18 repeats the commission/briefing.

Slide 19 encourages them to focus on:

• Materials (what will the memorial be made of so that it lasts/matures over time?)

•  People (should it show people, and if so, what kind of people and how should they be represented? 

Realistic, like statues, or symbolic or abstract?)

• Symbols (e.g. flags, icons?)

•  Words (quotes from veterans, inspirational texts, religious texts, names of the dead, statistics, 

information about the war?)

The important thing is that whatever choice they make, they make it for a reason, based on their study of 

the Korean War: the veteran stories and the civilian stories.

Some may wish to prepare alternative designs. Encourage this. The commission will be interested in a 

range of ideas to choose from. 
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PLENARY (SLIDES 16–17)

This should focus on students feeding back on their work - explaining the choices they have made.  

As a possible model for your feedback, Slide 20 introduces an interview with a Year 9 student,  

Felix, from Cottenham Village College in Cambridgeshire, talking about his design for a British memorial to 

the United Nations forces. It could be a slightly intimidating piece in many classrooms. With his erudition 

and thinking, he sets the bar quite high. But his explanation of the reasons for his design are an exemplary 

model! And because he finished his memorial to 3D model stage, it gives something concrete for a plenary 

discussion, as it is likely that the students will only have got to the early stages of design in the time available. 

Finally, Slide 21 reintroduces Bill Speakman, VC from Lesson 3.2. 

• What might he (or his relatives) think of the various proposed designs? 

• Who else do you think would like or dislike your memorial? 

SELECTED LESSON POWERPOINTS

LESSON 3.1
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LESSON 3.1 (continued)
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LESSON 3.2

LESSON 3.1 (continued)
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LESSON 3.2 (continued)
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LESSON 3.3
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LESSON 3.3 (continued)
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ENQUIRY OUTLINE

SUMMARY

The enquiry consists of an introductory lesson on the reasons behind UN intervention in the Korean War 

followed by source-based case studies of the roles of Turkey, Denmark, the Netherlands and Canada.  

The case-study lessons include guiding questions for teachers to use if they want to supplement the  

source material.

KEY AREAS OF FOCUS 

• The UNO, its origins and its role in the Korean War.

• The role of Turkey, Canada, Denmark and the Netherlands as part of the UNO force in Korea.

• The reasons for the UNO’s involvement and their place in the Cold War.

TARGET AGE RANGE 

The lessons are designed for use with Key Stage 4. Some suggestions for adaptation for Key Stage 3 are 

suggested in the curricular rationale.

SCHOLARLY RATIONALE 

This enquiry aims to contextualise students’ understanding of the role of the United Nations in the Korean 

War. It then builds on this contextual understanding with the use of source-based case studies on four of 

the countries involved in the UN coalition. 

By way of an introduction to the role of the UN in the Korean War, Isaacs and Downing’s Cold War (2008) 

has an excellent chapter on Korea (and accompanying documentary) that discusses the reasons behind 

UN intervention. More recently, Jeremy Black’s The Cold War (2015) also addresses the role of the UN, 

although it tends to focus on the military aspects of intervention. Digging further into the political and 

financial pressures of UN member states, it is worth reading about the implementation of Marshall Aid in 

Europe in Tony Aldous’s The Marshall Plan (1997). Also, regarding the repercussions of the Korean War  

in Europe, Martin Dedman and Clive Fleay’s article ‘Britain and the European army’ (1992) gives a detailed 

overview of the possibilities of a European army in the early 1950s. For the UN coalition’s experience of the 

Korean War, the roles of Commonwealth countries in Korea are treated in some detail in an excellent article 

by Brian Catchpole, ‘The Commonwealth in Korea’ (1998). In this publication, Margot Tudor (page 30) 

examines the changing dynamic of the UN security council at the time of the Korean War.

ENQUIRY 4  
THE UNO INTERVENTION. WHY DID THE UNO  
JOIN THE USA IN THE KOREAN WAR?
A two-lesson enquiry by Jacob Keet

Section 3 | Enquiry 4 The UNO intervention. Why did the UNO join the USA in the Korean War?
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As argued in Sellin (2008), contextualisation of source material is vital for helping students to understand 

and utilise historical evidence. This is particularly relevant to any study of the Korean War, which both needs 

to be seen as part of the much bigger development of the Cold War but was also very complex in its own 

right. UN members that joined the USA in Korea were not exempt from the financial and political pressures 

of the Cold War period. Lesson 1 helps students to consider the varied issues that led to its involvement in 

Korea, particularly the pressures of the Cold War that UN member states faced at the time.

The use of case studies in Lesson 2 also gives students an opportunity to build their skills in analysing 

sources. Wooley (2003) has argued for the benefits of challenging students with long extracts and  

ample time to read and criticise source material. In addition, the Canada case study could develop into  

an oral history project that uses the large number of interviews with Canadian veterans of the Korean  

War that can be found on thememoryproject.com (see full links in the Canada case study itself – 4.2D). 

Using closely linked sources from an archive is a skill that is familiar to most professional historians and  

has been demonstrated to be of use in the classroom in Evans et al. (2004).

In the author’s view, the most useful aspect of creating these case studies for Lesson 2 was to learn more 

about the fascinating individual stories, from a wide range of nations, that emerge from the Korean War. 

Personal accounts and experiences can often be lost when students are led to focus on the high power 

politics of the Cold War period. In these case studies:

•   Students can read of an American soldier’s amazement at the solidarity shown between Turkish soldiers 

when taken prisoner by the Chinese. 

•   They can get a sense of the tension felt by a Canadian soldier on patrol in the demilitarised zone during 

the signing of the armistice that ended the war. 

•   They can see that the Danish hospital ship Jutlandia, though not a military vessel, played a highly 

significant role in the lives of many of those wounded in the conflict. 

Students should, ultimately, enjoy reading about the past; this can only help to foster the spirit of  

historical enquiry.

CURRICULAR RATIONALE 

This enquiry begins with an assessment of the UNO’s role in the Korean War and the processes and events 

that led it to intervene in the conflict. It then continues with four source-based case studies on the role that 

Turkey, the Netherlands, Canada and Denmark played in the Korean War. Its aim is to enable students to 

contextualise their understanding of the UNO’s involvement in the Korean War.

The involvement of the UNO in Korea is treated very briefly in current GCSE exam specifications that include 

the Korean War. Cambridge IGCSE, for example, has had questions in the exam that ask ‘why did the UNO 

get involved in Korea?’, but this is given generalised coverage in course materials, and Western Europe 

is depicted as a homogenous mass that followed the USA into Korea as one unified bloc. In addition, 

coverage of European involvement in the Cold War (with the exception of East Germany, Hungary and 

Poland) is lacking in current GCSE course material. This is problematic, as it leaves students with the 

assumption that all countries in Western Europe automatically supported the USA and its aims throughout 

the Cold War. 

In contrast, Western Europe in 1950 was home to a diverse range of political opinions and sympathies 

regarding the USA’s desire to intervene in the Korean Peninsula. Against this background of diversity, it is 

no surprise that the financial assistance proffered by the USA to Europe through Marshall Aid seems to 

have played a role in gathering support for the UNO coalition. 

Section 3 | Enquiry 4 The UNO intervention. Why did the UNO join the USA in the Korean War?
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The enquiry also aims to develop students’ understanding of and use of source material. The guiding 

questions for each case study lead students to consider the context surrounding each source that they are 

confronted with. Following McAleavy (1998), this is a useful way to help students to understand that a 

source only produces evidence when it is understood in its historical context. The guiding questions also 

encourage students to make connections between the sources and work with them as a set to produce 

a judgement. This helps students to reason carefully about forming their own opinion, requiring them to 

make an effort to reach the most plausible interpretation of each country’s role in the Korean War based 

on contextual understanding and source material (Pickles, 2010) TH143.

This enquiry can be adapted for use with students at Key Stage 3. For example, the four case studies could 

be used to show the extent and variety of European involvement in the Cold War. The Danish case study is 

the most suitable for this, with an engaging range of material on the role that the hospital ship Jutlandia 

played in the Korean War. This study could also be used to emphasise the role that non-combatants played 

in this conflict, particularly the significance of the Jutlandia for injured soldiers fighting for the UN coalition. 

The first lesson would also make an ideal introduction to the origins of the UNO and its role in twentieth-

century Europe for Key Stage 3. Source 2 in Lesson 1 is likely to be the most useful here as it shows the 

wide range of countries that contributed to the UNO coalition that fought in Korea. This could be used  

to show both the diversity of nations within the UNO and the wide range of ways in which they were 

involved (from large-scale military involvement to non-combatant roles). Lesson 1 could also be used in 

conjunction with a model United Nations group in school to showcase how the UNO worked in practice 

during the 1950s.

SCHEME OF WORK

OVERVIEW

This enquiry begins with a single lesson to explain why the UN got involved in the Korean War.  

It leads students to examine the causes for the intervention of the UNO, the contributions made  

by its different members to the coalition and how US financial support influenced the countries  

in the coalition.

In Lesson 2, students work in groups to investigate four source-based case studies examining the roles 

of Denmark, the Netherlands, Turkey and Canada in the Korean War. Each case study includes carefully 

selected sources plus a set of guiding questions, but these are by no means exhaustive.  

The main point is digging into the sources.

Lesson 2 should be seen as a flexible source bank that you can use in many different ways. 

Lesson Key content

Lesson 1: 

Why did the UN join 

the USA in the Korean 

War?

Aims to:

•  Establish and tease out students’ prior knowledge and preconceptions 

about the UN and the Korean War.

•  Help students to understand the process that led the UN to intervene in 

Korea in 1950.

•  Develop students’ understanding of the factors influencing the UN’s 

decision (the USSR’s boycott and the influence of the USA and of  

Marshall Aid).
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Lesson Key content

Lesson 2: 

How significant was 

the contribution of 

the UNO in the Korean 

War?

Aims to:

•  Expose students to a range of source-based material from four different 

countries involved in the UNO coalition.

•  Develop students’ use of sources as evidence for building an  

historical argument.

•  Help students to understand the wider context of the UNO’s role in the 

Korean War. 

LESSON 4.1 BREAKDOWN: WHY DID THE UN JOIN THE USA IN THE  
KOREAN WAR?

STARTER (SLIDE 1–4)

This Source 1 and all the other sources are on Resource sheet 4.1A. Students highlight a keyword and 

image on the source that help them to identify its message. A useful way to support students with  

sources like this is to ask them:

• Was the source/artist for or against something, and if so, what?

• How can you tell?

• Why was it produced at this specific time?

The source is very rich, and teachers should make sure that students notice at least some of these features: 

• The UN appears large and powerful in the form of the large hand.

•  The ‘UN hand’ is reaching out to stop the communist aggressor, the Chinese, attacking the Republic of 

Korea, which appears wounded and broken. 

•  The people challenging the communist aggressor contain the flags of some of the 53 nations that 

condemned Chinese support for North Korea in its invasion of the South. The actual number who did 

so is 44, but this is exaggerated in the poster.

•  Students may link ‘Stop! Criminal!’ and ‘through United Nations – Peace!’ to the UN’s role in 

establishing and enforcing international law after the Second World War and think that this was 

justified as a policing action.

• The poster is American in origin and is therefore highly critical of communism.

Also make sure that they spot Britain in this visual.

ACTIVITY 1: WHY DID THE UN PASS RESOLUTION 83? (SLIDES 5–8)

Explain the context of the UN and the Security Council using Slides 5 and 6. Point out the empty chair in 

Source 2.

Students read Source 3, the extract from Cold War, then use a highlighter to bring attention to the causes 

that led the UN to adopt Resolution 83, which supported military assistance for South Korea. They then 

summarise each cause and write it on a line to show its importance in leading to UN intervention in Korea.

Feedback questioning could include:

•  What role did the USA play in this process?

•  Why did the USA take a leading role in this process?

BEFORE YOU START

You will need:

•  Lesson PowerPoint 

4.1

•  Resource sheet 4.1A 

(Evidence pack: 

copies of Sources 

1–5 for each 

student) 
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•  Why was the USSR absent from the Security Council?

•  Would the vote have passed if the USSR were present? Why/why not?

•  What was the status of China in 1950?

ACTIVITY 2: WHO CONTRIBUTED TO THE MULTI-NATIONAL FORCE? (SLIDES 9–11) 

Students look at Source 3 and highlight the countries in answer to the questions on Slide 10. It is at a 

legible size on Resource sheet 4.1A. Students should be able to attempt the extension as this builds on 

knowledge obtained from Source 3. 

Show the answers on Slide 11. Feedback questioning could include the following to gain an idea about 

students’ prior knowledge of UN involvement in Korea:

•  Why did the USA and UK contribute to the most man-days in the Korean War?

•  Why did some countries, such as Denmark, not commit military forces?

•  Why did Canada (and other Commonwealth countries) provide so many troops?

•  Why was Turkey involved in the Korean War?

Extension:

•  Why didn’t the USSR or China send soldiers to support South Korea? 

•  Was China’s seat on the Security Council in 1950 fair (it didn’t represent the government that had 

power in China)?

ACTIVITY 3: WHAT WAS THE ROLE OF MARSHALL AID? (SLIDES 12–13 )

Students look at Source 5, a table showing the amount of Marshall Aid received by countries in Europe. 

Students should follow the instructions on the slide to identify links between this information and the 

amount of time/soldiers that each country committed to the Korean War.

This is a good place to highlight the difference between causation and correlation. Just because things 

match up, it does not mean that one caused the other. It may allow you to establish a hypothesis but you 

need further evidence to decide whether the correlation is also a cause or consequence.

Feedback questioning could include:

•  The UK received the largest amount of Marshall Aid and made the largest contribution to the war effort 

in Korea. Are these things linked? If so, why? 

•  Denmark, on the other hand, received relatively little in terms of Marshall Aid and committed only a 

hospital ship to the Korean War. Are these things linked? If so, why?

•  The Netherlands received a much larger amount of money in aid than Turkey or Greece, yet Turkey and 

Greece made much greater military contributions to the Korean War. Why do you think  

this was?

•  ‘The extent of UN involvement in the Korean War was dependent on financial aid from America.’  

How far do you agree with this statement?
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PLENARY (SLIDE 14 )

Students reach an overall answer to the enquiry question about the causes behind UN intervention  

in Korea. They should add to their initial understanding, taking into account the factors shown on the 

board and using the sources that they have been given during the lesson.

LESSON 4.2 BREAKDOWN: HOW SIGNIFICANT WAS THE CONTRIBUTION OF 
THE UNO IN THE KOREAN WAR?

Important! Please note that this lesson is intended to be optional, and teachers are encouraged  

to use the case studies as best fits their scheme of work. The guiding questions shown in each  

case-study pack are not exhaustive but are there to help students to understand the sources if 

required. Each case study has a slightly different angle, as described below.

CASE STUDY 1: DENMARK

Guiding questions aim to:

• Demonstrate the initial Danish reaction to the Korean War.

• Demonstrate the role of the hospital ship Jutlandia.

• Help students to use provenance to analyse a source.

CASE STUDY 2: THE NETHERLANDS

Guiding questions aim to:

•  Demonstrate how the Dutch contribution to the Korean War changed over time due to the context of 

the Cold War.

• Develop students’ understanding of the role of Marshall Aid in Cold War Europe.

CASE STUDY 3: TURKEY

Guiding questions aim to:

• Develop students’ understanding of battlefield conditions in the Korean War.

• Reveal the attitude to the Korean War of a Turkish prisoner of war.

•  Help students use an eyewitness source to corroborate the claims of a recent article.

CASE STUDY 4: CANADA

Guiding questions aim to:

• Help students to understand the battlefield conditions.

• Evaluate the role of Canada’s forces and Canadian attitudes to the war.

• Make inferences from source material. 

Section 3 | Enquiry 4 The UNO intervention. Why did the UNO join the USA in the Korean War?
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STARTER (SLIDES 1–5)

Use Slides 1–5 to explain how to use the case-study packs. Students should note that each case-study 

pack contains sources related to a different country that was involved in the Korean War.

ACTIVITY: HOW DID YOUR COUNTRY CONTRIBUTE TO THE UNO COALITION?  
(SLIDE 6 AND SOURCE PACKS)

In small groups, work through the guiding questions in your case study.

PLENARY (SLIDE 7)

Students prepare a verbal answer to the enquiry question ‘How significant a role did members of the UN 

play in the Korean War?’

They should use the language suggestions made on Slide 7.

They should make use of evidence from the sources and country they have studied to justify their answer.

BEFORE YOU START

You will need:

•  Lesson PowerPoint 

4.2

•  Resource 

sheets 4.2A–D 

(Source packs 

for Netherlands, 

Denmark, Turkey 

and Canada. 

Print enough copies 

for every student 

to get one country 

each)
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SELECTED LESSON POWERPOINTS

LESSON 4.1

Section 3 | Enquiry 4 The UNO intervention. Why did the UNO join the USA in the Korean War?



95

Section 3 | Enquiry 4 The UNO intervention. Why did the UNO join the USA in the Korean War?

LESSON 4.1 (continued)

LESSON 4.2
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LESSON 4.2 (continued)

SELECTED SLIDES FROM THE CASE STUDIES
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ENQUIRY OUTLINE

SUMMARY

This enquiry seeks to engage students with the different interpretations of the famous Battle of the Imjin 

River, in particular the events of Hill 235 and the experience of the Glosters (the Gloucestershire Regiment). 

The principal outcome is for students to build a narrative from a range of contemporary source material. 

Students will also explore the different ways in which the battle has been interpreted, particularly the 

contrast between the way it is remembered with reverence in the Republic of South Korea and the relative 

lack of attention paid to it in Britain. 

KEY AREAS OF FOCUS 

• Different interpretations of the Battle of the Imjin River. 

• How the same source material can be used as evidence to support a range of interpretations. 

• How the source material can be used to create a narrative of the battle.

• The importance of the battle in the context of the war.

TARGET AGE RANGE 

The enquiry is designed for use with Key Stage 4. It targets GCSE in terms of skills and knowledge;  

however, it can easily be used in a Year 9 Cold War study, or as a case study on how to use historical 

evidence at Year 9, GCSE or A-level.

SCHOLARLY RATIONALE 

The Korean War is known as the ‘forgotten war’. Dr Kathryn Weathersby, Professor of History at the Korea 

University, explains that this is because it is a messy, unresolved war that festers and has been wilfully 

forgotten (Weathersby, 2019). Professor Thomas Hennessey of Canterbury Christ Church University agrees 

and goes on to evidence this, particularly in Britain, with the obvious lack of memorials. Hennessey also 

suggests that sandwiched between World War II and the Vietnam War, the Korean War is lost. It was 

rarely on the front page and, particularly after 1951, was merely known for being the ‘war of the hills’ 

(Hennessey, 2019). According to Dr Grace Huxford, the England cricket team’s Ashes victory in 1953  

got more media attention than returning troops at the end of the Korean War (Huxford, 2019). 

Interestingly, Huxford did identify that media interest went up slightly after the Battle of the Imjin River, 

suggesting that it was, if nothing else, worthy of reporting (Huxford, 2019). Huxford carefully explores  

ENQUIRY 5  
THE GLORIOUS GLOSTERS. WHAT HAPPENED  
AT THE BATTLE OF THE IMJIN RIVER, APRIL 1951?
A two-lesson enquiry by Erica Kingswood
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the value of using veteran testimony as they describe individual experiences of battle, but also the problems 

with using such life-telling narratives as they come from a range of military personnel with a range of 

experiences, motivated to tell their stories for a range of reasons (Huxford, 2015). This enquiry focuses on 

getting students to learn from these narratives. 

British Voices, The Imperial War Museum, Age UK and the Korean War Legacy Foundation have been 

tirelessly recording veterans’ accounts for the past decade. Traditional accounts of the Battle of the  

Imjin River tell the tale of the heroic 1st Battalion, Gloucestershire Regiment (aka the Glorious Glosters),  

holding back wave after wave of Chinese soldiers at Hill 235, allowing the majority of UN forces to retreat 

and regroup and stopping the Chinese advance on Seoul. Over 500 of the original 773 men were taken 

as prisoners of war, 59 were killed and 34 later died in captivity. It remains the bloodiest battle fought by 

the British since World War II. After the war, Koreans officially referred to Hill 235 as Gloster Hill. In 1957, 

a memorial was unveiled, and in 2014 this was expanded into the impressive Gloucester Valley Bridge 

and memorial garden. In Britain there is substantial reference to the Glorious Glosters; at the Soldiers of 

Gloucester Museum in the City of Gloucester there is a small plaque attached to the city war memorial,  

and the MoD Barracks near Gloucester were renamed Imjin Barracks. 

However, there is a counter-narrative that suggests that while the action may have helped to stop the 

Chinese advance on Seoul, the battle itself was a chaotic catastrophe – that the Glosters’ last stand was  

a military blunder, leading to the capture of hundreds of soldiers. At the heart of this resource, therefore,  

is a consideration of how far these narratives stand up to scrutiny in light of the available source material.

CURRICULAR RATIONALE 

In the past four decades, teachers, exam boards and textbook publishers have grappled with how to 

meaningfully engage students with historical evidence. It will always be a somewhat artificial endeavour 

without the academic rigour of proper historical research, but most teachers agree that it is an essential 

skill for students to learn. What they disagree about is how to teach it. Ashby’s research in Project Chata 

(Concepts of History Teaching and Approaches) suggested in 2004 that students ‘all too often learn 

interrogation routines for dealing with sources that have little to do with understanding of these  

sources as historical context’ (Ashby, 2004 p. 45). 

This challenge is very evident when looking at exam questions. How can a student be expected to evaluate 

the utility of a piece of evidence without first using that evidence for a specific enquiry? This is why we 

often see superficial evaluation or stock phrases used incorrectly such as reliability or bias. Howells says that 

students need to first have an ‘acquaintance with the source material’ (Howells, 2007, p. 30). Teachers 

must avoid being sucked into exam rhetoric; ‘the relationship of student and source appears to be of what 

the student can do to the source rather than what the source can do for the student’ (op.cit, pp. 32–33). 

This resource attempts to address the issue Howells raises. Using historical evidence is interesting, 

motivating, engaging, challenging and proper history. In this resource students will work like historians 

to build a narrative of the famous Battle of Imjin by using source material from the time, just as a 

historian would. The underlying principle is summarised again by Howells when he states that we should 

‘concentrate on sources as the building blocks of a positive and constructive history. We should see sources 

as tools, not as suspicious and dubious.’ (op.cit, pp. 33, 35)

A secondary intent in this resource is to expose students to new aspects of the Korean War narrative. 

Most Korean War teaching resources focus on the causes and consequences of the war, or the war in the 

Cold War context. Those that do examine the actual theatre of war tend to concentrate on the American 

experience, with the British troops rarely featured in any depth. In this resource students will gain an 

opportunity to understand the importance of the Battle of the Imjin River to the Korean War and as  

part of the British experience of the war. 
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SCHEME OF WORK

OVERVIEW

This enquiry comprises two lessons, which aim to give students a detailed understanding of the  

Battle of the Imjin River. Ideally the lessons should be used in a single sequence. 

Lesson 1 aims to get students engaged with evidence to create a narrative of the events at Imjin River,  

April 1951. 

In Lesson 2 students are then asked to write their own account of how UN forces were able to halt the 

Chinese Spring Offensive. Students finally consider how important they think the battle was and consider 

how it was or should be remembered.

Extension: To support teacher understanding a summary overview of events is provided, which could be 

shared with students if time allowed. There is also a list of materials to extend teachers’ knowledge, such as 

Grace Huxford’s podcasts on the use of testimonies or documentaries such as the 20th Century Battlefields 

1951 Korea, which gives a particularly detailed account of the events at Imjin River. 

Lesson Key content

Lesson 1: 

Using evidence to build 

a narrative of what 

happened at the Battle 

of the Imjin River

It starts with an overview of the events of the Korean War from June 1950 to 

April 1951 and sets up the idea of stalemate. Teachers can use as much or as 

little of the material provided as required by their particular curriculum and 

the contextual knowledge of their students. As a result, Lesson 1 might need 

to be extended into a second lesson. 

Lesson 1 then provides students with a rich variety of contemporary evidence 

such as testimonies, military records and photographs, which they use to gain 

an understanding of the Battle of the Imjin River. Students are asked to use 

the evidence to back up assumptions about the battle (Option A) or find key 

facts (Option B). 

Students recap the war so far and then use a selection of contemporary 

evidence to build a narrative of the battle.

Lesson 2: 

How to write an 

account of the Battle 

of the Imjin River

Lesson 2 draws on the information gathered in Lesson 1. With this in mind, 

the lesson begins with a recap of the battle. 

Students are then asked to write their own account of how UN forces were 

able to halt the Chinese Spring Offensive. This draws on their knowledge of 

the battle, but then extends their narrative by forcing them to use these facts 

to address the specific demands of the question. A range of features are 

suggested for students to use in their accounts. 

To wrap up this enquiry students are asked to revisit how the battle is 

remembered. There is a valuable opportunity for students to argue the case 

for more appropriate memorialisation of Imjin in Britain.
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LESSON 5.1 BREAKDOWN: USING EVIDENCE TO BUILD A NARRATIVE OF 
WHAT HAPPENED AT THE BATTLE OF THE IMJIN RIVER

STARTER/ACTIVITY 1: THE MAIN DEVELOPMENTS IN THE KOREAN WAR 1950–51  
(SLIDES 1–8)

Slides 4–8 provide an overview of the Korean War. If you have already used other enquiries in this  

book or already spent some teaching time on the war, you may not need this at all. So how you use this 

depends on the speed at which you wish to go through it and whether it needs class time. The maps and 

information could simply be printed off for student reference.

However, assuming that the background is needed, ideally you should talk the class through the main 

developments of war prior to 1951. Students then make their own copy of the basic diagram on Slide 4 

(and Resource sheet 5.1B) and use the information they can gain from Slides 5–8 to make the diagram 

into a useable summary. 

ACTIVITY 2: WHY ARE WE LOOKING AT THE BATTLE OF THE IMJIN RIVER, APRIL 1951? 
(SLIDES 9–11)

The aim of this activity is to help students to see that the Battle of the Imjin River was highly significant. 

Show Slide 9 and simply ask students to explain how they know the battle was significant and who felt 

that it was significant. This could possibly lead on to further discussion about whether it was similarly 

significant back in the UK, but it is best to delay that until Lesson 2. For these purposes, we really want  

to emphasise its strategic significance within the context of the war.

From this point, you could move straight to Activity 3. Alternatively, you could use Slides 10–11 to fill in 

more detail about the build-up to the battle. Remember, the focus of this enquiry is on using the source 

material about the battle. Don’t run out of time to properly consider those sources. If there is any risk of 

that, then you ought to expand this first lesson into two:

• Lesson 1A would be the overview and context (Activities 1 and 2).

• Lesson 1B would be Activity 3. 

ACTIVITY 3: WHAT HAPPENED AT THE BATTLE OF THE IMJIN RIVER? (SLIDES 12–17)

Start by playing the sound file hyperlinked on Slide 12. We have suggested listening as far as 3’14.  

However, 3’14–4’15 is also useful but note that there is one mild curse word. 

At this stage, simply ask students to listen. 

Follow this up by using Slide 13 to highlight how historians find sources like this so useful and how they 

could make inferences from what Tommy Clough is saying even though he does not say it. Inference is a 

vital skill in using sources and writing history. Then ask students to listen to the clip again but this time 

trying to identify at what points in the clip each of these inferences listed on Slide 13 can be made. 

Slide 14 then sets up the main task for the rest of the lesson. Students will need Resource sheet 5.1C 

evidence pack (also shown on Slides 15–17) and Resource sheet 5.1D.

Students can work in groups or independently and you can select/reduce the number of sources for 

students to make it more accessible. However, don’t worry too much about which sources to cut.  

They are all useful so you can select randomly
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introductory overview 

of the Korean war is 

needed.
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PLENARY (SLIDE 18)

When students have finished examining the sources, they should collate their findings and report back.  

This could be done individually, in pairs or as a class.

LESSON 5.2 BREAKDOWN: HOW TO WRITE AN ACCOUNT OF THE BATTLE OF 
THE IMJIN RIVER

STARTER/ACTIVITY 1 (SLIDES 1–3)

You will need to decide how much recap is needed. 

•  If this is a follow-on from Lesson 1, then students can refer to their narratives from the previous lesson. 

•  Or you could use a documentary clip such as 20th Century History 1951 Korea (Dan and Peter Snow, 

BBC 2) to set the scene.

ACTIVITY 2: WRITE AN ACCOUNT OF THE BATTLE OF THE IMJIN RIVER (SLIDE 4)

Students are now ready to write their own account of how UN forces were able to halt the Chinese  

Spring Offensive. They draw on their knowledge of the battle from the sources they examined in Lesson 1 

and their understanding of the key features of writing an historical account.

Resource sheet 5.2A provides a writing frame for their writing. You may wish to add to or remove some  

of the prompts in order to support or challenge students. 

ACTIVITY 3: SHOULD IMJIN RIVER BE BETTER REMEMBERED? (SLIDES 5–7)

Whether you proceed to this activity (or how you set it up) will depend on whether you have used either of 

the Key Stage 3 enquiries (Enquiries 2 and 3) that give similar opportunities to study and create memorials. 

For these notes, however, we are assuming that this is relatively new territory. And, even if you have tackled 

the earlier enquiries, the fact that this memorialisation is in the context of a specific and significant battle 

gives this a different dimension from Enquiries 2 and 3.

Slide 5 reminds students how the battle is remembered in South Korea. Slide 6 overviews its 

memorialisation in Britain (there are memorials but they are much less prominent and less creative).  

Make sure that you add any local examples if there is one near your school.

Slide 5 asks students to compare the two and consider possible reasons for the differences.  

Slide 7 then offers some explanations.

You could tackle this as a ‘four corners’ debate. You will need to label the four corners of the room A to 

D in advance. Slide 7 provides students with four possible reasons, A to D. They need to choose which 

they most agree with and move to that corner of the room. The teacher can direct a debate, challenging 

students to justify their decision.

ACTIVITY 4: PLENARY (SLIDES 8–9)

We bring the learning on this topic together by making the case for a better Imjin memorial in Britain.  

In arguing their case, this allows students to use: 

• their knowledge of the events of the battle 
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• its significance within the war

• its current memorialisation 

• the experiences of the soldiers 

in arguing their case. 

Use Slide 8 for class discussion. Students together come up with arguments. Alternatively, you could 

suggest some to them and they repeat the ‘four corners’ strategy. 

Finally, on Slide 9, they are invited to write to the UK War Memorials Trust persuading them to create a 

monument to honour those who fought at Imjin River. The site shows that the British government takes 

memorialisation very seriously. 

There are four headings suggested that they can use to support the case, and also Resource sheet 5.2B 

provides a writing frame. However, not all students will want or need these prompts and they should be 

encouraged to come up with their own.
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LESSON 5.1 (continued)
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LESSON 5.1 (continued)

LESSON 5.2
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LESSON 5.2 (continued)



107

ENQUIRY OUTLINE

SUMMARY

This resource will enable students to explore a key controversy from the Korean War – whether or not the 

US used biological weapons against civilians in North Korea and China in contravention of the modern-day 

‘rules of war’. 

The resource will also enable students to think about how certain we can be of the answers to historical 

questions and about the contested nature of historical evidence and the way in which it is interpreted.

KEY AREAS OF FOCUS 

•  The reasons for the emergence of allegations of biological weapons usage by the USA during the 

Korean War.

•  The nature of the debate surrounding the allegations of biological weapons usage, both at the time 

and subsequently by historians.

•  Analysis and evaluation of a range of evidence on either side of the debate, leading to the development 

of a considered argument.

TARGET AGE RANGE 

The lessons are designed for use with Key Stage 4, particularly as context for those studying the 

development of the Korean War for AQA’s GCSE unit on Conflict and Peace in Asia 1950–1973. 

Students at Key Stage 5 studying Mao’s China may also find this resource useful to gain an insight into  

the way in which the communist regime operated during the early period of his rule. 

SCHOLARLY RATIONALE 

The debate over whether the US used biological weapons during the Korean War is one that continues 

to this day, with arguably no clear resolution. The Chinese, Russian and North Korean governments still 

maintain that the US attempted to spread diseases such as cholera and the plague, through the dropping 

of infected insects on civilian populations in North Korea and China during the war – the US continues to 

strongly refute these allegations (Ryall, 2010). As recently as March 2019, the North Korean government 

reiterated its belief that the US was involved in biological warfare during the Korean War through state 

media publications (Pyongyang Times, 2019). Historians associated with the Woodrow Wilson International 

Center for Scholars, an American thinktank with significant links to both major political parties and  

part-funded by the US government, have played a key role in continuing to rebut the allegations.

ENQUIRY 6  
CONTESTED EVIDENCE. WHY IS THE USE OF 
BIOLOGICAL WEAPONS IN THE KOREAN WAR  
A CONTROVERSIAL SUBJECT? 

A two-lesson enquiry by Kristian Shanks
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The issue reveals a number of interesting aspects about the Korean War and the broader Cold War.  

Most obvious is the question of how benign the US actions were at this time – were they, in the words 

of Arthur Schlesinger (1946), providing the ‘brave and essential response of free men to Communist 

aggression’ (p. 23), or were they the more cynical actor highlighted by Cold War revisionists like William 

Appleman Williams (1959)? The germ warfare debate presaged future stains on US foreign policy and 

military conduct, such as the use of chemical weapons in Vietnam during the 1960s, the covert intervention 

in Cambodia in the 1970s and the Abu Ghraib torture and prisoner abuse scandal in Iraq in 2003.

Furthermore, Ruth Rogaski (2002) has highlighted that the issue of germ warfare ‘should be seen as a  

key symbol of China’s modern condition in the twentieth century world’ and that the story combines two 

key ‘motifs’ that were ‘central to the condition of New China: China as a victim of imperialism, and China 

as a victim of nature‘ (p. 382). Grace Huxford’s (2018) analysis of the work of the Red Dean, Hewlett 

Johnson (who is cited early in the resource), highlights the fact that his work raised ‘important questions 

about the limits of democratic citizenship and acceptable behaviour during wartime’ (p. 150). Additionally, 

the issue of biological warfare was a way in which ‘the Cold War broadened the scope of military weapons 

and what constituted a military target in the British imagination’.

CURRICULAR RATIONALE

One of the most challenging aspects of the Korean War for students relates to the long stalemate between 

1951 and 1953. The allegations of biological warfare come within this part of the topic and could be used 

by teachers to develop knowledge of this phase of the war. In particular, it would provide useful context for 

those delivering the AQA GCSE unit on Conflict and Peace in Asia 1950–1973, especially the bullet point 

covering the ‘Development of the Korean War’. This paper has a source-based component, and work done 

through the tasks should enable students to develop their skills in this aspect of historical thinking. 

Additionally, students at Key Stage 5 covering units on Mao’s China may find this resource useful to gain 

an insight into the way in which the communist regime operated during the early period of his rule.  

The Korean War is usually covered as part of most A-level specifications on this topic.

More broadly, this enquiry should help students to develop their ability to handle evidence and think 

about how historians use it to make claims about the past. Students often see historical evidence in very 

black and white terms – either it is ‘useful’ or it isn’t. The evidence that students will grapple with in this 

enquiry has been deliberately chosen to make students pause and consider the status of the evidence 

before rushing to judgement. Students will have the opportunity to assess the strength of different pieces 

of evidence while considering their content and provenance. In this topic, the evidence is highly contested 

by historians on different sides of the debate, thus helping students to consider how problematic much 

historical evidence can be, and that it can be interpreted in different ways. Students will then have the 

chance to use their determinations on the evidence to inform a written piece that reflects the uncertainty 

inherent in making many historical claims. 
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SCHEME OF WORK

OVERVIEW

The aim of this sequence is for students to wrestle with the inherent problems and uncertainty involved in 

trying to get to some sort of ‘historical truth’, while getting their teeth into a controversial and intriguing 

aspect of the Korean War itself – whether or not the US used biological warfare against North Korean and 

Chinese civilians during the conflict.

In the first lesson of this two-lesson enquiry, students grapple with some academic reading and summarise 

how the allegations – and US rebuttals – developed during the war itself.

In the second lesson, students will engage with a range of evidence, leading to a piece of extended writing 

and finally discussion of the continuing relevance of this debate. 

Lesson Key content

Lesson 1: 

Why and how 

did allegations of 

biological warfare 

by the USA develop 

during the Korean 

War?

The enquiry starts by students considering the story of the ‘Red Dean’ of 

Canterbury, Hewlett Johnson, and his role in raising awareness of biological 

warfare allegations in Britain. 

They will then get into the situation in the Korean War in 1952, when the 

allegations first surfaced, and explore why biological weapons were and 

remain so controversial. They will also consider the issue of weapons of mass 

destruction more generally.

The main part of this lesson will require students to read a 500-word 

academic article that summarises when the allegations arose and how the 

USA responded.

Lesson 2:

How convincing is the 

evidence about US 

biological warfare?

Students engage with a range of evidence on both sides of the debate.  

They evaluate the source material and consider its value or otherwise as 

evidence in the debate. 

This leads to a piece of extended writing, where students will respond to the 

lesson question with supports in place to assist them. 

Finally, students will return to the overall enquiry question (Why is the use of 

biological weapons in the Korean War a controversial subject?), with particular 

reference to ongoing tensions between the US and the DPRK.

Section 3 | Enquiry 6 Contested evidence. Why is the use of biological weapons in the Korean War a controversial subject? 
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LESSON 6.1 BREAKDOWN: WHY AND HOW DID ALLEGATIONS  
OF BIOLOGICAL WARFARE BY THE USA DEVELOP DURING THE  
KOREAN WAR? 

STARTER: HEWLETT JOHNSON’S PETITION (SLIDES 1–5)

After a brief preamble introducing the lesson sequence, the starter itself is on Slide 4. 

You should show students the image and ask them to think about what the image shows.  

The question prompts on the slide point to why the piece of paper is so long, and why it might  

have been photographed in this way. 

After brief discussion, use Slide 5 to reveal the provenance of this photo source and ask students  

why a British clergyman (that term might need explaining) would have a petition from thousands of 

Chinese people at this time during the Korean War, considering the background about Hewlett Johnson, 

the so-called ‘Red Dean’, that is provided. Teachers could use a ‘think, pair, share’ model here and then  

ask students to think about any details that are surprising or shocking. 

This starter not only raises the content issue – the biological weapons controversy –  but it also takes 

you straight into the ‘contested evidence’ aspect. So it is worth extending the discussion to consider the 

petition as evidence to answer: 

•  what they think about the fact that a Christian priest is also a communist sympathiser 

•  how trustworthy the petition might be as a source of Chinese public opinion 

•  why communist governments like those in the USSR and China might find someone like Johnson useful, 

especially during that specific time period

LINK: CONTEXT – THE KOREAN WAR IN 1952 (SLIDE 6)

This is not an activity, just teacher talk. 

Simply outline the position that the Korean War had reached in early 1952 – particularly for those new  

to the topic. 

However, if you have been studying the conflict, you might use this opportunity to test student knowledge 

of the conflict and the broader Cold War conflict at this stage. You could white out a key word from each 

bullet point (e.g. movement, nuclear, armistice, 38th, etc) and ask them to supply the missing information 

from memory. 

ACTIVITY 1: WHAT ARE BIOLOGICAL WEAPONS AND WHY ARE THEY CONTROVERSIAL? 
(SLIDES 7–8)

Students now have the opportunity to understand what biological weapons are and why their use is 

considered controversial. Slide 7 provides some basic information about the position of biological 

weapons within international law and in popular imagination. 

Slide 7 includes a link to the film poster for On Her Majesty’s Secret Service, also available here,  

where you will also get a plot summary if you want: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/On_Her_Majesty%27s_

Secret_Service_(film)#/media/File:On_Her_Majesty’s_Secret_Service_-_UK_cinema_poster.jpg

This could lead into a discussion about how the poster/film is not really useful evidence about biological 

weapons but it is useful evidence that the issue was in the public consciousness. 

Slide 8 places biological weapons within the context of the modern-day concept of ‘weapons of mass 

destruction’ and also asks students to consider their own responses to weapons of this type. 
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Students could discuss the questions given on Slide 8 before writing short answers to them –  

or perhaps discuss the first two more general questions and then write their answers to questions 3  

and 4. The aim is that students should reflect on the differences between biological and other types  

of deadly weapons and think about what has made the prospect of germ warfare a frightening one  

to civilian populations over time. 

Biological warfare is, in some respects, fairly ‘low-tech’ compared to something like nuclear warfare.  

If students have studied ‘Medicine through Time’ courses, they will have considered epidemic diseases  

and societal reactions to them in the past. Biological warfare does bring the prospect of a modern 

equivalent. Students may have encountered biological warfare issues in popular culture, and we all know 

the sense of panic that can be created by germs spreading, from our shared experience of the 2020 

coronavirus. Germs scare us! 

ACTIVITY 2: WHAT IS THE BIG STORY OF THE ALLEGATIONS OF US BIOLOGICAL 
WARFARE DURING THE KOREAN WAR? (SLIDES 9–12)

Slide 9 presents a basic introductory overview of the story of the allegations, which is then developed by 

the academic reading.

The academic article referred to on Slide 10 is an abridged extract from M. Leitenberg’s, ‘China’s False 

Allegations of the Use of Biological Weapons by the United States during the Korean War’. He is a 

prominent American academic on this issue. It is shown on Resource sheet 6.1A. If you want to consult 

the full article, you can find it here: www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/chinas-false-allegations-the-use-

biological-weapons-the-united-states-during-the-korean

Slide 10 prompts students first of all to read through the extract. Students may need some support 

reading the material and you should use your preferred whole-class reading strategies to support  

them in this. 

It is recommended that students should have the opportunity to discuss and pull apart the key vocabulary 

in the text while reading through. 

You might also use a text-marking strategy, which we have modelled in Resource sheet 6.1B.  

This simply helps students to start reading attentively by looking for specific features.

Slide 11 then provides a tool to summarise the key information graphically. (If you are familiar with 

Thinking Maps, then this is an example of a Sequencing Map.) Students should aim to answer the 

questions using no more than 50 words per box. The blank Sequencing Map is provided as Resource sheet 

6.1C. This can be particularly effective if you print it out at A3 to give the students more space to write. 

Page 2 of Resource sheet 6.1C provides further support in the form of possible responses for the 

sequencing grid. You could use these as sorting cards – jumbled up so students match to the right section. 

Finally, page 3 has the answers, the completed grid, which also appears in the PowerPoint as Slide 12. 

We have offered a range of strategies because it really is vital to the lesson that students understand the 

way in which the accusations developed. This will help to ensure that they have a firm outline of the topic 

before analysing the evidence for themselves in the second lesson of the enquiry.

https://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/chinas-false-allegations-the-use-biological-weapons-the-united-states-during-the-korean
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/chinas-false-allegations-the-use-biological-weapons-the-united-states-during-the-korean
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ACTIVITY 3: EXTRA CHALLENGE – SPOTTING LEITENBERG’S VIEWPOINT (SLIDES 13–14)

There is an opportunity for additional challenge here on Slide 12 by asking students to identify the 

personal perspective of the historian. Leitenberg is one of the leading historians who has refuted the 

communist allegations of US impropriety on this issue, and that point of view can clearly be detected in 

the loaded language used at times in the text: examples are extracted on Slide 14, such as in the last 

paragraph, when he states that ‘in subsequent years, other criticisms [of the allegations] and admissions 

were even more telling’. This should help students to see historians as conveyers of arguments rather 

than people who just dispassionately retell the facts. 

PLENARY (SLIDE 15)

Students have the opportunity to reflect on the key knowledge gained in the lesson by thinking about:

• a question they have that remains unanswered

• one thing they already knew

• two new things they learned

You could provide a printout of Slide 15 and ask students to write on the template, or use sticky notes  

and ask them to stick their questions or points on the slide as it is projected on the board.

LESSON 6.2 BREAKDOWN: HOW CONVINCING IS THE EVIDENCE ABOUT US 
BIOLOGICAL WARFARE?

STARTER – RECAP TASK (SLIDES 1–3)

This sorting exercise on Slide 3 recaps and retrieves content from the previous lesson. Students put the 

basic outline of the story of the allegations into chronological order. The correct order is F-C-A-D-B-E.

ACTIVITY 1: HOW CONVINCING IS THE EVIDENCE ABOUT US BIOLOGICAL WARFARE 
DURING THE KOREAN WAR? (SLIDES 4–15)

(NB The evidence pack is provided both as Resource sheet 6.2A and also as slides in the lesson 

presentation, so you can use them flexibly in modelling and setting up the task and in feedback stages.) 

Students study the different sources provided and, for each one, complete the relevant section of the table 

(on Slide 5 and Resource sheet 6.2B). For each piece of evidence, they should briefly say whether or not 

it supports or opposes the allegations, provide a score out of five for how convincing the evidence is in 

supporting or opposing those allegations, and then make some justification for their choice. 

The recording table (Resource sheet 6.2B) should be enlarged to A3 if possible. It might be useful to model 

the thinking and table-filling process with students with one of the sources first before letting students 

loose on the rest of the evidence pack.

The purpose is to help students to see that while some evidence may on the surface offer clear support  

for a particular argument, that evidence may not be very convincing when issues such as its provenance are 

factored in. This could be seen in Source C, which clearly supports the allegations but given, the origins of 

the evidence (being created by the communist government of China for propaganda purposes), is not likely 

to be seen as convincing. Shade could also be cast on apparently more convincing evidence –  

for example, students might see the historian Leitenberg as being more convincing, but the information 

about the status of his evidence, as shown in Source F, may raise further questions for students.
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It may be useful for students to work in pairs or threes for this task, or you might allocate certain sources 

to particular groups of students. Alternatively, you could choose pairs of sources that contrast and look at 

the utility of those sources as evidence for historians studying this issue. Sources A and J might provide  

a good contrast, for example. 

This activity needs most of a lesson to work properly – at least half an hour, and you could easily spend 

longer depending on how much discussion and feedback you want. 

ACTIVITY 2: HOW CERTAIN CAN WE BE THAT THE USA USED BIOLOGICAL WEAPONS 
DURING THE KOREAN WAR? (SLIDES 16–17)

This lesson culminates in a written response. Students are doing two things here:

• Saying whether they believe the allegations.

• Saying how certain they are (based on the evidence they have studied).

Whichever view they take (believe or not believe), Slide 16 invites students to put themselves on the 

spectrum of certainty between 0% and 100%. In the box on Resource sheet 6.2C (page 1), they explain 

their degree of certainty with reference to the sources. 

Slide 17 (also page 2 of Resource sheet 6.2C) provides some writing stimulus (vocabulary and sentence 

starters) for their written answer, which you could print out. 

Feedback could be provided by sharing exemplar work using a visualiser or by asking students with 

contrasting views on their ‘level of certainty’ to share aspects of their work with the whole class.

PLENARY (SLIDE 18)

This final task brings us back to the overall enquiry question (Why is the use of biological weapons in 

the Korean War a controversial subject?) through a recent (2019) article created by the North Korean 

government. Students should think about why the issue of US biological weapons remains a ‘live’  

debate and controversy in the modern day. 

Draw their attention to the comment on the spending of the Department of Defense, which includes 

money allocated for a biochemical warfare plan. How should they take this information when we also 

know that North Korea wish to undermine the morality of US claims to global leadership?
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ENQUIRY 6.1 (continued)
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ENQUIRY 6.2



117

Section 3 | Enquiry 6 Contested evidence. Why is the use of biological weapons in the Korean War a controversial subject? 

ENQUIRY 6.2 (continued)
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ENQUIRY 6.2 (continued)
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ENQUIRY OUTLINE

SUMMARY

This enquiry investigates why, despite the signing of an armistice in 1953, there has been no genuine peace 

in Korea. It explores the continuing tensions on the Korean Peninsula during the following decades of the 

Cold War and in the post-Cold War era. It incorporates recently unearthed and original primary sources, 

along with compelling historical interpretations. 

The four lessons can be taught sequentially; however, there is also scope for their integration,  

as stand-alone lessons, at various points in an overall study of Korea in the Cold War or of  

contemporary international relations.

KEY AREAS OF FOCUS 

•  Different interpretations as to why the Armistice took so long to arrange at the end of the  

Korean War.

•  How primary source accounts of Korean civilians can further our understanding of the enduring  

impact of the Korean War. 

•  The academic analysis of the relationship between the USA, USSR and their allies in the  

Korean Peninsula.

•  The ways in which the different sides in the Korean War, and the Cold War more widely,  

attempted to influence the narrative of the Korean War and its aftermath.

TARGET AGE RANGE 

The lessons are primarily designed for A-level students, especially those taking modules on the Cold War. 

However, the focus on enhancing students’ skills in identifying and elaborating on the tone,  

utility and overall value of sources is very relevant to GCSE, and selected lessons or activities could  

be used in that context. 

SCHOLARLY RATIONALE 

The continuous tensions on the Korean Peninsula and the 70th anniversary of the outbreak of the Korean 

War serve as a key opportunity to explore the historical debate regarding why the conflict did not end. 

The dominant historical focus on the Korean War has been on relations between the two superpowers and 

the tumultuous events of 1950. However, an often overlooked yet vital area of scholarly focus relates to 

why the war was prolonged beyond 1951, and also how tensions between North and South Korea have 

persisted after the war and even in the aftermath of the Cold War.

ENQUIRY 7  
AN UNFINISHED WAR. WHY WAS THERE NO 
PEACE IN KOREA? 

A four-lesson enquiry by Guy Birks

Guy Birks is Head of 
History and Politics 
at Bellerbys College 
in Brighton. Guy 
has a deep and 
enduring interest in 
the causes, events 
and consequences 
of the Korean War, 
having previously 
lived in South 
Korea. He has a 
strong interest in 
representations of 
the war in both 
scholarly discourse 
and popular culture.
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A range of historians, such as Weathersby, Cumings, Towle and Foot, have examined the reasons why the 

war continued beyond 1951. The traditional emphasis, evident in the work of Towle, has focused on the 

fractious negotiations between the two camps regarding prisoner of war exchanges. Weathersby, however, 

has centred her investigation on the role of the USSR and China persisting with the war, even in the face 

of opposition from North Korean leader Kim Il Sung, who was desperate to bring it to an end. Foot has 

given priority to the various factors that impinged on Eisenhower’s negotiating position and slowed the 

USA’s push for an armistice. Cumings has also furthered a ‘revisionist’ perspective by highlighting the 

perpetuation of US bombing on North Korea and its impact on the continuation of the war. An analysis of 

these various viewpoints thus gives students an opportunity to explore, in worthwhile depth, why the war 

did not end in 1951. 

An overview of the civilian experiences of the war opens up another unexplored source of historical  

analysis that has been neglected. The work of authors such as Max Arthur and Joshua Levine has  

helped to highlight and sharpen historical analysis of military and civilian voices from World War I and II. 

The incorporation into the enquiry of personal accounts from Korean civilians enhances our understanding 

of what impact the conflict had on ordinary people and how the war has left a long-term effect.

The relationship between the two Koreas after the signing of the Armistice has been mostly neglected in 

Cold War depth studies. The relationship between the USSR and USA, along with their proxy allies, in the 

period of the 1960s to 1980s has predominantly focused on regions outside of Asia. However, the tensions 

on the Korean Peninsula in the period persisted, and, at various points, threatened to re-escalate into war. 

In classroom analysis, and in popular historical discourse, the relations between the superpowers and 

their proxies is treated as one of a dominant leader and a subservient follower. Although there has been a 

range of analyses of the USA’s relationship with the leadership in South Vietnam, analysis of the continued 

relationship with South Korea has been comparatively neglected. However, by investigating inter-Korean 

tensions, we can also investigate the degree of influence and control exercised by the USA and USSR over 

their allies. There is an opportunity to explore the extent to which the two superpowers ‘managed’ the 

dispute on the Peninsula and the occasions when it diverged from their allies. The question of whether the 

Koreas constitute ‘proxies’ can therefore be challenged and debated in the enquiry. 

The enquiry continues beyond the Cold War to explore why there has still not been a peace treaty and why 

the divide on the Korean Peninsula remains one of the most intractable disputes in the contemporary era.

CURRICULAR RATIONALE 

The scheme of work and activities have been framed to develop students’ abilities to evaluate primary 

sources and historical interpretations, as well as to understand the reasons the war continued. 

It will be especially beneficial for students undertaking A-level modules related to the Cold War and 

international relations in Asia. The scheme is chronologically framed, so doing it as a continuous sequence 

at A-level should build a fuller, enhanced comprehension of why the conflict has proven to be intractable. 

Although the focus of the unit is on A-level courses, there are several activities that could be used with 

younger students as ways to introduce them to the process of using sources effectively. 

A key aim of this unit is to improve students’ understanding of how differing interpretations of the past 

are constructed. The scheme of work has drawn inspiration from the 2004 HMI updates to McAleavy’s 

interpretation types (1993). A range of academic interpretations from historians have been incorporated, 

alongside fictional accounts from films and popular personal accounts to help students to develop their 

disciplinary skills. 

Korean film clips have been included as part of the enquiry, drawing on the work of Lang (2002),  

who indicated that films can serve as a powerful medium to examine and evaluate differing  

interpretations of the past at A-level. 
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In selecting what sources to use and what activities to build to explore them, the enquiry has also drawn 

on the work of Riley (2000), who argued that sources need to be used as part of a cumulative journey with 

a clear purpose – specifically in this enquiry to comprehend why there has been no peace in Korea. 

SCHEME OF WORK

OVERVIEW

The aim of the scheme of work is to develop a cohesive and developed understanding of why there has 

been no peace in Korea and why the conflict has proven so intractable. The scheme of work has also 

been framed to utilise primary sources and historical interpretations to enhance students’ conceptual 

understanding of causes and consequences, the role of evidence, and the similarities and differences in 

ordinary people’s experiences of war. 

The scheme of work has been framed chronologically, with an overarching focus on key causal factors and 

events that have contributed towards the continued tensions on the Korean Peninsula. 

By 1951, the war had essentially turned into one of stalemate with neither side close to a breakthrough.  

In Lesson 1, students analyse a range of historical interpretations for why the war dragged on until 1953. 

As part of Lesson 2, students use primary accounts of Korean civilians to develop an understanding of how 

the war produced a range of similar and different experiences. 

Lesson 3 centres on analysing and evaluating a range of factors and events connected to whether  

a war could have reoccurred on the Korean Peninsula in the remaining part of the Cold War. 

The final lesson investigates why there has not been peace on the Korean Peninsula after the Korean War, 

with students giving an informed judgement based on their view of why the war has not ended. 

Lesson Key content

Lesson 1: 

Why did the Korean War 

drag on until 1953?

There will be an evaluation of historical viewpoints through an analysis of 

primary sources. Using primary sources, students are able to evaluate the 

viewpoints and make their own judgements. 

Lesson 2: 

How did the war leave 

an enduring impact on 

the Korean people?

Students analyse primary sources – accounts of Korean citizens’ experiences 

during the war. They will then create a memorial based on the experiences 

studied.

Lesson 3: 

Could a ‘hot war’ have 

erupted again in Korea 

during the Cold War?

Using primary sources to analyse key events in the Cold War era enables students 

to comprehend why the two Koreas did not find peace. It also allows students 

to investigate how and to what extent the ‘proxy’ allies abided by the direction 

of the major powers in the Cold War: the USA, USSR and China. Students will 

reach an overall judgement as to whether war could have reoccurred.

Lesson 4: 

Why has there not 

been peace in Korea 

even after the end of 

the Cold War?

Students analyse the various reasons as to why there has not been a 

rapprochement between the two Koreas since the end of the Cold War and 

the collapse of the Soviet Union. 

As a final exercise, students will be able to take on the role of negotiator 

in a mock summit, framed around finding the best potential solution to 

contemporary tensions on the Peninsula.
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LESSON 7.1 BREAKDOWN: WHY DID THE KOREAN WAR DRAG ON  
UNTIL 1953? 

STARTER (SLIDES 1–4) 

Slide 3 is a ‘think, pair, share’ activity. Using the image of the statue on the right side of the PowerPoint,  

students discuss the ‘starter questions’ on the left. Invite a variety of students to share responses in a 

whole-class discussion.

Background information:

The statue is in Seoul, South Korea. It is called the Statue of Brothers. It stands outside the Museum called 

‘The War Memorial of Korea’, which was opened in 1994.

The upper part of the statue depicts a scene where an older brother, an officer in the South Korean army, 

and his younger brother, a North Korean soldier, meet in a battlefield and express reconciliation,  

love and forgiveness. 

The lower tomb-shaped dome was built with pieces of granite collected from around Korea, symbolising 

the sacrifices made by Korean patriots. 

ACTIVITY 1: HOW THE WAR OF MOVEMENT TURNED INTO A WAR OF STALEMATE 
(SLIDES 5–6)

Slide 5: Read the overview text on the slides, explaining how the nature of the war shifted.  

The maps come from an animated GIF that shows the changing frontline. It can be found here:  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Korean_War#/media/File:Korean_war_1950-1953.gif

Slide 6: Then students watch the trailer for the South Korean film The Frontline. The link is on the  

slide. As they watch, they should note down any key features of the war that are evident in the clip.  

Pay attention to both the translated dialogue and the visuals in the action. They could work in  

pairs – one watching the imagery, the other focusing on the subtitles. 

ACTIVITY 2: WHY DID THE KOREAN WAR NOT END IN 1951? HISTORICAL 
INTERPRETATIONS (SLIDES 7–11)

This is an individual activity. Students complete the table on Slide 7 by summarising the main views of 

the historians on Slides 8–11. The table is larger on Resource sheet 7.1A (page 1), and the sources from 

Slides 8–11 are on pages 2–5.

The final two columns are an extension activity requiring independent research using the Internet and 

articles or book reviews online. 

Here is a link that they might follow for Katherine Weathersby:  

www.youtube.com/watch?v=JhEYUXaRuI4
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ACTIVITY 3: WHY DID THE WAR DRAG ON FOR TWO MORE YEARS AFTER 1951? 
PRIMARY SOURCES (SLIDES 12–20)

Slide 12 provides a link to the next activity. It is a newsreel account of the signing of the Armistice.  

Note the tone of the narrator, who does not sound at all confident that the war is really over! The sense is 

of a significant moment but ‘lots of work still to do’. 

Slide 13: Activity 3, then, is an individual activity. Students complete the table (also available in larger size 

as Resource sheet 7.1C (page 1)). They use the primary sources from Slides 14–20 (available as pages 2–8 

of Resource sheet 7.1B). They focus on both content and overall value of the sources. 

PLENARY (SLIDE 20)

Whole-class discussion returning to the key question for the lesson: Why did the Korean War drag  

on until 1953?

Encourage students to refer to the views of the historians that they have read and the primary sources  

that they have analysed to support their viewpoint.

LESSON 7.2 BREAKDOWN: HOW DID THE WAR LEAVE AN ENDURING 
IMPACT ON THE KOREAN PEOPLE?

STARTER (SLIDES 1–3) 

Slide 2 is a ‘think, pair, share’ activity. Students explore the meaning of the statue shown on the 

introductory slide, using the questions as a stimulus. Encourage them to engage with it before you feed in 

the background information below as part of the class discussion. 

Background information:

The statue is in Seoul. Like the memorial that started Lesson 7.1, it stands outside the museum called  

‘The War Memorial of Korea’, which was opened in 1994. 

This statue presents a heroic image of the South Korean war effort, with soldiers leading the people 

onwards. The statue is principally a South Korean nationalist/conservative view of the war as a common 

and arduous struggle led by the army. However, later perspectives throughout the enquiry will demonstrate 

that this is not always the received view of the conflict in South Korea. In particular, the primary source 

accounts used in this lesson expose flaws in the notion of a shared, proud and heroic experience. 

The message of this statue and monument can be contrasted with the image that started Lesson 1.  

It can also be contrasted with a number of the survivor testimonies used in latter parts of the lesson.

ACTIVITY 1: HOW DID THE WAR LEAVE AN ENDURING IMPACT ON THE KOREAN 
PEOPLE? (SLIDES 4–13)

Slides 4–5 give an overview of the general experiences of South Korean citizens. You can read it and 

elaborate as much as is needed. 

Slide 6 sets up the source activity. Explain it and model how to answer the questions using one of the 

sources – ideally Source 1 on Slide 7. Indicate the areas/columns of the table that need to be completed. 
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The table is available on Resource sheet 7.2A (page 1), and the sources from Slides 7–13 

are on pages 2–8 of Resource sheet 7.2A. 

Note 1: Sources 3, 4 and 8 require students to watch YouTube clips, so online access will be needed.

Note 2: if you are pressed for time you can leave out Sources 8 and 9. 

Note 3: Students may note the absence of accounts from North Korea. The reason is that there are very  

few recorded accounts from civilians who lived through the war in North Korea. However, there are 

accounts in the sources, such as President Moon’s account (Source 6) of people who fled the North  

as refugees to the South. 

ACTIVITY 2: A MONUMENT TO KOREAN WAR CIVILIAN CASUALTIES (SLIDE 14)

Students should design (or simply describe) what they think would be a suitable monument or other form 

of remembrance of the Korean War and its impact on civilians. 

PLENARY (SLIDE 15)

The plenary returns to the key question for the lesson: How did the war leave an enduring impact on the 

Korean people?

In pairs, students discuss the questions on Slide 15. Elicit responses from a range of students in the class. 

Encourage them to base their contributions on the sources they have examined.

LESSON 7.3 BREAKDOWN: COULD A ‘HOT WAR’ HAVE ERUPTED AGAIN IN 
KOREA DURING THE COLD WAR?

STARTER (SLIDES 1–3) 

Slide 2 is a ‘think, pair, share’ activity. Students consider the photo of the border area. Use the questions 

as stimulus. Encourage them to engage with it before you feed in the background information about the 

border area as part of the class discussion. 

ACTIVITY 1: HOW DID COLD WAR TENSIONS CONTINUE TO SHAPE EVENTS IN KOREA? 
(SLIDES 4–6)

Activity 1 is a simple sorting exercise to introduce the events, developments and factors that will then be 

analysed through the rest of the lesson.

Show the images on Slide 4. Give out the Resource sheet 7.3A, which has the images and the descriptions 

A to I (which students can cut up and use as sorting cards if they wish). They match the images to the 

event and arrange the cards in a chronological order. 

Note: Cards that cover the whole period can be placed at the beginning.
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In case you need it, here is the correct match:

ACTIVITY 2: HOW DID COLD WAR TENSIONS CONTINUE TO SHAPE EVENTS IN KOREA? 
(CONTINUED) (SLIDES 7–8)

Ideally, this should be a pair activity: On the maps provided (also as Resource sheet 7.3B), students identify 

where each event mentioned in Activity 1 took place or where the factors occurred.

Additional questions for the students to consider while plotting the events/factors:

• What does the geographic spread of the events reveal about the nature of the conflict?

• Why did some of the events occur outside of Korea? 

• What might this reveal about connections between the Koreas and Cold War allies?

ACTIVITY 3: COULD WAR HAVE BROKEN OUT AGAIN? (SLIDES 9–40)

Students ideally work in a group of three. 

Each group needs a ‘war and peace’ arrow, as on Slide 9. Ideally get them to draw their own,  

or you could make a large one for them. 

Each group also gets a range of sources related to three different events/factors, i.e. they investigate three 

different events/factors. You will see that some sources are shorter and simpler than others, so you might 

differentiate for accessibility or extra challenge for certain groups. The factor packs are on Slides 10–40 

and on Resource sheet 7.3C.

• One group gets factors 1–3 (Slides 10–19).

• Another group gets factors 4–6 (Slides 20–31).

• The final group gets factors 7–9 (Slides 32–40).

The first page of each ‘pack’ summarises the event and provides some questions, then the following pages 

have a range of sources. 

After answering the individual questions related to their three factors, the students should then discuss as 

their group where on the arrow they would place their factor and justify to the group why they have made 

their decision.
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A. After a short period of détente in the early 
1970s, tensions reignited with the ‘Axe Murder 
Incident’ in 1976, which raised the prospect of a 
renewal in armed conflict. North Korean soldiers 
attacked an American work party trying to chop 
down a tree inside the demilitarised zone between 
North and South Korea. Two US army officers were 
killed. Readiness levels for American forces in Korea 
were raised to DEFCON 3 and rocket attacks were 
considered. However, the South Korean president  
did not push for military action.

B. Kim Il Sung maintained power from 1953 to 1994, 
when he passed away as a result of a stroke. He used 
a mix of propaganda, terror and ideology to maintain 
control over North Korea throughout the period. 

F. Pro-democracy movements in South Korea swept 
the country. Free elections were held in 1987. 
The USSR collapsed. Kim Il Sung was deprived 
of resources and support, to the extent that it 
contributed towards the development of the famine 
in the mid- to late-1990s. However, Kim continued to 
maintain firm control over North Korea and started 
to accelerate moves towards a nuclear weapons 
capability.

G. South Korea became involved in the Vietnam 
War. President Park sent troops in 1964 to support 
the US intervention. 300,000 South Korean soldiers 
served in the war until their withdrawal in 1973. 
South Korea’s decision to join resulted from various 
underlying causes, including the development of 
US–ROK relations, political benefits and the promise 
of economic aid from the United States. North Korea 
also sought to give aid and assistance to North 
Vietnam. 

H. Both countries carried out a continuous 
propaganda campaign throughout the period. 
Propaganda in the North was (and still is) used to 
promote the cult of the leader, anti-Americanism 
and ‘anti imperialism’, as well as emphasise ‘Juche’ 
– self-reliance. A ban on films and music, as well as 
media censorship, was in place on both sides of the 
Peninsula. 

C.  An attempt to kill South Korean President Chun 
Doo Hwan took place when North Korea planted a 
bomb in a mausoleum in Yangon, Myanmar during 
a visit by Chun. He survived but 21 people, including 
some government ministers, were killed. On 29 
November 1987, a bomb planted on a Korean Air 
flight exploded over the Andaman Sea, killing all 115 
people on board. Seoul accused Pyongyang, which 
denied involvement.

I. North Korea attempted an assassination on South 
Korean President Park. On 21 January 1968, a team 
of 31 North Korean commandos was sent to Seoul 
to assassinate President Park Chung Hee but was 
intercepted by South Korean security forces. All 
but two were killed. The North also captured a US 
patrol boat, the US Pueblo. South Korea planned 
an attempted incursion and assassination mission 
against Kim Il Sung. It was cancelled after diplomatic 
relations improved.

D. Syngman Rhee was forced from power in South 
Korea. After rigged elections were held, student 
protestors successfully pushed for the resignation of 
Rhee. For a year, a fragile democratic government 
admistered the country. A military coup led by 
General Park Chung Hee was carried out in 1961, 
with the resultant termination of the infant 
democracy.

E. President Park was assassinated by his intelligence 
chief after an argument in 1979. A military coup 
directed by Chun Doo-Hwan was opposed by 
protestors in the city of Gwangju in May 1980. 
Student demonstrators, labelled as ‘communist 
sympathisers’, were brutally put down, with around 
160 killed. The uprising failed but served to inspire 
pro-democracy movements in the latter part of the 
decade. 
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PLENARY: COULD A ‘HOT WAR’ HAVE ERUPTED AGAIN IN KOREA DURING THE COLD 
WAR? (SLIDES 41–42)

Slide 41 reviews Activity 3. As a whole class, discuss the various factors and where on the war/peace arrow 

students would put the factors, using the evidence they have been provided with. 

This will merge naturally into the second part of the plenary (on Slide 42), which returns to the lesson 

question: ‘Could a “hot war” have erupted again in Korea during the Cold War?’ and ‘Why did the conflict 

not finish with the end of the Cold War?’

LESSON 7.4 BREAKDOWN: WHY HAS THERE NOT BEEN PEACE IN KOREA 
EVEN AFTER THE END OF THE COLD WAR?

STARTER (SLIDES 1–3) 

This is a ‘think, pair, share’ activity. 

What do you think are the main obstacles to peace on the Korean Peninsula? Encourage students to base 

this on the work in the last lesson.

ACTIVITY 1: WHY HAS THERE BEEN NO PEACE TREATY? (SLIDES 4–22)

This is a carousel activity that will take at least half a lesson. 

Information related to various factors that have prevented a peace treaty will be placed around the room. 

There are nine stations corresponding to the different factors. The factors are on Slides 5–20 and Resource 

sheet 7.4A, and are colour-coded for easy recognition.

• Factor 1: North Korea’s nuclear weapons programme

• Factor 2: Defectors

• Factor 3: North Korea’s human rights record

• Factor 4: US–Republic of Korea wargames

• Factor 5: ‘The Sunshine Policy’

• Factor 6: Bush – ‘axis of evil’ and sanctions

• Factor 7: Border clashes 2010: The sinking of the Cheonan and the attack on Yeonpyeong island, 2010

• Factor 8: New leaders: Kim Jong-un and Donald Trump

• Factor 9: Moon’s new ‘sunshine policy’ and summit diplomacy

Students circulate the room and fill in their table (Resource sheet 7.4A (page 1)), recording reasons why 

there has been no peace treaty. 

Alternatively, you could have the students sitting still and the information being passed around table  

to table. 

The groups will work at different speeds and the factors vary in complexity, but try to enforce a  

three-minute limit per factor, and then move to the next factor. 
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ACTIVITY 2: UN SECURITY COUNCIL DEBATE – NORTH KOREA NUCLEAR MISSILE TEST 
(SLIDE 21)

As preparation for the debate, the teacher sets the scene of the simulation:

Read the script: ‘Key global leaders have been requested to attend an emergency summit meeting in 

response to a recent missile launch by North Korea. Your role as a delegate from [a participant nation] 

will be to ensure that North Korea does not carry out another launch. Furthermore, you will work with 

others to seek a solution to the overarching tensions on the Korean Peninsula.’

A group of two to four students will then be given the role as the delegate team of an attending member 

state. The participant states include: South Korea, North Korea, USA, China and Russia (additional nations 

can include Britain or the EU).

Assign a role to each student: one student is the main delegate and another one or two students are 

supporting delegates. Students would need time to prepare for the three main areas of focus.  

Note: This may require an additional lesson to allow time for research and preparation.

As a delegate representing a participant nation, the student’s role is to identify how they would seek  

de-nuclearisation and consider:

• what their demands may be

• what likely demands North Korea or other powers are likely to make 

• how they may respond to those demands

Students would need to prepare an opening speech of one minute, stating their view in relation to how 

they would seek de-nuclearisation and what their demands may be.

THE DEBATE

• The debate would begin with an introduction by the teacher, who acts as the chair of the debate. 

• Each participant state would give their opening speech of one minute.

•  The floor would then be opened up by the chair (the teacher) to a moderated caucus.  

Students can challenge views or suggestions put forward by different speakers. They would make  

a request to speak by raising their hands. The teacher would call upon speakers to state their view. 

•  After a period of ten to 20 minutes of moderated caucus, the session can then be opened up for an 

unmoderated caucus, where delegates can seek to find common allies to draw up a shared agenda 

and written resolution, based on what they intend to do; allow 20 minutes. This would be done in  

a free format, in which students interact and find common agreement. 

•  Finally, the students would present different resolutions. After hearing the various resolutions, there 

would then be a vote on the different resolutions. The resolution with the highest approval rating 

would be passed. 

• Props may be used – e.g. a blonde wig for the representative of the USA.

PLENARY (SLIDE 22)

How you handle this will depend on how the debate (Activity 3) has gone or whether you have  

tackled it at all.

But this returns to the theme of the whole enquiry: Why has there been no peace in Korea?
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LESSON 7.2 (continued)

LESSON 7.3
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LESSON 7.3 (continued)
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LESSON 7.3 (continued)
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LESSON 7.4
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LESSON 7.4 (continued)
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ENQUIRY OUTLINE

SUMMARY

The enquiry seeks to use British responses to the Korean War as a means to examine, in greater depth than 

might usually be the case, who ran Britain, for what purposes and by what means in the early Cold War 

years. The enquiry considers the responses of the Labour and Conservative governments of the period and 

institutions wielding power and influence that were not subject to the electoral process, such as the  

Civil Service and the army, which Hennessey (2013) has dubbed the ‘permanent state’. The enquiry will use 

both primary sources and wide-ranging scholarship. The latter will facilitate considerations of the purpose 

of disparate scholars when writing history.

KEY AREAS OF FOCUS 

•  The responses of the Labour and Conservative governments of the period to the Korean War and the 

motives and intentions behind these responses. 

• The position and influence of the ‘permanent state’ on policy in Korea.

• Differing scholarly responses to all of the above issues.

TARGET AGE RANGE 

The lessons are designed for use with Key Stage 5, although the content and skills are relevant to some 

GCSE courses.

SCHOLARLY RATIONALE 

Different historians have taken different approaches to analysing the decision-making process behind 

British entry into the Korean War. 

Recent ‘New Cold War’ historiography is paying closer attention to British influence on the US in the early 

years of the conflict. Kent (2005) argues that Britain encouraged US anti-communism and consequent 

‘containment’ of the USSR. Britain wanted to protect its imperial interests but was not strong enough 

to do so. It therefore tried to co-opt the US into an anti-Soviet crusade, enabling British interests to be 

protected and forging a closer US–British relationship. Dockrill (1986) highlights how British intervention 

in Korea was motivated by a need to sustain the close relationship that had been developed with the US, 

founded on anti-communism, as Washington was insistent that Britain supply ground troops as part of  

the UN forces and so London complied.

ENQUIRY 8  
HOW DID BRITAIN RESPOND TO THE KOREAN 
WAR? AN EVIDENTIAL AND HISTORIOGRAPHICAL 
APPROACH 

A three-lesson enquiry by John Marrill

John Marrill is 
Subject Leader for 
Modern History at 
Strode’s College, 
England. John 
has a particular 
interest in exposing 
students to lesser-
known narratives 
and alternative 
perspectives on the 
Korean War and 
in how historical 
accounts of the war 
have been created.  
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However, the approach of the likes of Dockrill is at odds with the scholarship of contemporary leftist 

historians of British foreign policy. For example, Curtis (2003) questions British foreign policy through 

judicious interrogation of Britain’s motivations and its support for undemocratic regimes such as that  

of Syngman Rhee. Curtis argues that policies that are referred to by many historians as being  

‘national’ or ‘imperial’ are invariably policies that also serve the interests of the British elite and/or  

its associated corporations. 

Curtis (2003) also argues that there was a shared mindset between governments, the military and  

the Civil Service, to a great extent based on the fact that these elites generally came from very similar 

backgrounds, had the same schooling and consequently had a similar take on what Britain’s role in the 

world should be. In a similar vein, Hopkins (2001) has focused on the actions of Britain’s ‘permanent state’. 

Hopkins highlights the influence of British Ambassador to the USA Oliver Franks on British entry into the 

Korea conflict. 

Huxford’s recent work (2018) has moved on to analysing the media response to British intervention in the 

Korean War and has also considered the treatment of dissenting voices who challenged the intervention. 

Huxford acknowledges the critique of British motivations offered during the conflict by one of these 

dissenters, the British Communist Party leader Pollitt (1951), where he notes an economic motivation for 

US–UK combat. However, contemporary historiography is yet to consider applying Hermann and Chomsky’s 

(1988) Manufacturing Consent position to the study of the Korean War, regarding the media’s role in 

supporting governing elite interests and marginalising dissent, even though such a line has been applied  

to other conflicts. This study will allow A-level students the capacity to engage with these ideas. 

A similar situation can be seen with Gramsci (2005), an Italian neo-Marxist, and his seminal theory of 

‘hegemony’. He argues that the media plays a key (super-structural, i.e. overarching) role in reinforcing  

the current economic system and the pre-eminence of the elites, by depicting events in a fashion beneficial 

to these elites.

CURRICULAR RATIONALE 

This enquiry is unashamedly ambitious – venturing into intellectual territory that most A-level classes  

never visit. 

This enquiry seeks to advance students’ command of governance and elite power structures in Britain 

during the early stages of the Cold War, through a study of British responses to the Korean War. In the 

process, students will engage with original source material and consider what historians see as the  

purpose of their discipline and what influences their approach. 

The resource is relevant to many options within A-level history courses that focus on British government 

and foreign policy, for example: 

•  Edexcel Paper 1, Option 1H: Britain transformed, 1918–97 

•  AQA 2S The Making of Modern Britain, 1951–2007 

•  OCR History Unit Y113: Britain 1930–1997, with this latter including a designated focus on  

the Korean War 

Moreover, some A-level modules have historical interpretations-focused bullet points, to which this enquiry 

readily applies, e.g. AQA unit 1G ‘Challenge and transformation: Britain, c1851–1964’, ensuring a relevant 

(however artificial the dichotomy might be) skills focus. 
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Yet extensive perusal of A-level textbooks and other resources pertaining to modern British history suggests 

that while diverse leftist scholarship relating to this period has permeated academia, it receives minimal 

attention at post-16 level (and arguably even less at Key Stage 3 or 4). This resource aims to rectify this 

situation. By accessing the radical questioning approaches of historians such as Curtis, Herman and 

Chomsky and Gramsci to a study of British responses to the Korean War, the resource will enable learners 

to ask penetrating questions about elite power in Britain during the early years of the Cold War, which they 

would otherwise probably not get access to, and so advance their historical understanding. 

Furthermore, by bringing such scholarship into the history classroom, the resource aims to foster deeper 

analysis of what lies behind the construction of historical works, how the types of sources utilised affect the 

decisions that historians make, and how historians differ regarding what they see as the purpose of their 

scholarship. Such interrogation of source context and the historian’s methodology is actually something 

that examiners demand learners engage with, the Edexcel A-level coursework module being one example. 

SCHEME OF WORK

OVERVIEW

It is envisaged that this sequence of three lessons will be taught at A-level, although some lessons might 

also be applicable for GCSE. 

In the first lesson, primary sources are used to develop understanding of the 1950–51 Labour government 

response to the outbreak of the Korean War and the policies of the successor Conservative government. 

The lesson will also introduce the ways in which leftist historiography has focused on continuities between 

the foreign policy of Labour and the Conservatives. 

In Lesson 2, some of the same primary documents, augmented by others, will be used to draw attention  

to the position of the Civil Service and the military regarding British entry into the conflict; such a focus 

may well be novel for students, given that the influence of these players is rarely addressed in the A-level 

classroom. Historiography pertaining to the influence of the ‘permanent state’ will also be introduced, 

which will facilitate questioning of ‘Who runs Britain?’ and ‘In whose interest?’ 

(Our intention had been that we then have a lesson and media sources examining how the media 

represented dissenting voices. Indeed, it was written. However, the fees that we were being asked to  

pay for reproducing even these shortened newspaper extracts meant that we had to ditch that lesson.  

However, we have included some notes that might help you explore that issue at the end of the notes  

for Lesson 8.2.)

In the final lesson, students will be introduced to ‘mainstream’ historiography on Britain and the Korean 

War. Students will be asked to consider how this differs from the scholarship that they have been given 

access to in the previous lessons but also to consider why. This will enable them to conclude the enquiry  

by making judgements on how historians differ with regard to an analysis of elite power in Britain and 

what they view as the purpose of their discipline, as well as what influences the approach that  

historians take.  
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Lesson Key content

Lesson 1:

What was the 

response of the Labour 

and Conservative 

governments 1950–53 

to the Korean War?

Students use government documents to complete a data capture, 

looking at the responses to the Korean War of the Labour government in 

1950 and the Conservative government in 1951–53.

Leftist historiography pertaining to continuities in British foreign policy post-

World War II is then introduced as part of the same activity, and the activity is 

concluded by learners writing about what the likes of Curtis argue  

is motivating both Labour and Conservative governments. 

Lesson 2:

What was the response 

of the Civil Service 

and the military to the 

outbreak of the Korean 

War?

Students use government documents to complete a Venn diagram looking  

at Civil Service and military responses to the outbreak of the Korean War.

Then students complete a data capture, looking at the apparent influence of 

the government, Civil Service and military respectively with regard to specific 

decisions or highlighted in specific documents.

Historiography pertaining to the influence of the ‘permanent state’ is then 

introduced, and learners finish the lesson by creating a visual representation, 

with reference to government, Foreign Office and military, that conveys their 

roles in the decision to go to war in Korea.

Lesson 3:

How do specialist 

historians approach 

the responses of the 

British elites to the 

Korean War?

A range of ‘mainstream’ historiography pertaining to the Korean War, 

e.g. Dockrill, Hopkins and Huxford, is introduced. Students are asked to note 

what the emphasis of this work is and then to contrast this with the more 

‘radical’ scholarship that they have encountered in the previous lessons.

Students then conclude the enquiry by completing a card sort, which gets 

them to consider why the scholars might be at odds with each other and  

which has much attention to context.
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LESSON 8.1 BREAKDOWN: WHAT WAS THE RESPONSE OF THE LABOUR AND 
CONSERVATIVE GOVERNMENTS 1950–53 TO THE KOREAN WAR? 

STARTER (SLIDES 1–5)

After introducing the overall enquiry and the lesson sequence, Slide 4 features a brief video newsreel 

about the start of the Korean War in 1950. Watch it and simply highlight that Britain participated as part 

of the UN forces.

Slide 5 offers a timeline of key events to summarise British involvement across the three years of  

the conflict.

Draw attention to key issues raised by the timeline by asking: 

• What did Britain commit to initially? (Britain initially only committed to marine presence.) 

• When did the Cabinet U-turn with regard to Britain contributing ground troops to the UN war effort? 

•  What was the significance of the Battle of the Imjin River? (It was the most famous/significant military 

engagement by British forces, but this was not a success.)

ACTIVITY 1: WHAT WAS THE RESPONSE OF THE LABOUR AND CONSERVATIVE 
GOVERNMENTS 1950–53 TO THE KOREAN WAR? (SLIDES 6–12)

For the data capture using primary sources, you can either use the transcripts provided in Resource sheet 

8.1A or, if you prefer this activity to have more of the feel of a trip to the National Archives, you can use 

the photographs/facsimiles, as shown on Slides 8–12, which are at a readable size in Resource sheet 8.1B. 

Students work in groups and use this pack of five government sources to complete the data-capture task 

using Resource sheet 8.1C. They need to infer from the documents why the Labour government agreed to 

enter the Korean War in 1950 and why the Conservatives maintained this commitment from 1951.  

Key factors that will come to light will include: 

• forging closer ties with the US 

• perceived British national interest 

The students should note the considerable continuity across the two governments despite their supposedly 

markedly different positions. 

Slide 7 also asks learners to note the shifts in British policy – which are most notably away from focusing 

on her own empire, to instead focusing on the relationship with the USA. This is evidenced in Document 2, 

for example, which gives the British reasoning for not sending ground troops to Korea, that this might not 

be of benefit to British interests in Hong Kong. However, by Document 3, the British position has shifted 

concerning ground troops because this policy benefits closer ties with the US.

PLENARY: MARK CURTIS INTERPRETATION (SLIDE 13) 

Slide 13 introduces a source from Curtis identifying continuities in British foreign policy post-World War II, 

irrespective of which party is in government. Ask learners to read and then compare his interpretation with 

the impression that they gain from the primary sources/government documents.

They should conclude that:

•  This source is complementary to (agrees with) the primary documents, in that it notes that national 

interest, global standing and a desire to retain close ties with the US do drive British foreign policy.

BEFORE YOU START

You will need:

•  Lesson PowerPoint 

8.1

And either: 

•  Resource sheet 

8.1A (Transcript 

documents 1–5)

•  Resource sheet 

8.1B (Facsimile 

documents 1–5) 

•  Resource sheet 8.1C 

(Data-capture sheet 

for Activity 1)
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•  However, it is at odds with the primary documents in noting that British policies are also driven by 

meeting the needs of corporations/gains for the economic elites.

PLENARY (SLIDE 15)

Students can be asked how Curtis would explain their previous findings regarding continuities of foreign 

policy across Labour/Conservative governments. They should be able to infer that, irrespective of who is in 

power, British foreign policy serves elite economic interests/corporations, which is the major theme of  

the enquiry.

LESSON 8.2 BREAKDOWN: WHAT WAS RESPONSE OF THE CIVIL SERVICE 
AND THE MILITARY TO THE OUTBREAK OF THE KOREAN WAR? 

STARTER (SLIDES 1–4)

Using the link on Slide 4, show the short clip from the 1980s British comedy Yes Minister. 

The question asks: What does it suggest about the power of the civil servant?

Use the class discussion to set up the theme of the lesson as an interrogation of the so-called ‘permanent 

state’ (i.e. the non-elected powers that sit alongside and behind elected government) and its influence on 

policy decisions.

ACTIVITY 1: WHAT WAS RESPONSE OF THE CIVIL SERVICE AND THE MILITARY TO THE 
OUTBREAK OF THE KOREAN WAR? (SLIDES 5–12)

This activity builds strongly on the last lesson in both theme and pedagogy. Students work in groups and 

use another pack of government sources – this time to complete a Venn diagram on the response of 

the Civil Service (in this case the Foreign Office) and the military to the outbreak of the Korean War and 

potential British intervention. 

Once again, you have a choice of transcripts or photographs/facsimiles (Resource sheet 8.2A or 8.2B).  

The sources are also shown on Slides 7–11. 

The Venn diagram is available as Resource sheet 8.2C, which might work best enlarged to A3 to ensure 

that the central area has room to write in. 

Slide 12: Choose students to share their completed (or in progress) diagrams. The central area of  

their charts should be full while the distinctive areas on each side should be relatively empty. Certainly, 

students should infer from the sources that there is much commonality in the responses of the foreign 

Office (FO) and military leaders. The military share the FO’s concern about Britain’s imperial possessions 

and close ties with the US. Similarly, Franks, at the FO, champions the need for ground troops to ensure 

close ties with the US, including averting a potentially negative economic impact.

ACTIVITY 2: CONSIDERATION OF THE INFLUENCE OF THE CIVIL SERVICE AND THE 
MILITARY ON THE KOREAN POLICY VS. THAT OF THE GOVERNMENT (SLIDE 13)

Students now revisit the same sources (plus one extra from Lesson 8.1) and use the data-capture table 

(Resource sheet 8.2C) to consider the relative influence of each of these elite players. They should find  

that government ministers most certainly do not dominate the decision-making.

Finally, students can return to annotate their Venn diagram to highlight the influence of the different 

players. Add reference to specific documents that provide evidence of this.

BEFORE YOU START

You will need:

•  Lesson PowerPoint 

8.2

And either: 

•  Resource sheet 

8.2A (Transcript 

documents 1–6) 

•  Resource sheet 

8.2B (Facsimile 

documents 1–6) 

•  Resource sheet 

8.2C (Venn diagram 

recording sheet for 

Activity 1)

•  Resource sheet 8.2D 

(Data-capture table 

for Activity 2)

•  Colouring pens for 

Activity 2
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ACTIVITY 3: JOYCE ON THE PERMANENT STATE (SLIDES 14–15)

Introduce the Joyce source to examine WHY there is commonality across the different elite power bases.

Students should appreciate how the shared background/values of the elite players can help to explain  

their shared mindset and how they are therefore all influential as they are promoting shared agendas.  

It is possible to introduce the construct of a British military-industrial complex here. 

Slide 15 then takes you back to Yes Minister to compare/contrast Joyce on the ‘permanent state’  

vs. the take of Yes Minister. Themes might be similar but the tone/emphasis is very different to Joyce.  

Yes Minister clearly lampoons the apparently immense influence of the Civil Service, but is this a  

critique of elite power? 

PLENARY (SLIDE 16)

Students communicate their understanding of Joyce’s position by constructing a visual representation  

(it could be a cartoon or any type of image, depending on what the students are comfortable doing)  

that conveys the nature of the relationship between government, the Civil Service and the military. 

NB They might disagree with Joyce’s position; if so, they could represent how they see the relationship  

but be ready to explain why they see it differently from Joyce.

Slide 16 provides a link to the political cartoon gallery if they are looking for inspiration. You will also have 

your own favourites that you can show now to help get them started.

RESEARCH TASK

As explained above, our intention had been to next examine how the media supported the elites, 

particularly in the way in which they represented dissenters. In the end we could not afford the 

reproduction fees that we were being charged to include these sources in the printed publication  

or the online material, so we dropped the lesson.

However, some of you may be lucky enough to hold a personal or an institutional subscription for one 

of the media archives. Some schools and college libraries have the subscription without the history 

department being aware of it.

If you do have access then we suggest that you look at a range of publications (left-leaning such as the  

Daily Mirror and right-leaning such as the Daily Mail) and examine their representation of dissenters such as:

•  Monica Felton 

•  Hewlett Johnson, ‘The Red Dean’ 

•   Alan Winnington 

Here are some articles to start your research:

Monica Felton was a Labour Party member and chair of the Stevenage new town development 

corporation. She took part in a visit to North Korea organised by the Women’s international Democratic 

Federation. On her return, she alleged that the UN forces had committed atrocities both by bombing and 

by presiding over massacres of civilians. For representative comment, see for example:

•  Daily Mirror 26/08/52 ‘Shopping with Monica’ by Cassandra

•  Daily Mirror 19/06/1951 ‘Mrs Felton’s passport did not include Korea’

•  The Times 11/05/53 ‘Mrs. Felton’s “help to the Queen’s enemies”’
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Alan Winnington was a British communist based in Beijing who covered the Korean War for The Daily 

Worker. For representative comment, see for example:

•  Daily Mail 08/03/55 ‘A word on treason’

Hewlett Johnson was a Church of England priest who visited China with his wife Nowell and brought 

back allegations of American ‘germ warfare’. For representative comment, see for example:

•  Daily Mail 10/07/52 ‘The scandal of the Dean’

LESSON 8.3 BREAKDOWN: HOW DO SPECIALIST HISTORIANS APPROACH 
THE RESPONSES OF THE BRITISH ELITES TO THE KOREAN WAR? 

STARTER (SLIDES 1–3)

The Korean War is now attracting the attention of specialist historians. One example is Grace Huxford  

(who has also been an influential part of this Teacher Fellowship programme and contributed an article  

to this publication). 

Draw attention to her methodology as well, through using the blurb for her book:

Using Mass Observation surveys, letters, diaries and a wide range of under-explored contemporary material, 

this book charts the war’s changing position in British popular imagination and asks how it became known 

as the ‘Forgotten War’. It explores the war in a variety of viewpoints – conscript, POW, protester and 

veteran – and is essential reading for anyone interested in Britain’s Cold War past.

ACTIVITY 1: HOW DO SPECIALIST HISTORIANS APPROACH BRITISH RESPONSES TO THE 
KOREAN WAR? (SLIDES 4–10)

Students work in groups and, using a series of extracts from leading Korean War historians Dockrill (1986), 

Hopkins (2001) and Huxford (2018), they complete the first two columns of the data-capture sheet,  

which considers the focus of those historians’ research and their methodology.

The table is available on Resource sheet 8.4A (page 1).

They should be able to identify that:

•  Dockrill’s focus is high politics, British decision-making regarding Korea, the motivations for 

participation and British imperial/geopolitical concerns as a whole, especially the importance to British 

foreign policy of a close relationship with the USA. Dockrill’s sources are British governmental sources, 

and learners may voluntarily pick up on the overlap between the documents that Dockrill utilises and 

the very sources that they have engaged with in previous lessons.

•  Hopkins’ focus covers similar ground, but he is most specifically concerned with the influence of the 

British Ambassador to the US, Franks, on Britain’s Korean War policy. Hopkins’ sources are clearly also 

of the same nature as Dockrill’s and so have equivalent familiarity to the students.

•  On the other hand, Huxford is interested in looking at Britons who dissented against the  

governmental line over Korea, the responses to these individuals of both the elites and the broader 

public, and also cultural memories of the conflict. Huxford’s methodology also differs from the other 

specialist historians in being more broad-ranging, clearly including secondary sources and also a war 

office film, contemporary to the period that she is focusing on.

BEFORE YOU START

You will need:

•  Lesson PowerPoint 

8.3

•  Resource sheet 8.3A 

(Specialist and non- 

historians’ sources 

for Activity 1 and 2)

•  Resource sheet 

8.3B (Card sort and 

recording sheet for 

Activity 3)
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ACTIVITY 2: HOW DOES SPECIALISTS’ WORK CONTRAST WITH SCHOLARS ALREADY 
ENCOUNTERED? (SLIDES 11–12)

Students are given interpretations (including some that they have already seen in previous lessons)  

from Curtis, Joyce, Gramsci and Herman and Chomsky (on Resource sheet 8.3A (page 5)) and they are 

to contrast the emphasis of these ‘non-specialist’ scholars with those of the ‘mainstream’ Korean War 

scholars. The final column of the table captures the interpretations of these scholars.

Learners should appreciate that questioning of elite interests/power inherent in the non-specialist sources  

is not a concern for the specialist historians of the Korean War. 

Similarly, while Huxford discusses elite responses to dissenters and even acknowledges Pollitt’s claim,  

which is in tune with Curtis et al.’s logical questioning of why such vitriol is directed at Felton, for example, 

the unpacking of why Pollitt may well have a point is missing. 

Through this critique, we are again seeking to offer learners access to higher-order thinking/more holistic 

understanding by questioning Huxford’s position. 

ACTIVITY 3: WHY MIGHT SOME SCHOLARS CRITIQUE ELITE POWER AND OTHERS NOT? 
(SLIDE 13)

To engage with the aforementioned issues more fully, students complete a card sort (Slide 14 and Resource 

sheet 8.3B) in answer to this question, which will get them to consider differing views regarding the 

purpose of historians and all manner of contextual issues.

The cards suggest that the production of historical works is influenced by funding, which can encourage 

elite interests to be championed. This can lead to questioning of whether historians see their role as 

bolstering accepted societal structures or not. Discussion can also focus on different fields of history and 

how where scholars fit into these may impact on their work, a debate that potentially can be opened 

out to consider subjects across the curriculum. The cards also suggest the significance of age, academic 

experience and renown impacting in myriad ways on the works that historians/scholars produce. These are 

all healthy topics of debate for a holistic historical discourse within the post-16 classroom and potentially at 

Key Stage 4 as well. Of course, the cards also demand consideration of the influence of scholars’  

political/ideological leanings upon their work, although this is something usually more widely addressed.

PLENARY (SLIDE 15)

Finish by completing a paragraph-long answer to the question: 

What do elite responses to the Korean War teach us about Britain in the early Cold War years and what do 

scholarly responses to these developments teach us about the construction of history?
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LESSON 8.1 (continued)
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LESSON 8.3 (continued)
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SECTION 4: EXPLORING THE KOREAN WAR FURTHER

THE KOREAN WAR LEGACY FOUNDATION (KWLF) 
VETERANS INTERVIEW ARCHIVE 

The focus of this publication has been on teaching 

the history and legacy of the Korean War from a 

British perspective. It is our fervent hope that the 

materials in this publication provide UK teachers 

with a bank of resources that will update their 

subject knowledge and also provide them with 

classroom-ready resources that help them to teach 

this fascinating and incredibly significant period of 

world history in the twentieth century. 

Of course, as Dr Han’s article at the start of this 

publication points out (1A, ‘Quo vadis?’), history is 

huge and multi-faceted. In a publication such as 

this, we cannot even cover the full story of the 

Korean War as it affected Britain, let alone its wider 

significance in other countries and globally.  

With this in mind, the aim of this final section is to 

make teachers and students aware of some of the 

impressive other resources that are available for the 

study of the Korean War. 

For many years, the Korean War Legacy Foundation 

(https://koreanwarlegacy.org) has been interviewing 

veterans of the Korean War from all the states that 

took part. After collecting over 1,100 interviews,  

the KWLF teacher fellows tagged the interviews  

with metadata and identified short, compelling 

video clips from each interview that would be  

useful in the classroom. The result is an  

unparalleled and incredibly precious resource  

to historians and teachers. 
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THE MEMORY BANK

The Memory Bank is the entry point to the 

Foundation’s coverage of the Korean War, its events 

and its legacy. It has several interconnected sections, 

which can also be accessed from the main menu at 

the head of the page.  

THE INTERVIEW ARCHIVE

The Interview Archive is perhaps the jewel in the 

crown of the Foundation’s resources. There are over 

1,100 interviews, 3,000 short video clips and over 

2,000 photographs. It is a treasure trove for 

historians and has been shown to be immensely 

popular and engaging for young students as well. 

The Archive is made manageable by careful curation 

and can be simply browsed or searched using a 

range of key criteria. 
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Here are just a few examples of the materials that can be found in the Interview Archive:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A guy came along with his tie and he said, ‘Have you heard about a place called Korea? 
There’s a war starting out there, and it’s going to be a big war, you know.’ And I said 
‘No.’ And that’s the first time I heard about Korea. We were young then and 
newspapers, we didn’t read newspapers and we didn’t have television. You just went 
about your normal business. 
https://koreanwarlegacy.org/interviews/gerald-gerry-farmer/ 

You always look back at war and say was it worth it. If you look at Korea now, even with 
the present situation with North Korea, which is on a very touchy basis, even then you’ve 
got to say with the progress being made in Korea and South Korea… You’ve got to say 
‘yes, it was worth it’. 

It was a forgotten war, I don’t think it was forgotten as it was quite ignored and never 
considered. Even today when anniversaries occur and they talk about the Falklands War 
and Iraq War, Korean War never gets mentioned… It’s totally wrong because it was the 
first major United Nations effort and one would think that would [have] captured 
people’s imagination, but for some reason no. 
https://koreanwarlegacy.org/interviews/keith-gunn/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

That was our final battle with the Third Battalion of the 8th K. We were overrun there. 
But this went on. This happened on the night of November the 1st – that’s when they 
first hit us. The following morning the firing ceased – early in the morning. And by the 
time daylight come I looked around and I couldn’t see anymore. I was lying in a ditch 
and my two men who had been with me were gone. But during the excitement – we 
fought all night. We fired at anything we could see that didn’t have a steel helmet on. 
See, we still had our summer uniforms on. We’d not been issued winter uniforms yet. 
And the Chinese that we were fighting – we didn’t know that they were Chinese. We 
thought they were North Koreans. And they had on these POW caps. So that was my 
means of identifying who’s – who were fighting. But I’m thinking still, that they were 
North Korean soldiers. So I’d shoot anyone with a POW cap on. And the following 
morning when I looked around, I didn’t see anybody moving or anything. And I raised 
up to take a look, thinking I may be the only survivor. 
https://koreanwarlegacy.org/interviews/charles-ross/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Some of my difficult times had to do with kids that you inevitably saw in the streets. 
I mean they were waifs. They were starving you know. They didn’t have much and it 
always tore at me. And hired some of these children to be what we called house boys. 
And we had mama-sans. And they were always very polite, I mean extremely polite. I 
wish my kids had been that polite. But I felt sorry for them. You just had to feel sorry for 
them. And we did a lot for them. We had one of the young kids, I remember, he was 
I guess seven when we picked him up off the streets in Seoul. And we picked him up 
because he was stealing fruit from our operation. So what we tried to explain him was, 
‘You don’t have to steal it. All you have to do is ask for it.’ But he didn’t know that. And 
we took him in. 
https://koreanwarlegacy.org/interviews/richard-faron/ 
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HISTORY

Through a series of chapters, this section provides  

a chronology of the Korean War while also 

acknowledging multiple perspectives on this 

complex period and wrestling with the enduring 

legacy of the war. The chapters tell the story of the 

war both chronologically and thematically and are 

unique in their use of veteran oral history clips as 

primary source materials.

There are 17 chapters, which range from the early 

Cold War context of the late 1940s, through key 

events of the war itself, to the process of 

memorialising the war and understanding its 

legacy. There are thematic sections as well, such as 

the role of women in the war and the role of 

African Americans.  

Each section provides an overview piece and also 

links to selected interviews from the Veterans 

Archive. 
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TEACHING TOOLS 

The Foundation has been working for many years 

with teachers to promote knowledge and 

understanding of the Korean War and also to 

provide practical help for teachers in the form of 

ready-to-use inquiry-based resources, just like the 

ones written for British teachers in this publication. 

There are 15 separate resources, all downloadable 

and classroom-ready. 
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DOCUMENTARY FILM

In 2018, the Korean War Legacy Foundation 

produced a documentary on the legacy of the 

Korean War. The 40-minute documentary follows 

Arden Rowley, a Korean War veteran, and his 

great-grandson, Cayden Sherwood, as they travel 

back to South Korea to remember his wartime 

experiences, while discovering the unique history 

and miraculous progress that the Korean people 

have achieved over the past 65 years. The film 

connects the past to the present and is a perfect 

classroom resource on the Korean War.
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The Korean War has been called ‘The Forgotten War’. Yet it was profoundly significant to 
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teaching of the Korean War into your curriculum 
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